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The pain began, her trembling legs shook, swaying back and forth to ease the process. Mrs. Pontiv gripped the stainless-steel handles to her sides tighter and tighter as she started to hyperventilate. Small perspiring droplets gathered across her forehead as she continued to squeeze her mature, developed body. There was no stopping it; the pain, the process, and everyone’s anxiety for what was to come. 
	Mrs. Pontiv felt the weight leave her body and she collapsed backwards onto the mattress beneath her. An uncontrollable screaming ensued. The doctor held the baby in his hands as it squirmed in agony. But the usual commands by the doctor were not given, the scissors were not called for, neither the towel to wrap the child, nor anything else to clean the baby. The doctor was shellshocked, and without lifting his head to the mother or the father or the nurses about, he said, “It’s… male.” 
The father leaned over the doctor’s shoulder and realized what everyone feared to be true: a healthy baby boy. 
	A routine delivery check by a government employee belonging to the Society for Health and Well-Being walked down the hallway towards the operating room. He knocked on the door belonging to delivery room 32 awaiting a response.
	“Get the boy ready.” Mr. Pontiv said as he rushed to answer the door.
	“How’s everything going in there? Are we done?” The employee said.
	The father perched the door open and leaned forward blocking sight into the room. “She’s still in labor.” He replied.
Cries from the child continued.  
“Sounds like she’s done.” The government employee pushed Mr. Pontiv aside and walked into the room. 
Everyone paused and watched as the man approached the baby. He hovered over the child like a dark cloud and said, “She’s gorgeous.” Then looked at the mother and smiled, then turned and faced the father and smiled. “You have a beautiful baby.” He addressed them both and continued with his work, “Now just to make sure” he said as he began parting the towel’s grasp on the baby’s body, “Let us take a quick peek.” 
Mrs. Pontiv leaned forward, eyeing her husband as if she could voice her distraught emotions through sight alone. At the edge of his eyes Mr. Pontiv caught a glance of her panic and frantically acted in accordance with her heightened level of nervousness. 
He sifted through the metal medical utensils on the table beside him, appeared behind the government employee and opened his throat, letting a stream of red usher out and down his chest. The nurses screamed and ran out of the room. Mr. Pontiv stepped over the man struggling to breath and took his son from the doctor’s arms.
“Stop them. No one must know.” Mr. Pontiv said to the doctor.
The doctor untied his apron, threw it to the floor, and said “You know what will happen if Samael finds out don’t you?” 
“He won’t find out.” Mr. Pontiv replied.
The doctor shook his head and started after the women.
Mr. Pontiv walked over and gave his wife their child. “I have to go; I have to find out our quota.” He looked down at her cradling their child that was no longer crying but sitting comfortably in her arms. 
“We’ve practiced for this. You know what to do; get rid of the baby.” Mr. Pontiv left the employee to die on the floor and exited the room.
Half an hour later, Mr. Pontiv was sitting amongst the other heads of state. He looked down at his cards and knew what would happen if he lost. 


“It’s 300 in all. Do you want to call, sir? You know what will happen if you do.” The dealer cautioned.
“Pontiv just fold.” said Mr. Banks, the financial guru of the group.
“I don’t have to worry about the consequences. I have the better hand.” Mr. Pontiv said as he pushed all his red and black chips into the middle of the green felted table, “All in.”
Mr. Banks, flustered, leaned back in his chair and put both hands on top of his head, attempting to alleviate his increasing anxiety. “How much is it?”
The dealer sifted through the chips, “650, sir.”
“It’s too much for your district to handle Banks.” Mr. Pontiv chimed in.
He leaned over his chips and glanced at his cards, “I call” and stood from his chair, picked up his cards and threw them onto the table, “Flush. I told you to fold, you should have folded.” All while raking the pile of chips towards him.
Mr. Pontiv smiled, “You should never touch another man’s chips, it’s bad luck” he flipped his cards placing them in the center of the table next to Mr. Banks’ with exact nicety; slowly and precise, “Straight flush.”
“Damn you to hell Pontiv.” said Mr. Banks, throwing his hands in the air in defeat. Motioning to the waitress he changed his voice to a calm tone, “Vodka no ice, dear.” Looking back at Mr. Pontiv he resumed, “My district needs some help anyways. A little spring cleaning wouldn’t hurt.”
“What are you talking about all they have is winter.” Said Mr. Leud whose assigned chair is always at the end of the table.
“It’s a saying from the old world. Didn’t you have school programming done?”
“My district is mainly responsible for working in the mine shafts, we have no need to learn what school programming teach.”
“Well, that’s obvious.” Bashed Mr. Banks.
“Gentlemen”, Mr. Pontiv stepped into the conversation, “Don’t fight over such trivial things. Remember it does not matter how these games end. As long as we meet our quotas. Our families will always have power.”
As the waitress returned, she reached over Mr. Banks’ shoulder, and placed a crystal-clear glass filled one quarter of the way with vodka onto the coaster beside him, “Your vodka Mr. Banks.” Taking the drink, he raised it in celebration without acknowledging the waitress’s presence, “To Qayin.” He spouted. 
 	All the important players were accounted for each month when they had their poker games at the main plaza in the center of the city. The high-rise building allowed the most powerful families to lookout over their entire district. With the words “Don’t Think, Act.” plastered on the front side of the building. One of the official mottos that was used in nearly every commercial, promoted by the families. These prominent families were the Pontivs, Hollys, Banks, Rhules, Lueds, Thamers, and Damuns. Known as the Solid Seven they were all connected through mutually assured plans, often illegal, that would always allow them to grow in power, and to never lose it. 
Rulership was in their blood since their ancestors helped create the foundation of the new world that everyone now lived in. With that a legacy of power and prestige was passed down to them, and they reveled in this power knowing that they were better than those that lived outside their district. Even if it was only because of their hereditary advantage (the luck of being born to the right parents) they played it off as they were a different type of species compared to the rest of the population. A species that evolved faster than time enabled; a kind of new animal whose appetite was only satisfied when it had more and more power, even though they already wielded too much of it.
Mr. Rhules leaned over and slapped the felted poker table, “Another round.”
“I won’t be able to handle another loss” Mr. Thamer concluded, “I’m out.”
A buzzing spread throughout the room, like a swarm of bees or flies that flew around. Everyone took out their cellphones and glanced at them then clicked the side of it, muting the sound.
“Why are we notified of these anyways? They don’t happen in our district.” Said Mr. Damun.
Mr. Rhules looked over at him, “It’s state policy. Have you never been outside of Qayin?”
“There is no reason to go outside. I have everything I need here; beautiful women, endless amounts of drugs and booze, and the best thing of all: away from the infestation of the people outside the city. Why chance it, there’s radiation out there too you know? It messes with your brain.”
“He’s right”, Mr. Thamer butted in, “I haven’t been into the city for months now and I feel great. Whenever I went out, I felt sick when I came back.” He stood up and pushed in his chair.
“Where do you think you’re going?” Mr. Rhules pulled Mr. Thamer back to the table with his words. “You’ve got to explain your plan for the,” he looked at his notepad, “750 losses you have to account for.”
“I’ll figure it out.” he said dismissively.
“Your tab is running too high, and you can’t pay off the amount you owe without things getting too suspicious. The end of the month is almost here, and you must finish the quota or-”
“Don’t lecture me, I know what will happen.”
 Mr. Rhules continued to pester Mr. Thamer. “The Security Services have been on high alert lately and if you finish your quota all at once it will be difficult for the rest of the families to finish theirs. Begin your payments tomorrow.” Mr. Rhules said with a tone filled with authority; deep and stern like he was a parent punishing his child. His character showed no signs of joking and without a word from anyone else he spoke on behalf of the group. 
“Fine, tomorrow shall bring death.” Mr. Thamer turned around and threw up his hand as a lazy goodbye and exited the room.
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Every morning Vladimir Churkovski woke up at six o’clock in the morning and set out for a long trek from his apartment complex on the west side of the city to the state school programming site known as The Institute in the south. It took him an hour of travel, which included a long walk through the city, a train ride, then more walking. 
Ever since society rebuilt itself through the creation of the only habitable living space on the northeastern side of the world, everyone is trapped to live in the city. An enormous one-million-acre piece of land filled with claustrophobic living spaces, large industrial buildings, and towering skyscrapers perched alongside a mountain range. Towering over the surrounding forests people see nothing but a white landscape in the distance, winter never leaves them. The narrow construction of the city causes the streets to be always jammed with pedestrians. 
There are checkpoints by law enforcement throughout to scan for people that do not belong. Everyone knows what it means; people that live outside the city had no chance at reintegrating into society once kicked out, even if they wanted the police were omnipresent. 
Slowly moving, inching his way through crowds of people, Vladimir began his routine journey through the bustling city life. Noisy buskers stood on street corners and loud music blared from the row of miniature shops that sold cheap toys. Each shop only differed by the amount of merchandise held and the suspiciously low prices. 
In the eyes of the government the city was full and no migration into this concrete haven was allowed, it barley had any room to accompany the needs for their population, since everyone in the world now lived in it, and they were pleased when citizens were sent out of the city. The government made sure the rules were followed to a T and if they were not, then it gave them the chance to rid people from society. Rich or poor if you broke state policy you would be forced to survive in the wild, and by survive that meant die.
 	Even though it felt like there was not enough room for everyone in the city the government managed to cram people into a living space. Thousands of newly built apartment complexes equipped with pod living spaces were now available. It has helped store the ever-growing population, exceedingly rapid even compared to the outrageously increasing death rate. The city has an overpopulation problem, but no one has a plan to fix it. The only temporary solution, which was always employed, was to create smaller and smaller pods. They were getting smaller with every high rise built. Eventually pods were planned to shrink down to the size of the human body. A living quarter so small it would make humans sleep in a cocoon styled living space, apartments would become obsolete. 
The lights from the advertisements along the buildings in the main plazas of the streets brightened the early morning making it like noon on a sunny day. It was not unusual to see people with sunglasses on in the morning, the lights were that present. 
Vladimir’s father always said the brighter the better, that way people have no option but to look at them. With so many advertisements around the city competition was tough for his father’s advertising business so his solution was to blind his customers into submission. It was a simple game of grabbing someone’s attention and he made sure his signs, with a high lumen rating, did exactly that. With catchy slogans and custom lighting his signs were a kind of hypnotizing display, ensuring his business to be seen.
As Vladimir made his way through the busy streets, he walked around an old rusty handrail and made his way down a flight of uneven, broken steps into the subway station. Arriving at the terminal he glanced at the other people waiting. Currently the morning the crowd’s composition was twofold. There were those that journey, like himself, to The Institute and everyone else worked manual labor. It was considered slave work, but it beat living outside the city where the radiation was present. These men wear battered, wrinkled clothing. Either grey or brown shirts, black pants, and boots and a jacket that match in color, never in style. Their hair was thick and unkept and all of them had scraggly beards that covered their cheeks and half of their necks. 
An outsider might have thought that these people were in mourning like people at a funeral because everyone had their heads tilted downward all with the same mute expression sitting on their face, absent of joy. But no one had died; they were all just staring at their cell phones. 
Vladimir’s train arrived and people began filling it like water does to a boat with a punctured hole, immediate and without hesitation. He crunched into the last standing spot available. The mass of workers wreaked of body odor and another rotten smell foreign to him, probably sulfur and charcoal from the mines, but he covered his face with his hand, daring not to find out its origin. 
After several minutes passed the train stopped. The doors opened and Vladimir was pushed off by the crowd hustling their way out into the world ready to work another day, dreaming of what it would be like to live in Qayin. 
Getting into Qayin was winning the lottery. This small area of the city had the most luxurious living quarters in existence. They controlled the banks, and all legislation was influenced by their minds. From housing and urban development to city security everything was ultimately controlled by them. Politicians were no threat to them. They were simply actors on a stage that moved around according to a script that they themselves wrote. Qayin used them to make the public think their votes had an impact on their lives. But they were used to fooling the public from the fact that they lived under a corporate oligarchy. 
Throughout the year there were people that were chosen to move into the Qayin, but the actual number was unknown and for what exact reason no one knew. It was the only living area where residents never had to worry about being kicked out of the city. People would kill to live with immunity like that. 
When Vladimir neared The Institute, he noticed a conglomerate of people in the distance, more than the average congested walkway. Closing in on the crowd he noticed they were all taking pictures of a man that recently shot himself in the head. Local reporters, detectives, and the public all took pictures with their cell phones. People began streaming the incident online for everyone in the city to see. 
More views for their videos online equaled more money, and people all around the city loved to see violence. Human beings have a weird but innate tendency it seemed to seek out, whether it was out of innocent curiosity or of vile intrigue, brutality in all forms. Everyone taking pictures of the dead man was the perfect example of this. 
Another suicide in the city never lead to questions or answers but to pictures used to make money via the web. There were no solutions to the suicide epidemic, all people cared about was who could report the news, the more negative the better, the faster. Sad to say this man’s life was only important when he decided to die in the streets for all to see. 
Vladimir stood in the crowd behind the flashing of cameras, he watched a reporter give an update of the incident in front of a large bulky camera on the shoulder of another man.
“Unfortunately, the epidemic is still underway here in the city. An unidentified man shot himself today on Main Street. His body just to my right lay in the middle of a lane that is now being blocked off from traffic. Eyewitnesses say the man shouted something before he committed this unforgivable sin. Details of what he said are to come up next. Thank you for tuning in to Inner City News, obeying is promoted.”
He walked away from the horde of people saddened by another man dying by his own hands. It happened so often now that sometimes he forgot to notice unless he saw it firsthand. 
Entering The Institute, Vladimir climbed several flights of stairs of a high rise building and saw a sign on the wall that read Corridor 32. He opened it, walked down the hallway, and proceeded to his first class of the day. 
As he sat down in a chair the classroom steadily began to fill with students. The room was large, and its composition mirrored the ancient Greek senate; with semi-circled, elevated seating. Although its architecture was designed to appear with such beauty, crafted even with marble desktops to replicate the feeling of antiquity, the room lacked something much more important: the open expression of ideas. Any sort of dialogue between students in class was prohibited and there would be no questioning of the curriculum. All things free and democratic were banned. 
Everyone took out their laptops and began to fill out the mandatory survey. 
Before people could use electronics, they had to fill out a series of questions to determine if they were eligible to use them. This happened anytime someone wanted to use anything that was personally owned. Accessing a cellphone, laptop, or television all had surveys before use. But surveys extended beyond the everyday devices that had screens. Nearly everything that was rented out, because private property was outlawed, had a small screen on it that required it to be filled out before use. Bathroom doors, cabinets in houses, car doors, and refrigerators among other things all had screens with surveys. All the data gathered was sent to the computer servers in Qayin. Ultimately, they decided if people could have access to their property or not.
 	All the questions asked served a purpose and that purpose was to know everything about the user. Qayin wanted to know people better than they knew themselves. That way they could predict their behavior and if they were not able to do so they were at least aware of ways to control their behavior. The state sought control in any way possible and this was one of their ways of doing it. 
Everyone turned on their computer and the surveys popped up. 
“Are you Vladimir Churkovski?”
He clicked yes. An image flashed so fast on the screen that he did not have a chance to see it. Then the screen showed an image of the city with their flag in the background. 
“Hello Mr. Churkovski, are you having a good day today?” 
 	He clicked no. Thoughts of the man dying on the street from earlier came into his head. Another image flashed on the screen, again too fast to see. A clip of people laughing as they were recording videos began to play. They were students at his school being shown using their cellphones. “With the money I make from videos online I can now buy the Next-Gen cellphone or a State approved computer,” said one student actor. 
“Are you happy to live in the city?” 
 	He clicked no but the button for yes lit up on the screen. Another image flashed.
 	“Do you think about harming others?”  
He clicked no. Another video began to play. A man with dirt on his face held a knife as he came out from behind a tree. He left the forest and snuck past the wall into the city. The first woman he approached was an old lady walking down the street. He snuck up on her and dragged her behind a dumpster in an alleyway, then began attacking her. The video switched to another man leaving the forest and into the city. The man kidnapped a child and ran back into the forest. The last picture on the screen read “SAVAGES NEED TO DIE”. 
The question was repeated, “Do you think about harming others?”
Vladimir clicked yes. His computer unlocked and he waited for class to begin.
As soon as everyone filled out their surveys the projector turned on. Abrupt noises of gunfire blasted through the speakers. Immediately following them images of the old world began playing on the screen. Men being shot and their guts oozing from their stomachs stretched across the monitor. Repeatedly people died in what seemed like a time of war. Flickering images of men and women starving in the streets begging for food as their bodies were deteriorating; rapidly losing weight only to be left with a thin layer of skin tightly hugging a calcium deprived skeletal frame. The pictures ceased to stop. Accompanied by eerie music more and more people were shown dying. Loud machine guns continue to riddle through men as they suffered slow deaths. The slide transitioned into a calm walkthrough of all the people who died from the famine. Then the screen turned black. The music began to fade into a complete silence.
The professor stood from his desk, “This is what happens when you do not have structure in society everyone. Those outside the city still live like this, and it is the main reason they are not allowed to integrate into the city. Besides their obvious sickness living with radiation poisoning. They were the ones that brought about the apocalypse that destroyed the old world, their barbaric lifestyle made God leave us. But thanks to Samael, Lord of Qayin, we have our government to protect us from their filthy ways.” 
He pressed play on his remote and the video continued. 
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It has been said that a snake must shed its skin to make itself anew, even if it is painful. The old world and their lifestyle were that layer of skin. 
The story goes that the old world’s cultural practices angered the entities in the heavens. Humans practiced slavery and killed each other over trivial matters. Back in what was known as the times of trial humanity deteriorated into filth. Everyone was selfish and only looked out for themselves. There was no concept of a family unit and because of this there lacked a foundation for stability in the world. It led to the chaos of individuals killing each other to have power over other greedy individuals willing to kill for power. A cycle of destruction that led to the death and demise of humanity, or as the people in the old world called it: the apocalypse. 
For those that survived the evils of man, and the collapse of civilized society, next had to survive the biggest killer of all: mother nature. The Sun and the Moon, Earth’s brother and sister, would be the next bringers of chaos. 
The projector turned back on, and the horror continued. A rendition of the final death of the world began. First, an image of the Sun starred at the class. The bright flames dancing in and out and around the star was mesmerizing. It created a calm rather relaxing feeling, meditative even. Like falling asleep next to a warm campfire that gently sparked and crackled in the night. Then the flames lashed out and away from the Sun. Those solar flares caused most of the deaths back in the time of trial. 
The movie then transitioned from the Sun back to Earth. Worse than the images of the men dying slowly in battle, human beings began burning as they dropped to the floor screaming. I would like to think the solar flares killed people rather quickly, Vladimir thought. But the video only continued with screams of the damned, a slow but steady sizzle till death. 
If that were not enough to make the other students aware of humanity’s pernicious past the flood would surely open their eyes to the retribution God bestowed upon them for living a life of sin. 
Large waves formed from the middle of oceans. Tsunamis snuck up on human populations with such haste like it was a shark darting towards its prey. As people ran for shelter the water quickly followed. One picture showed people’s heads being bashed against walls as water rushed into buildings. Arms could be seen flailing above the water at what could only be described as a sad attempt at swimming, or at least staying afloat. 
Then a young girl appeared on the screen. Underwater, her hair flowed with a gentle sway as her body danced effortlessly with the current. She was like a thin figured ballet dancer being controlled by the water and guided by the sound of the crashing sea, which was her music. Then, like a ragdoll she was thrown around at the will of the ocean. The water became still, and the girl’s eyes began to widen as she yelled only to let air bubbles rush out her mouth, flushing past her face, and towards the surface. While her head twitched, her body began to convulse while water filled her lungs. 
Vladimir could not imagine a world where a loving God would allow this to happen to people let alone an innocent little girl. But they were all told that everyone deserved this, and no one dared question the curriculum.
The video transitioned to thick fog alongside a coastline. 
“It’s around here somewhere.” Yelled a man steering a small boat with a gas mask on as he looked through his binoculars.
“Stop. Right here, let me off.” Said a crew member as he threw an anchor overboard. 
The crewman took off his gas mask and strapped a pair of goggles over his head and onto his face. The man fell backwards into the water. As he held his breath, he saw what his crew had been looking for: the silver canister. The diver brought the metal cylinder onto the boat. It had a name engraved into it reading Neworl O. on the side. 
The video turned to a man walking across a stage pointing to a computer. 
“It held the blueprints that led to the resurgence of computers for the entire world. The materials in that very canister by Mr. Neworl is the individual who we should be thanking. Because of this man, and the fishermen that found his canister, we were able to recreate the internet and eventually society at large which came together to build Qayin.”
The video zoomed in onto the computer screen the man was pointing to and a website appeared. It was an animation of the fishermen finding the canister. It ended with a figure with goggles on top of his head looking straight at the user through binoculars. The one and only Goggles website had just then been created. The screen paused with the caption “Thank you Mr. Neworl”. 
The video ended and the professor turned off the projector. Every school year since Vladimir was a young boy the video had been played and he had seen it a thousand times and was sure he would see it a thousand more.
Vladimir’s professor paced back and forth in front of the classroom, “Qayin houses the most important communication servers in the entire revitalized world and allows everyone in the city to talk to one another. Due to this area’s important infrastructure, it has been blockaded and became its own district within the city, holding onto a staggering proportion of power unparalleled in human history. Even more reason to strive to become a member of the Qayin boys and girls.”
Everyone is brought up being told that Qayin is the goal, it is the common man’s dream. Ever since childhood Vladimir could remember the cartoons about the place. Television shows, advertisements, newspapers all put Qayin on a pedestal. Less than one percent of the city’s population lived there and, to make it even more exclusive, you must be invited to enter. 

. . .

At the age of 18 everyone began their careers that they would have for the rest of their lives and for Vladimir today was that day. After all those years of school programming and answering surveys, the state had enough data on someone to find out where to put them. The population’s IQ was lower than the average human being before the apocalypse but despite that Vladimir’s test scores proved him to be an intellectual. His schoolwork put him on the government’s radar, and they decided to place him into a career of programming. Even though his high scores in math were desired, a job as a programmer serving the state’s Security Service had always interested him more. 
Vladimir hated the idea of office work, sitting behind a computer day in and day out. Mindlessly pressing plastic keys in front of a screen. There had to be something more to life, he thought. Even though Vladimir was assigned by the state to become a life-long programmer, he had other intentions.
Vladimir made a choice that he thought would take him away from the pain that surrounded his life, to distract him from the meaningless life in the city. At the time it was a sure way out from the sedated life that he lived, that everyone lived; the routine cycle of school programming at day and meaningless work at night, the state deemed this the most effective way to keep people productive and civilized unlike those in the forest. 
This was their way of maintaining stability, so everyone did not end up like their ancestors, cruel and selfish. They all worked towards the goal of a stronger government, since this was the glue that held everyone together, through its main purpose of protection against the savages in the forest. 
If Vladimir had hoped to change his destiny of programming for the state today was the day, he had no other choice but to disregard their plan to make him live like the rest of the population: internet addicted drones that bounce between The Institute and unfulfilling work on computers, or slave labor in the mines.
“Name.” said a man holding a roster.
“Vladimir. Churkovski.” He began to spell his last name slowly. “C…H…U…”
With a quick glance over the list the government employee licked his finger and flipped the page. He scrolled down and interrupted him “Programming.” and waved Vladimir to a line behind him. There it was, in front of him, a line of people waiting to get processed to become programmers for the state. To clack away on keyboards for the government for the rest of their lives. Before the man passed him through, a guard grabbed Vladimir’s arm and put a needle into his shoulder. “Radiation vaccine.” He said.
Rubbing his shoulder to ease the stinging pain Vladimir walked past the turnstile and stood at the back of the line that had a sign that read programming above it.
“Look at them” the man in front of him stared at the line across from them, “they’re probably going to be killed off fighting savages. That is what happens when you have low test scores, animals fighting animals.” 
It was the typical would-be-programmer’s way of thinking; they always behaved like the world was made just for them. From the working man in the mines to the lady that made their food in restaurants; they were all created to serve them in some grand way to provide a better life to their kind. There was something to say about intellectual programmers and their demeanor towards those outside their field of study, let alone the realm of academia. For programmers it was like understanding calculus or quantum physics somehow elevated them above the rest of society. Not only on the basis for an argument in usefulness to mankind but morally superior as well. Vladimir understood mathematics but had no further connection to these types of people. He was disgusted by them. As the line moved forward Vladimir began to think. Even if programming were a safe job, I would rather live a dangerous life than be stuck surrounded by stuck up know-it-alls. 
Vladimir looked around and peered over at the line with the sign above it that read Security Services. After looking around to see if it was safe to move he switched lines.
“You really want to do that.” The man in front of him said.
“Do what?” Vladimir said nervously.
“C’mon, look at you. Scrawny and short. You don’t belong here.”
Vladimir said nothing as the line moved forward.
“Don’t worry I won’t say anything. But don’t get scared when you find out what we do.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“My older brother is in the Security Services. He says it is a rude awakening. Eh.” He brushed Vladimir off, “You’ll figure it out.” Then stepped on a platform in front of him.
“Don’t move.” Said a lady as she took his picture. A small printer rumbled and spat out laminated paper with his face on it.
“Congratulations.” The woman said unenthusiastically and handed him his I.D. card. “Next.” she commanded.
Shaking and filled with anxiety Vladimir waited in line. He stepped up on the platform knowing all too well that what that man said was right; he did not belong there. But in his mind, there was no way back and instead of turning around to face the consequences he stood on the platform and held a smile.
“No smiling.” Said the woman.
He quit his attempt at happiness and allowed a blank face to fall over him.
A bright flash followed, and the printer rumbled that same rumble as before. It spit out his I.D. card and the woman leaned over and handed it to Vladimir.
“Congratulations.” She said without looking at him. “Next.” She said automatically.
He could not believe how simple it was, all he had to do was take a few steps in the wrong direction and like magic he changed his destiny. Eventually, he would realize that it was a step in the wrong direction, a very wrong step indeed.
After job selection and school programming was over Vladimir watched as the moon positioned itself in the center of the sky. Though in the distance it was dark, the city was bright by the lights of endless advertisements; plastered against every square inch of every building. Pictures of men smoking and women practically naked filled billboards. New models of computers hung from shop windows. Signs showed men killing people from outside the city saying, “Killing savages will bring you closer to God.”. 
After several minutes of his subconscious mind being manipulated and attacked repeatedly by these signs, he made his way home. At the time, the city was still busy with people but as soon as Vladimir felt his state issued cell phone vibrate, he knew that the streets would be empty soon. A sweep was about to take place.
Randomly, the state would send out alerts notifying when the Security Services would do a sweep. No one was allowed outside for the duration of the sweep. Anyone still left on the streets would be identified as an outsider for not following protocol and be taken into custody. No one knows what happens to people in custody, but they are never the same when they get out.
 	His cellphone continued to buzz and everyone around him, in synchronicity, pulled out their cellphone from their pocket and looked down at the screen. “Sweep begins in ten minutes” it read. As he put his phone back into his pocket, he heard a gunshot. It was so loud it made his ears ring. Looking across the street a man committed what the state and church deem the unforgivable sin. Screams followed and people began to circle the body. No one attempted CPR or checked any vital signs for life. Then the cellphones came out and the ritual began. Pictures and videos of that poor soul started spreading across the internet. Unlike others, dare not I say out loud, I do not take pleasure in seeing people meet death, Vladimir reminded himself. He felt alone when he decided to keep walking, alone, he imagined like that man felt right before he ended his life. 
Several minutes later he got off the street just in time for the sweep and made his way down the set of stairs he saw every day. Sitting down in the subway he saw a new set of eyes looking down at their cellphones. 
Unlike the labor workers from the morning, these people were well dressed. They had bleach clean white undershirts and black coats to match their dark ties. Slick dark pants with a visible crisp iron crease running down the middle folding over polished black shoes. Everyone had clean, glossy combover haircuts and clean-shaven faces. Everyone knew who they were: programmers. 
The train arrived and again people crammed inside. After a few minutes of highspeed travel Vladimir overheard one man talking to his friend. 
“See that guy on fifth avenue?” he said.
“Yea, what about him?”
“Thirty-two minutes for that one”
“Must be a record.” He laughed.
The train stopped and before Vladimir could eavesdrop any longer the doors opened, and everyone dispersed. What an odd conversation, he thought to himself. But before he had any time to ponder the obscurities, he noticed a stray dog approaching. Dripping wet, the dog limped in his direction. 
He stopped to pet the wet thing. People around began to whisper and point as they walked by. Disgusted by something, from the looks of it, came from the forest they began taking pictures. It was just a dog, he thought. Does anyone have any compassion? The more people that took pictures made him feel as if he was doing something wrong. He took the hint and left the dog alone. 
Vladimir walked up to the front door of his apartment and looked at the screen glowing in front of him. He tapped on the screen with his finger.
“Hello Vladimir, from 1 to 10 how well did you enjoy The Institute today?” it read out loud.
He paused, tilted his head from side to side in thought then pressed 5.
“From 1 to 10 how happy are you with the results from career day?”
A rebellious joy sparked inside of him, knowing that he disobeyed the state and got what he wanted. He clicked 10.
“Your feedback will be sent to Qayin. Obeying is promoted.” 
Vladimir clutched the doorknob, turned, and walked inside to see his younger brother filling out a survey to watch the television.
“From 1 to 10 how much do you love your family?” He heard it ask.
His brother clicked the remote and a video began to play. “We are safe from the people that live in the wild. People that live in the city are happy and those in the wild are miserable.”
Vladimir’s father entered the living room, “That’s right, those people in the wild are animals I tell you. Haven’t you heard that more people in the forest are finding their way into the city. People die because of them you know.” He was talking as if everyone were listening to him. “They are contaminated by the contagions out there.” He continued rambling as he entered the kitchen, “If those solar flares destroyed the atmosphere and poisoned the air it should have just wiped them out. Honestly, I don’t know how they survived. We should just burn the whole forest and kill them all.”
Vladimir’s mother chimed in “But if all the savages died then who would you have to complain about?”  
“I thought you didn’t like it when I complained? A forest fire would put an end to that.” 
“If that’s the case” his mother flipped open a cupboard “take these matches and have at it.”
As his parents continued verbal judo, Vladimir walked through the living area to put his backpack in his room. 
“Do you want to kill your brother?” The television said.
Vladimir ran back to see what the screen said, and it read “Do you love your brother?”
“What did that just say?” He said to his brother Jacob.
His younger brother removed one of his headphones from over his ear to the side of his head. “What?” he said.
“What did the survey just ask you?” He demanded.
“I answer as quickly as I can to every question so I can watch t.v., there are too many surveys, I don’t pay attention anymore.”
“Very good Jacob.” The television replied. Distorted fast paced images flickered.
The survey ended and the television turned on.
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Everyone sat around the table for a nice family meal. But what was different about Vladimir’s family was their own routine of explaining to each other what they did that day and their reason for doing it. 
Vladimir’s father was a conspiracy theorist and he believed that other advertising companies within the government had the ability to influence people beyond what was capable by the average neon sign that showed a scantily dressed woman to influence female fashion or a man drinking a beer to increase revenue at the local bar. 
The advertising business, Vladimir’s father believed, was much more devious and sinister than that. He always explained that the government was using microwaves, subliminal messaging, alongside advanced algorithms to secretly make people do things against their will. But those were just conspiracies and no one in the family took them seriously let alone believed them. 
Even so, his father had a way of making sure they were not influenced or tricked into things they would not normally do by making everyone participate in the nightly talks during dinner. Their own oral family journal to make sure they were safe from the outside world of business moguls manipulating people for profit.
“How was your day, Jacob? What did you eat at school today?”
“I ate a turkey sandwich with Swiss cheese and lettuce. The same thing I have every day.”
 “Good, you know what happens if you start to add pickles right?”
“No.” Jacob said.
“If you add pickles and you don’t know why you wanted them then next thing you know you want to do something that is different from your normal routine, like take a different path home from school. Then on your way home you get kidnapped because you were not aware that the route you took was known to have thieves and perverts around. Now you are stuck in the back of a van being pawned off to the highest bidder online for someone to do God knows what to you. Routine and consistency will keep you safe from danger son.” He leaned over the table, “Remember, no pickles.” And smiled.  He turned his attention away from Jacob. “What about you Vladimir, did you have your usual coffee down on 32nd street?”
Vladimir nodded his head, “Yes, two sugars and one creamer. It’s the only thing I get.”
His father continued eating, happy knowing that his children followed their routine. Their mother shook her head and put down her fork. “Honey, are we going to do this every night? How is adding pickles to a sandwich going to get our son kidnapped? Listen to yourself you sound crazy.”
Agitated that she would question him he said, “How don’t you understand? First it starts with wanting a change in his diet then he wants to try other new things, then bam” he slammed his palm onto their wooden table, “he is chained in someone’s basement forced into unspeakable things. Then he will show up on Inner City News in a ditch somewhere with a blanket over his body. Small changes Diane that is all it takes, that is how it starts. We must keep him protected from the evils of the city. That’s our job as parents.”
“Our jobs as parent are to make sure they don’t turn out to be as crazy as you.” She turned to Jacob and held his arm softy, “Don’t worry hun, eating pickles won’t kill you.”
Vladimir’s Dad jumped in, “Jacob, look at me. Pickles will kill you, don’t listen to your mother.”
“I married a lunatic,” She sighed.
“Lunatic? Do you know how you cook a frog without it finding out?”
She rolled her eyes and began to clean up the table and put the dishes away. “First with the pickles now frogs.”
“You put a frog in a pot then turn up the heat slowly and over time the frog won’t notice that it is getting boiled alive.”
“What’s that have to do with anything?”
“Pay attention to the small changes. Small changes over a period of time can ruin your life and if we don’t know why we are doing something then we ultimately don’t have control over our actions, and it’s all because of those damned advertisements. They change people. Understand what I am saying to you boys,” he turned and eyed both Jacob and Vladimir, “and you won’t end up like a cooked frog.”

After dinner, his family gathered in the living room and they all watched the state ran television, and, at the time, it reinforced everything Vladimir knew about what people call those beasts from another world: leftover animals that survived the flood who wanted to destroy their civilization. If there was anything that was wrong in the world the government let everyone know it was because of them. His younger brother asked their mother “why don’t they allow the people that live in the forest move into the city, so animals don’t attack them?” 
Their mother replied “They don’t want to live in the city. They like living with animals because they are animals, sweetie. They are crazy people that just want to hurt us, that’s all there is to it. These people are like stray dogs, and stray dogs are dangerous. The first chance they get they will tear you to shreds.”
As their mother finished explaining an advertisement began to play. It was a member from the luxurious and exclusive high-tech part of the city, Qayin. 
The commercial started with a man that was pictured speaking to a crowd of people from a podium. 
“Say everyone, what do you have to have in order to enter Qayin? Everyone in the crowd started chanting “Skill, skill, skill” over and over. Images flashed of military personnel executing savages in the forest. The camera panned back to the man at the podium. “When there are people that threaten our way of life we must respond immediately. Remember the motto Don’t Think, Act. Your instincts do not lie, if you sense that someone is from outside the city tell the police. Competition to humans must be annihilated and since those that live outside the city are subhuman, they must be exterminated.” 
Everyone applauded as the screen showed men in uniform who continued to defend the city with their kill on sight training. The commercial ended with the words Don’t Think, Act across the screen.
Vladimir’s brother chanted in synch with the t.v. as he used one of his action figures to shoot the other. 
The repetition of the word skill ending up sounding like kill when it was repeated so many times. Just another trick those in power played on the world. Their tactics of psychological manipulation through propaganda was surely a disease that ate at the functioning of the brain that dealt with logic and reasoning. 
Slowly their methods would continue to weaken the population’s collective conscience into a regressive state of mind that dumbed everyone down to the point where they were dependent on the system like robots to their creative engineers. Don’t think, act.
“That’s right. Skill. There is nothing more that we can ask for if you want to become a member of Qayin.” Said the official.
“More crap propaganda.” Mr. Churkovski said. He held up the remote, paused the T.V., and browsed through the recordings.
“Ah, not again dad.” Jacob whined.
“How much do I ask of you? It’s only once a day that you must watch it.”
 He pressed play and a different commercial began playing. 
Mr. Churkovski stood in front of the camera. “Looking to promote your business or sell your product? Mnemosyne Advertising guarantees increased revenue for your business and makes customers remember your products. Our business model incorporates marketing on a whole new level. The visuals we create will leave the viewers wanting more every time.”
The video played quick shot scenes of their neon signs, large advertising building, and various people working on art tables with blueprints on them.
Mr. Churkovski continued to talk as his voice played over different scenes of important family moments. A man holding his newborn in the hospital, family eating at the table for dinner, father and son playing catch. 
“Mnemosyne Advertising treats you like family, and like families we hope you remember us the way we make people remember your products.” Then appeared a pale slender woman with a green robe and brown hair hanging down her back. She held a golden lamp up to the viewer. The name Mnemosyne Advertising spanned across the screen.
The Churkovski family watched this commercial, put on by their father, every night.
“My company did great work on that project. I stamped a special message within it, so you know it is safe. Unlike the rest of the visual crap mechanics other companies use.” He turned and winked at Vladimir. “But that’s my secret.” He grabbed the remote, “Now let’s celebrate. Show. Us. The. Money!” He said cheerfully as he turned to a popular gameshow channel. 
That weekend Vladimir woke up earlier than usual. Everyone was still asleep, and instead of being a nuisance making noise sifting through the kitchen to make a pot of coffee, he decided to head into the city. 
It was colder than usual, and a mist hovered over the streets. There was a small distinct line between the morning fog and the pollution that filled the city. A small gap of clean air began to shrink between the two. 
As he walked out his apartment complex, there was a dog in the middle of the street. It had no collar and the right thing to do was to call the pound, but he was still too tired from just waking up and thought nothing of it. He flipped his hoody over his head of thick brown hair, put his sunglasses on and stuffed his hands into his jean pockets. The farther he walked into the city he noticed the dog following. He turned around to see if anyone was looking, bent over and patted his legs.
“Come here boy.” 
The poor creature hobbled over and rested his head against his leg. Vladimir caressed his wiry fur and held him against his body. 
I can’t call the pound on you. They will probably put you down. He thought.
Vladimir walked the dog back to his apartment complex. Five minutes later he came back out with some blankets and folded them together, resting them under the porch entrance. He brought out a bowl of water and gave the dog some leftover chicken from the night before.
“Go on. You can stay here.” 
He remembered what his mother said about stray dogs. But this one was gentle and just needed someone to take care of him. There was no sign of an animal that wanted to tear him to shreds. He patted the dog as he ate the chicken and returned to the depths of the city. 
Walking into a coffee shop he took off his sunglasses and overheard the lady at the register.
“Obeying is promoted.”
“A promotion through obeying.” Replied the customer.
He pulled out his cellphone. A survey popped up on the screen.
“What keeps humanity from falling apart?” It said.
Vladimir clicked “government.”
“Good job Mr. Churkovski.” Followed by an image.
“Do you love your family?” It said.
He pressed yes.
“Good job Mr. Churkovski.”
His phone unlocked. He looked through the popular videos of the week. It was either drama or someone dying, the usual. A couple of clicks and then on to a news video. Another talking head spewing nonsense to people that do not even bother to care for human life. 
Humanity moved past the times of trial, but it seemed like people are stuck in the past the way people disregard those that kill themselves. As Vladimir reached the counter, he ordered his coffee but had problems paying for his drink.
“It’s going to be three dollars” The lady at the register said.
He looked through his pockets but noticed he was short on change. Impatient, the girl behind him leaned over and swiped her card over the pad on the counter. A confirmation number appeared. 
“There you go” The girl looked down at the pad “number 32” she said.
After the quick moment of being flustered from looking for money he looked up and said “Thanks.”
After Vladimir got his usual coffee, two sugars and cream, he sat down at a table facing the front window. Slow jazz played in the background while the rain slowly dripped from the sky, sprinkling raindrops against the dark slippery road. The lights in the room were dim and candles in small lanterns sat in the middle of the small cherry oak tables spread throughout and against the walls of the room. 
Vladimir passed the time scrolling through an endless feed of popular videos, then finished his coffee. At this time, the streets were filled with people and he people-watched while trying to imagine what each person did with their lives. Nice button-down jacket with matching boots, programmer. Rough appearance and strong build, laborer. Young man with colored hair, surely, he made his living online. 
Then there was the girl that stood behind him in line from earlier, now drinking her steaming cup of coffee under the awning right outside the shop. She wore jeans, an article of casual wear, but wore a blazer, something you would expect to be coupled with tailored pants and dress shoes. She was an anomaly, what did she do? Her appearance did not fit the category of any job that came to mind.
Right before he was about to exit the coffee shop his phone buzzed. Before he looked at his phone he watched as everyone looked down at theirs. Another sweep. 
He continued to look at the girl in front of the shop while the message went out. She never took out her phone, she just sat there drinking her coffee. It looked like she did not have a phone. Or at least not one that Vladimir could see. After some time watching people get off the street he continued to watch as she continued to sit outside. 
“What’s wrong with that girl?” Vladimir heard one man say form behind him.
“She’s asking for trouble” A lady added.
 Vladimir got up from his seat and leaned out of the coffee shop doorway.
“Hey, what are you doing?” He said with sincerity.
She slowly turned her head in his direction then looked at him “What are you doing?” she said with a lighthearted, spirited disposition.
“I’m in the coffee shop. You know, with everyone else.” 
“Yea, I see that.” She looked away.
“Well, aren’t you going to come inside?” 
“I enjoy the outdoors.” She said brushing him off.
Vladimir saw a member of the Security Services appear down the road. Now he had no choice but to intervene. He ran out the café door and grabbed this woman by her arm, out of her chair, and into the building.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” She yelled as she threw her arm away from his grasp on hers.
Puzzled by what Vladimir thought was an obvious gesture of chivalry, he reciprocated in tone and veracity “Are you stupid” and looked around then leaned in and said just above his breath “or don’t have a cellphone?”. 
“No, I don’t have a cellphone. Why are you whispering?” She said.
 “You have to have a cellphone. Everyone has a cellphone. It’s illegal if you don’t carry it with you”. 
“Why would I need it?” she said.
“For safety purposes. You can get sent to custody for not having it.” Vladimir said.
“I don’t need to have a cellphone to be safe.” She said as she lifted her shirt to brandish a pistol tucked in her waistband. 
“Wait, you are law enforcement?”
“Just because someone carries a gun doesn’t mean they are in the Security Services.” She said.
She must have been lying. She must have been part of the secret police. Maybe she was testing me to see what I would do with someone that had a gun, he thought. Besides law enforcement, he had never seen someone with a gun before. Except those that died by their own hands. Unsure what to do he continued to hassle her.
“If you are police you have to tell me.”
“No, I don’t. Who told you that? You watch too much television.”
As she was talking a member of the Security Services passed by the window. The girl quickly pulled her shirt down, concealing her firearm. 
Heavy footsteps pounded on the ceiling above them. The apartment overhead was being raided. You could always tell when someone’s living quarters were going to be broken into by the police because they used the same tactic every time. An officer would pound on the door three times. Each time harder than the next. Then he would impersonate a mailman and say “package” loudly. 
Waiting for the sweep to be over, Vladimir heard those three knocks. Shortly after gunshots roared above them like crackling lightning. A message appeared on his phone. “End of sweep.” 
Like people that got off the train, everyone hurried out of the store. Through the crowd of people leaving, Vladimir lost sight of the girl with the pistol. Too many people filled the street. 
The city was so vast he wondered if he would ever see her again. Perhaps it was better if he did not, he thought. After all she was a criminal. Having a gun was a guaranteed way to get in trouble by authorities. But not having a cellphone was worse, it was a guaranteed way to get sent to custody. Where your entire personality would be reprogrammed to follow state rules more acutely. Being caught with someone like that would get him sent away as well; guilt by association would be his crime. It was obvious, the girl was trouble.
As Vladimir headed home after eating, he passed a vehicle with flashing lights parked on the side of the road. It stopped behind a checkpoint. Cops were standing around the area while a medical team rolled a gurney from the apartments to their ambulance. “Just another suicide nothing to see people”. He saw the body and there were two bullet entrance wounds in the man’s head. The cop flipped the blanket over the victim’s head and stared him down. A hand pushed against Vladimir’s chest.
	“Purpose of your stay?” a security serviceman said.
“I live here in this part of the city.” Vladimir said.
“Address?”
“111132.”
After a few moments he lifted his phone next to Vladimir’s face. It beeped and a green light flashed. The police officer looked down at the object.
“Negative.” He said to himself. He lifted his head and looked at Vladimir, “Obeying is promoted.” 
“A promotion through obeying.” Vladimir replied automatically. 
Those words were everyone’s hello and goodbye. The have a nice day for both stranger and family alike. The saying reminded people of obedience to the state and its reward, a promotion through servitude. But it was rare for people to get promotions. Someone from manual labor to programming was rare. Anyone stuck working on computers, making a living online, or doing manual labor for too long had those jobs for life. 
Perhaps people did not want to notice this reality. Perhaps they wanted to believe and hope that there was a chance for them to make it into Qayin. All you had to do, according to the commercials, was to have the skill to be invited. Whatever that meant. 
People of all types of jobs have been invited there, even though people did not know what Qayins do. Maybe that was why, Vladimir thought, people work endless hours and are happy about it. Maybe after so many years of obeying the state they, by some miracle, would finally become Qayins and live a happy life, away from the misery of the city that was filled with its overbearing aura of depression and death. This type of hope was dangerous, constantly holding onto something just out of reach. Vladimir felt sorry for these people and their static lives, but he secretly held onto this hope as well.
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	Laying down on the platform noises came from the large machine behind Vladimir. Slowly the table moved, and his body slid into the machine. 
“Try not to blink.” Said one of two men behind a glass wall. 
Pictures showed up on a small screen just above his head and a series of red lights turned on. 
“Say out loud the first thing that comes to mind when each picture is displayed on the monitor.” Said one of the scientists speaking into the microphone which he heard from a speaker on the wall.
An image of the city’s flag appeared.
“Loyalty.”
An image of the city appeared.
“Home.”
A picture of his apartment complex appeared.
“Family.”
The pictures stopped then some mechanical noises moved throughout the machine. The pictures continued.
An image of the forest appeared.
“Dangerous.”
An image of a savage appeared.
“Animal.”
An image of Security Services shooting a savage appeared.
“Necessary.”
Throughout the selection process the machine continued to take pictures of his face as he answered questions. After a long series of questions, the monitor turned off and the red lights dimmed. The slab of metal pulled out and Vladimir sat upright on the table. One of the scientists walked from the room with computers and into his room. He held a clipboard with some papers that were highlighted in different areas. The scientist sat down on a black stool in front of the computer. After some fast typing and a few clicks of the mouse he turned the computer screen in Vladimir’s direction.
“Ok, Mr. Churkovski here are your results. There appears to be a mark on your file that you have requested to work in the city. Is that correct?” He said.
“That’s correct.” 
He finagled around with the data and said, “We need you to take a polygraph”.
“Did I fail the test?” 
“When asked about savages your pupil dilation appeared abnormal to the questioning. A stimulus to foreign or hostile persons is a red flag no matter the answer given. Unfortunately, further testing is necessary.” He said. 
He strapped a rubber cord around Vladimir’s chest and a metal casing on his index finger. Vladimir was nervous about what was to come next. Afterall, he was unsure of their relations with those on the outside, in the forest. Thoughts began racing through his head. Is violence necessary? Do I have sympathy for these people? Dear God, I hope they do not find out. As his mind fought with itself the testing resumed.
“Is your name Vladimir Churkovski?”
“Yes.”
The machine’s stenciled shaped device swayed back and forth marking the paper below as it recorded answers.
“Have you ever had contact with someone in the forest?”
“No.”
“Have you ever broken any of the laws of the city?”
Vladimir thought of the dog under the porch from earlier. But his desire to become a Security Serviceman overrode his ability to tell the truth.
“No.”
“Do you want to enter Qayin?”
“Yes.”
“Have you ever had thoughts of harming yourself or others?”
“Yes.”
“Have you ever broken any of the laws of the city?”
 “No.”
The scientist put down his clipboard and turned the machine off. He unbuckled the cord from Vladimir’s body and removed the metal cast around his finger. He leaned over the machine, moved the stencil to the side, and ripped off the paper.
“See here” he pointed to the lower side of the paper.
“Ah huh” Vladimir quickly replied. Praying to God that he was going to show him, by some miracle, that he got a passing score instead of some obscure marking that revealed his feelings towards their enemy. 
“The crossings here are much too vertical for a completion of your file.”
“What does that mean?” Vladimir grew restless as his heart pounded, warming his body into a noticeable sweat.
“It means there are signs of deception. Is there any clarification you would like to give on your part? I will be honest with you; it doesn’t look too good for you right now.” 
He thought of anything to mask his inner demons.
“When you asked about harming myself, I said yes to thoughts of harming others. You know . . .  like harming savages. The wording is all muddled.”
“Ah, of course. I apologize we have not updated our questions in the review board of the hiring process in a long time. We do not hire that often, you know. You should consider yourself lucky.” He said as he printed some papers out.
Vladimir was almost about to be deemed a traitor and thrown into custody and moments later he was being told that he was a lucky man. The process was a rollercoaster of emotions.
He handed a stack of papers to be filled out. Vladimir skimmed through the papers and signed them. Switching lines on career day worked. It got him an interview for the state’s police force, and he passed. Vladimir’s job with the Security Services had just begun, as well as his inevitable pain.
A man entered the room and gestured at Vladimir.
“Follow me.” Said the officer.
He started to follow him as they walked through the building. 
“City or countryside?” he said.
“City.” Vladimir said.
“Good call, best to work in the city and away from the forest.” He Said.
“Why is that?” 
“Oh, you don’t know? The radiation out there, it causes so many problems for our men, being around the radiation for too long causes you to have terrible physical pain, headaches, inflammation throughout the body, and convulsions. If you don’t get treated for it, you’ll have those symptoms for the rest of your life and memory loss. Hell, sometimes I think the radiation is more of a problem than the savages out there.” He stopped and knocked on a door three times like officers do before raids. “Package.” He said.
A woman answered the door. “Very funny Lieutenant.” She said. It was the girl from the coffee shop.
“Hey, I actually have a package this time.” He laughed. “Well not really a package but more like a gift. This is our newest recruit from The Institute.” He grabbed the back of his neck, presenting him to her like Vladimir was livestock to a potential buyer.
She looked at Vladimir like she had never seen him before.
“How do you do Mr.” she waited for his response.
“Vladimir. Vladimir Churkovski.” he said as he shook her soft hand.
“My name’s Ashley. I’ll be helping you around here.” She said.
“Well alright then I’ll let you get to work, son. Good luck out there.” Said the Lieutenant as he patted his back and walked off.
Vladimir walked into the room and sat down at the only chair available. 
“I thought you weren’t with Security Services?” Vladimir said forcefully.
“Watch your tone with me.” She snapped, then took a seat in her chair. “Technically, I’m not with S.S., I work alongside them as an analyst.” She said calmly.
“What do you analyze?” 
“I am part of the Society’s Well-Being and Health Division from Qayin.” She said.
“Qayin?” Vladimir said. Bypassing any questions on what the Society’s Well-Being and Health Division did.
“Yup. Oh, and about what happened at the coffee shop. It’s best if that stays between us.” She said.
Gitty by being in the presence of someone from Qayin, he agreed without thinking “Yea, of course no problem.”
“Look, now that you are in the Security Service there are some general rules you should always follow. The most important one is that you don’t question anyone above you in rank. So that means everyone. Basically, don’t ask questions and follow orders. Obeying is your best chance at not only keeping your job but getting a promotion as well. You know the saying right? Obeying is promo-”
“Yea, I know the saying.” Vladimir said.
“Perfect. You will do simply fine then, especially since I’ll be keeping my eye on you.” She smiled.
After the briefing by Ashley another man entered the room and escorted Vladimir down the hall. They turned into a dressing room, and he tried on different sizes in boots and clothes.
“These are fine” Vladimir said while he finished strapping a pair of boots on.
He looked at himself in the mirror. He stood up straight and proud. His new glossy pitch-black, steal toed boots matched his black uniform. Gold threads ran throughout the streams of his jacket. A shiny golden lapel pin that read “S.S.” for Security Services sat on the left side. A gold threaded “Churkovski” embroidered on the right. He never thought he would see himself in this uniform, knowing that he was supposed to be a programmer.
When he walked down streets, he now felt that he had purpose in life. Vladimir was assigned his own patrol car. No more stuffing himself against labor men and programmers in trains. Instead of being an average citizen he was now recognized as an authority figure, not that Vladimir enjoyed the attention, but power does something to a person. He noticed this firsthand from the other officers when he worked checkpoints. 
A routine checklist of questions would be asked at checkpoints. Most of the time it would be about the news or pop culture, which he hated but it was a requirement, so he did it, and other questions were about the state and its laws. 
One of the officers asked someone “Last week’s most watched news story was about what?”
The man was hesitant. His throat swelled and he took one slow protruding swallow. “Uh, suh-suicide” he said with a stutter.
The officer looked at his paperwork. He took a small black stick from his waist side and threw it open, elongating it three times its length. He began to strike the man first at his legs, then to his back, and finally to his head. He was then hogtied, and two officers put him into a car and drove off. 
Without staring at the beating for too long Vladimir continued to ask civilians questions from his clipboard.
 “Repeat your obligation to the state.” Vladimir said to the man standing in the front of the line.
“I will obey the city council at all times. For their strength protects us from those that live in the wild. I will always bow with honor to the state, kneel in loyalty to the state, and, if the situation calls for, give my life to the command in order to protect the city. Hail to the city council. Praise be to the city council. All hope in the city council.” Said the man with exuberating passion.
He let the man pass and was about to interrogate another when his partner stopped the man Vladimir let by. 
“Hey, it’s ‘kneel with loyalty’. Not ‘kneel in loyalty’.” He grabbed the man and threw him in the back of Vladimir ’s patrol car.
“Let’s go.” He said to Vladimir.
“Go where?” 
He turned and looked at Vladimir like he was the one that answered incorrectly. His stare slapped him with disgust. He knew him to be a rookie. Without any explanation from the officer Vladimir jumbled the keys and unlocked the car door. He started the engine and began to drive.
“I swore I said, ‘with loyalty’ officer.” Pleaded the man in the back seat.
“If you open your mouth again ill stop this car, throw you out into the street and beat you publicly until you need to go to the hospital. Then I’ll go find you in the hospital and you will wish you were in a graveyard. Shut your mouth. Hell, you would be a good example for all those people that need to know their obligation. God knows more people should be studying it.”
He only missed one word, Vladimir thought to himself. He could not imagine what would happen to someone that forgot the entire obligation. Before he came up with a scenario for that hypothetical poor fellow he created in his head, his partner put his hand up. 
“Stop here.” He pointed to the curb.
Vladimir pulled over, stopped the car, and waited for instructions.
The S.S. officer quickly jerked his seatbelt off, opened the door, and quickly shut it behind him. He opened the back door and pulled the man out as he squirmed. As he walked towards the building a large slab of metal opened sideways like a barn door. Two more officers stood there. One holding the door open, the other walking to keep the agitated man from getting loose. 
“What’s this guy’s problem?” said one of the officers.
“Obligation.” Said the man that was riding in Vladimir’s car.
“Pathetic.” Said the man.
Vladimir’s partner returned and opened the car door. He leaned over and stuck his head inside, “Put it in park let’s go.”
Entering the building Vladimir walked into a room with a few small stainless steel medical tables. The rest of the warehouse was empty.
“What are we doing?” Vladimir said as he watched a man tied to a chair lean to the side and spit up blood.
His partner walked over and peered over a plethora of clear and vibrant baby blue vials. He leaned over and picked up one of the vials that was near the end of the table.
“How long are these lasting now and days?” He squinted his eyes as he put the bottle close to his face.
One of the S.S. officers that was in the room said, “They are marked by colors. The blues are one, oranges three, yellows five, and greens are ten.”
“Jesus, they go all the way to ten now?”
“They go up to twenty-five, but we don’t have those here. Put that bottle down and hand me a yellow one.”
A bright yellow substance was taken via needle into a syringe and jammed into a vein of the man tied to the chair. His already tired and worn-out body limped to the side as if he went to sleep.
“What did you give him?” Vladimir said.
“We gave him five years.” The officer with the needle removed the injection and placed the vial in an empty container marked with a biohazardous sign. A small computer tablet was given to Vladimir and two pieces of paper each having a face on them.
“When he wakes up ask him if he has seen either of those two men. If he says yes to picture A then report it. If he says yes to picture B, then come get me.” 
Picture A had the face of a healthy man with flushed cheeks. He had dark, full eyebrows that were well kept and a precise smile that curved slightly like his plucked brows. Barely showing his straight white teeth he exuberated a sense of passionate confidence that demanded respect. His bald head glimmered but his eyes shined. His stare pulled you into his infinite depth of mystery and kept you from looking anywhere else, like his dark eyes were a black hole and you passed his event horizon, no longer having the option to turn back, sucked into his presence and piercing stare. 
Picture B had the face of an average person walking down the street. Nothing stood out, no features were distinct. Average nose, slim face, and fair complexion. Besides those qualities the man might as well been a ghost. Not only because Vladimir would have never noticed him if he walked by him every day but because the man’s skin was a pale blue like he emerged out of a frozen lake.
The rest of the men walked out the back door to smoke their cigarettes. After several seconds passed Vladimir watched as the man began to twitch. Then the twitching turned into shaking, then full on convulsions. The man started to scream and flail around, but he remained asleep. After a few more seconds of this the man returned to his calm limp self. Then more screaming and squirming in his chair. This repeated for about 10 seconds then the man came to his senses.
He looked around then remembered where he was. “Please, don’t make me go back.” His wide eyes proved his helplessness.
Vladimir held picture A up to the man. “Did you see this person?”
The man nodded and put his head down. “Yes, please . . . don’t make me go there again.”
Picture B was held up next. “And what about this man? Did you see him?”
The man shook his head, “No.”
The men returned and the one in charge swiveled his hands together like he was washing his hands with soap, “So what are the results?”
Vladimir handed over his tablet. The man looked at it then passed it along.
“Perfect. Everything is in order then.” He walked and flicked on some flood lights. Another man stood in front of the poor fellow tied down and read from the tablet.
“You are hereby sentenced to life in prison for terrorist activity against the government and the people of the city. Belonging to Astraea will leave you without the option for parole.” He leaned over and came close to his face, “You’re a terrorist and you killed many people.” He repeated the sentence but even slower, “You’re a terrorist and you killed many people.” The man repeated the sentence without thinking.
“I’m a terrorist and I killed many people.” He stared into the flood lights behind them.
The leader of the group returned and grabbed the tablet from the junior S.S. officer. “Good. Now that you have admitted to the killings this afternoon on the east side of the city you will be sentenced tomorrow. He turned and thanked Vladimir with a warm pat on the back. “Easy as that.” He said. 
The Security Service was not capturing criminals, they were creating them. An illegal practice that only some in the Security Service participated in, and now Vladimir was one of them. This practice was a false and broken spoke on the wheel of justice. This was the system that ruled over the city. Uneasy, Vladimir was hesitant to speak up. Besides, if Vladimir wanted to who would he tell? Who would be able to stop the practice of framing innocent civilians? If the all-powerful and encompassing government wanted it to happen, to continue, then it would, and no one could stop it.

As Vladimir left the warehouse he was driving through the city on his way to another checkpoint and saw Ashley walking on the sidewalk. He pulled over, turned the engine off, and yelled her name. Being so far away and with the noise of the city drowning out his voice she continued to walk down the street. He got out of the car and followed her. His walking turned into a jog as he scrambled his way through the crowd to catch up to her. He turned into the same building that she walked into. It was a hospital. 
“Ashley.” 
She turned around, startled. 
“Hey, I saw you while I was driving. You wouldn’t believe what the Security Service is doing.” 
As he said this, she stuffed something into her pocket.
“You shouldn’t be here.” She said as they waited for the elevator.
A bell rang and the silver doors opened. They walked inside to a full elevator. Vladimir turned to her to finish what he was saying. She glanced at him, widened her eyes, and slowly shook her head. He got the hint and stopped talking. They got to the thirty-second floor and the doors opened. They walked out and he followed her until they reached a patient’s room. Upon entering Vladimir saw a healthy-looking man asleep in his bed. Ashley walked over, took the clipboard at the end of the bed, and shook the man awake.
“Sir, it looks here that you have been given the wrong medication. Please take these so you don’t have any adverse side effects to your surgery.” Ashely pulled a small orange bottle from her pocket, popped it open, and poured out a variety of different colored pills into his hand. 
“You aren’t my doctor.” Said the man.
“You’re right I’m not your assigned doctor but a specialist. I work for the Society for Health and Well-Being, and I have been looking at your file”, she held up his medical clipboard, “and it was brought to my attention that you needed a change in medication. For safety measures to any adverse reactions.” 
The man reached over and grabbed his clear cup next to his bed and threw the pills Ashley gave him into the back of his mouth and sipped the water.
Ashley turned and looked at the flatscreen television that was on, playing a commercial.
“Turn that off Churkovski. Television, and all its programming power, is detrimental to one’s health. I don’t want to look at it.” She turned to the patient, “That’s the real cancer in here.” 
“It’s mandatory that all working televisions stay turned on. He can get into trouble if it is turned off.” Vladimir reminded her.
 	Agitated, she scoffed and grabbed the only chair in the room and placed it against the wall underneath the television. She stood up on the chair and put her hands behind the screen. She grabbed some wires and snapped them. The screen turned black.
“Woops. Looks like it’s no longer working.” She said.
“Oh, thank God I’m tired of seeing those stupid kids sell cellphones.” Said the old man.
“What are you doing?” Vladimir asked Ashley.
She turned to him and pushed his body towards the door “Wait outside and tell me if anyone is coming.”
She closed the curtains as he stood at the door. A couple of minutes passed, and Vladimir saw a doctor turn around the corner.
He leaned into the room and pulled the curtain “Someone is coming”. 
Ashley was giving the patient a shot in the arm. She turned and placed her body to block Vladimir’s view. 
“We were never here OK.” She said as she closed the curtain. She grabbed his shoulder and hurried him down the hall. 
 	“What are you doing here?” He said.
“Checking on a patient from one of my assignments. Part of my job is to double check the death toll reported in the city. But this patient is alive, and you are not allowed to discuss my work with others in the Security Service. You got that? I have clearance from Qayin alright.” 
Already keeping the secret about her gun, he conceded “OK, fine.”
 	As the doctor walked in their direction Ashley looked down at her watch. “Hey, I have to go. More work things. I’m sure you have a lot of stuff to do being the new guy and all.” She said while squeezing his arm playfully. She turned around, bypassed the elevators, and left the stairwell.
Panic began to fill the hallways. Nurses ran past Vladimir as an alarm from the patient’s room started. 
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Vladimir quickly walked down the hall and glanced in the room to see the man struggling to breath. His monitors were beeping erratically, and red lines ran across the monitors. Whatever Ashley did was going to kill him.
 He made his way to the elevators. Walked out of the hospital and down the street. Getting in his car there was no sign of Ashley. There was something always going on with that girl. Each time he saw her he had more and more questions, but she always had a way about her that made it hard to get answers.  
While he returned to work checkpoints, Vladimir heard on the radio that there was a gunshot in his neighborhood. Immediately, his mind pictured another poor soul exiting, escaping from the world. Driving fast to block off the mass of people, he suspected would show up, from the scene there was another patrol car, in front of his apartment, nonetheless. 
A member of the Security Service was standing in front of the courtyard and waved him down. Getting out of the car Vladimir rushed to see what had happened. Hoping that it was not anyone he knew that died. But when he got out of the car, he saw what the officer had done. One body lying in the courtyard.
“Lucky I got to him before he had a chance to bite someone. There are so many strays getting into the city now and days,” he then leaned in and squinted at his jacket, “Churkovski.” he reached his hand out, “Officer Smith.” He said.
Frustrated Vladimir stepped up to him, “How the hell did you see him? I mean was he going to attack someone? Why did you not just call the pound? That is my-” He paused and realized how emotionally invested he was in that moment. He switched from an agitated to calm demeanor, looked at the officer, and said “family’s apartment. You could have missed and shot into a window.”
 	“What got a soft spot for strays there, Churkovski? All animals without tags are designated a threat, you should know that. He looked like he was from the forest anyways who cares. Oh, and don’t worry I have perfect aim. I put that sucker down with one shot, straight in the head.” He said as he made a gun with his finger and pretended to shoot, followed by imaginary recoil. “Anyways, I did the heavy lifting and probably saved one of your family members from being attacked.”
As he was talking a crackling from his radio echoed from his shoulder.
“Smith do you copy?”
He grabbed his radio and cocked his head towards it “Smith here, What’s up?”
“Reports of illegal crowding on fourth. Situation likely to grow into a demonstration.” 
“I gotta go Churkovski. Do me a favor and clean this mess up would ya? I’ll see you around the city. Obeying is promoted.” 
Vladimir stood there aloof, nodded, and walked towards his dog. “Yea, a promotion through obeying.” he said throwing his hand in the air without paying officer Smith any more attention. He kneeled over the dog and began to pet him. He grasped his wet wiry fur, and his fingers began to drip with blood. Vladimir lifted his limp body and dropped him into the community trashcan. The dog’s body crumpled up and his face stared up at his. 
He stopped at the entrance to his apartment complex, lied on his back, and tried to forget what had just happened. His eyes started watering until he lost control and allowed himself to weep, letting his glossy, watered eyes stream tears down his face. A short time later there were footsteps closing in on him. Vladimir looked up to see his mother carrying groceries. 
“What’s wrong?” she said.
He began to wipe his eyes and deceived her with a quick answer to hide his sorrow. “The fog in the city is getting to me, irritating my eyes today.”
 	“Well, it’ll do that. Unless it’s the radiation, I’ll get the Nano Cranium Detector just to make sure. You wouldn’t want to start hallucinating or even worse lose your memory now, would you?” His mother said concerningly.
As they walked into their apartment Vladimir sat down at the kitchen table. Diane opened a drawer and sifted through the cooking utensils. She walked over to him and held the small white measuring device up to his forehead. “I have some bad news.”
“What’s wrong? Is there radiation present?” He said.
She walked away and plopped the detector back into the drawer.
“No, you’re fine. But I lost my job today.”
“Why would you say that right after measuring me? You scared me. Anyways, what happened?”
“Ah,” She flung her hand in the air, “You’ll be fine.” She fell in the chair across from him and continued. “The factory is replacing people with automated machines, robots. Apparently, they are faster and more effective than the workers now. But thanks to you we can still pay our rent. Don’t lose your job Vladimir, you know what happens to people that can’t contribute to the state.” She said as her voice trailed off from a normal tone to one filled with melancholy and defeat. As if their fate was sealed and they were going to be sent into the forest. 
“Don’t worry Mom, everything will be fine. We’ll never be kicked out of the city.” He comforted her as he held her hands within his. Vladimir got up, kissed her on the cheek, “OK. Well, I have work to get back to I’ll see you later.”
“Churkovski do you copy?” The radio on his shoulder echoed.
“I copy.”
“There is a domestic dispute. Location: Third and Main.”
“Copy that, I’m on my way.” 
Vladimir drove down Fourth Avenue on the way to his call and a large group of people were marching down the street. It was a demonstration. Illegal and often dangerous that led to many people dying. It was so large it had no way of allowing cars down the street. The people stood shoulder to shoulder yelling things that, being too far away, he was unable to hear. It was not his responsibility to respond to the demonstration even though he was dying to see what was happening. There was a different call to get to. 
He passed the horde of people and stopped at a streetlight that ran parallel with Third Street. As he was waiting, he noticed a man run out a corner store, chasing people that were running down the block. The man was waving around a large butcher knife as he ran down the street. Immediately, Vladimir flicked on the switch next to his steering wheel and his lights and sirens went off. He pulled over and jammed his car into park, jerked his seatbelt off, and flung the door open. The deranged man noticed him and abruptly changed his course. He cocked back his arm and held that thick, metal blade in the air and charged Vladimir. 
“Sir, put the weapon down.” He said as he took his taser out and pointed it at him.
The man ceased running. Only to gain more traction and run even faster at Vladimir.
“Sir. Sir, put the knife down or you will be tased.” He said louder and more forcefully. Not so the man could hear him more clearly. He was getting closer, of course he would be able to hear him. It was a way to mask Vladimir ’s nervousness of the situation and the anxiety, the shakiness, his body was experiencing.
Too many steps were taken in his direction. Vladimir pulled the trigger and the prongs shot into the man’s chest, but he continued to run unhindered by the electric shock. Vladimir dropped his taser and reached for his pistol. But the plastic safeguard covering the top of his gun was stuck. He began to take greater and greater steps backwards towards his patrol car. His heartbeat was so fast it became numb as he nervously retreated. He stumbled on his own feet and fell to the floor as he tried to unhinge the gun from the holster on his hip, but it was too late. 
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As Vladimir fumbled with his holster, loud gun shots rung from behind him. The clamorous nonstop gunfire was so loud he found out later that his eardrums were permanently damaged. A decibel level on par with an explosion right next to him. As he looked at the man after him, he was no longer yelling but groaning. The man’s running slowed down and transitioned from a stumbling stutter step into a standstill. He held his stomach as blood gushed through between his fingers, like melted cheese through a grater, as he dropped to the concrete, all while looking at him with a soulless blank stare until he passed out onto the floor. 
“Move at all and I swear to whatever God you think is real I will kill you.” A voice behind him said.
Vladimir looked up and saw Officer Smith holding a rifle dead still at the man dying on the sidewalk.
“Get up.” He said forcefully. 
Vladimir jumped up and eventually got passed his plastic guard and drew his weapon. 
“A little late for that.” Smith said.
“He must be on drugs. The taser didn’t stop him.” 
“Taser?” Smith scoffed, “Anyone that disobeys our orders deserves a firing squad. If someone has a weapon that’s an immediate death sentence Churkovski, you hear me?”
“That’s not protocol you can get written up if-”
“Those office shmucks that write the protocols have no idea what we go through. Don’t write your reports to protect them, you write reports to protect us. We are the law out here. Get that through your stupid thick skull.” He said, agitated, as if he had told Vladimir a million times before.
The man continued to moan.
“So, what do you want me to do? Call for an ambulance? Call for backup? I’m not trying to lose my job here.” Vladimir said, thinking of his need to help pay his family’s rent.
Smith walked over to the man squirming on the ground and pointed the rifle at the man’s head and said, “this is our job” and pulled the trigger. 
Vladimir knew that they were being watched by at least one of the state-issued cameras from within the city, they were everywhere. He was getting nervous about the situation but did not have any time to react as his name was being called out from his radio. 
“Dispatch, Churkovski here.” 
“Officer Churkovski report to headquarters immediately.”
He grew nervous to the point that his hands began to shake as he held the radio. They knew what they had done.
“Roger that.” 
“Hey” Smith said, “Clean this up. It’s the least you can do as I saved your life. For the second time now. Remember that filthy mut I put down.” He laughed.
Vladimir knew Smith did not know that he was taking care of the dog back then, but his merciless laugh felt like he did, and that he enjoyed taking him away from him. Vladimir had great distain for Smith for killing that poor mut, but his hatred subsided after remembering that he saved his life.
“Hey, I got called into headquarters I’m not sure if I can handle this right now.” Vladimir said.
“Your call, your report, your cleanup.” Smith said as he turned his back to him and walked to his patrol car.
As soon as he left, Vladimir called in an ambulance and reported the death instead. He did not want anything to do with the dead body.
When he arrived at headquarters Ashley approached Vladimir and directed him to her office.
“Sit down. I have something to tell you.” She said.
He sat down and she concentrated on her computer screen. She printed out some papers and handed them to him.
“What’s this?” 
“Orders from up top. We need some brains around here in headquarters, and apparently you fit the qualifications for it. You got switched to surveillance.” 
“On computers?”
“On computers.” She said. 
The Lieutenant walked into the room. 
“Churkovski.” He smiled. “Let’s get going.”
“Obeying is promoted.” Ashley said.
“A promotion through obeying.” Vladimir said while he got up from his seat and followed the Lieutenant out of the room.
“You won’t have to be dealing with people on the street anymore. You’ll be identifying threats in real time on our surveillance system, and of course stopping ghost stories from being spread.” Said the Lieutenant.
Vladimir thought of what had just happened on the street with Smith, but neglected to mention it, “Ghost stories?” He said as they reached a desk with several monitors. 
“This is your desk.” He said as he pulled the chair out for him, motioning Vladimir to sit. “Yes, ghost stories. Our servers in the city are not as advanced as those in Qayin. Our computer systems have not been completely updated and secured so we must always be cautious and on the lookout for criminals. Dissidents in the city post anti-state articles and videos online anonymously; we call them ghosts. Ghosts are like savages; the state should not provide for them, and the state should not allow them to exist in the city. Except, of course, they post everything online anonymously, so it is more difficult to find them. Hell, you would think 100 years after Goggles we would have a better grasp on this right? I blame Qayin for keeping all the advanced servers to themselves. Anyways, I’ll let you get comfortable with the software.” He pointed at the screens. “If you need anything let me know. Obeying is promoted.”
“Thanks Lieutenant. A promotion through obeying.” 
He turned his chair and faced the multitude of monitors in front of him. Jittering the mouse back and forth the screens turned on one by one.
“Family or Fame?” it said.
He clicked Family.
“Perfect.” It said. Another image flashed.
Vladimir ’s eyes squinted at the bright flash. 
“Savages belong where?”
He clicked the graveyard.
“Great answer sir.” Followed by a barrage of images.
Vladimir ’s eyes closed tightly for a short moment, irritated by the bright flashes of the survey.
“What are you willing to sacrifice for the state?”
He clicked my life.
“Does killing people bother you?”
Vladimir clicked no. Even though it did.
“Excellent.” It replied.
“Are you happy to live in the city?”
He paused and thought about the possibility of a better life somewhere else. Somewhere where violence was absent. Where suicides were never heard of and his family did not have to worry about if they were going to be kicked out of the city or not. A place where people put their phones away and talked to one another instead of being preoccupied by the daily drama of those online and the all too well known Qayins.
The survey flashed an image and an error message popped up.
“The time allotted to answering the question has passed the necessary mark for approval. Don’t Think, Act.”
It repeated the question, “Are you happy to live in the city?”
After more images flashed, he clicked yes, and the screens unlocked.

Vladimir began to look through the different programs that were left open for him to use.
 “Hi, I’m from I.T. You’re the new guy, right?” Said a man that approached his desk. He handed Vladimir a cup of coffee, “Black ok?”
He hesitated and thought about his dad reminding his younger brother about the sandwich he ate every day. Pickles will kill you, he thought. There was no sugar or cream in his coffee, then laughed and pushed these thoughts away for being superstitious. “Perfect, thanks”, he took the mug, “Yea, today is my first day in surveillance actually.”
The I.T. man leaned over next to Vladimir and opened some computer programs. The screens were so bright the glare from them strained Vladimir ’s eyes.
“Drink up” he said pushing the coffee mug closer to Vladimir, “It’s going to be a long day.”
To appease him Vladimir took a sip of the coffee then put it down on his desk.
 Different monitors began to show live footage of streets throughout the city. The I.T. employee dragged a program over to the middle screen.
“This program is to identify users we find online in the city. Anyone with anti-state rhetoric you find online just type their name and their server’s identification number here. Do you have any family?” he said.
“Yes.” 
“What’s one of their names?” 
“Jacob” 
“Ah, the good ol’ mountain boy.” 
“What’s that?” 
“Ah, nothing. It’s a good biblical name is all. You remember The Bible, don’t you? Old world theology.” He paused and held in his laughter, “And what is your home server’s identification number?”
“12750.” 
A display of a map appeared, and a red outline of a small district showed. He clicked on the highlighted area.
“Youth Training Camp.” He said. “There you go, the last server he logged into was at his school two hours ago. Pretty neat huh?”
“Powerful.” Vladimir said.
“Go to Goggles and open the sidebar. There should be a rules tab. Open that and read it. Once you understand the rules then you will know who to look for online. Once they are found they will be taken care of, then”, he gestured at a light above his desk, “this will turn green and that is your queue to begin the final processing. Everything associated with their name will be erased. First just focus on identifying them and putting them in our database. The grunts on the street will do the rest.”
“What happens to them?” 
“You’ll find out.” He said and walked away.
After some time reading the rules and getting familiar with the software, Vladimir used a program to hotkey search for individuals that were considered low-level threats. He found a user that one of the programs highlighted. One online post from the ghost read, “My family had nothing left to give, there aren’t enough jobs in the city since automation has happened. How do we expect to pay rent? The city council is wrong to kick people out of the city for this. Everyone knows you can’t survive beyond city limits.” 
Vladimir felt bad for his predicament because his mother was laid off from factory work for the same reason but rule 17 of the Handbook for Online Safety stated, “criticizing any person belonging to, or any negative statements towards, the government and its functions is forbidden”. Mentioning the city council in the post was an automatic violation of rule 17. 
He filed a report and watched one of the other screens at his desk. Typing in the dissident’s identification and server number, provided by a list he found in the database, the CC-TV camera feed popped up on his screen and began its search. Using facial recognition software, it started to search the entire population of pedestrians via cameras in the city. Bouncing around the millions of people walking around the city, it eventually stopped. It zoomed in on one person walking and a little screen appeared: scanning the intricacies of the face. “98 percent match” it read. The camera showed the individual and followed him as he walked down the street and into an outdated apartment. Vladimir watched the man from a vantage point that allowed him to see the man’s front door from a skyscraper just across the street. 
Shortly after the report was filed, two officers pulled up in their patrol cars and searched the vicinity with their guns drawn; sweeping the area for threats as they pointed their weapons in different directions. One of the officers approached the man’s door while the other leaned up against the wall next to the door and out of sight from the entryway. Three knocks later and the door opened. The officers ran into the building and out of sight from his camera’s view. Within five minutes an ambulance showed up and a medical team walked into the building. They carried someone out on a stretcher with a blanket covering the body. 
Did that man really deserve to die for such a petty post Vladimir thought to himself. He did not want to cause harm to anyone, he was simply complaining. Maybe he resisted arrest or reached for an officer’s gun, and they had to kill him because of it. But this was another one of Vladimir ’s attempts to assuage his conscience of the state’s behavior. After months of this practice Vladimir gradually became saddened by the realization that he had become the bringer of death, the grim reaper, the pale horse. But he needed this job to help his family with rent, it was either these poor souls or his family that died and he picked those poor innocent souls every time. God forbid, Vladimir thought, his family lived beyond city limits.
The green light above his desk turned on, it was now his job to wash clean the man’s digital footprint; erase his identity, his entire existence. Day after day he continued to search, identify, and watch people meet their fate, then made them disappear. He became apathetic to anyone who badmouthed the state and numb to seeing people die because of it. Vladimir spent the next five years of his life repeating this process and it showed on his face. His eye sockets deepened, surrounded by dark purple, black bags under eyes and his stare became soulless.
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Vladimir eventually moved on to identifying high-level threats: anonymous users that promoted violence against the state. In order to target anonymous users, he had to open a line of communication while they were online so he could trace their server. If he were to do that long enough, they would eventually be caught by his department’s tracking software. But it was nearly impossible to tell if high profile ghosts were online or not. Headquarters had software to track individuals but most of it was when the target was already known to be online, or if they were already in their database. 
The department only knew ghosts were active was when they recently posted something on a forum. Without any new information from their posts, they had no way of tracking them, and if they constantly changed profiles, it was impossible to find them. His surveillance department had little success at stopping ghost stories from spreading across the internet and an even smaller chance at capturing Ed. This was the name given to a ghost that continued to promote his platform of violence against police in the city. He rallied people to protest in large numbers against the state which, over the years, resulted in riots that led to millions of deaths. Besides those savages in the forest, according to every branch of the government Ed was public enemy number one. 
One afternoon as Vladimir ciphered through some low-level threats online a small chat window he had never seen before appeared at the bottom right of his screen. 
“Hello Mr. Churkovski.”
He looked around his office and then leaned over his keyboard and began to reply.
“Who is this?” 
“Ed.” 
Thinking it was someone in his department he played along.
“What can I help with you Ed. I am busy right now.”
“I can see that. But you aren’t going to get a promotion getting rid of low-level threats, now, are you?”
“You’re right, you got any leads?” Vladimir typed as he laughed in his head.
“You’re on one right now.”
“Oh, yea. I am supposed to find you right?”
“You can try. But I think it would be more valuable if you knew the truth.”
“The truth about what?”
“Why you feel out of place. Uncomfortable with the situation you, we, are put in.”
“Out of place? What situation?”
“Everyday people do the same things. Creatures of habit, consumption, and repetition surround us. I know you see it. The state is changing you.”
He thought to myself if anyone in my office was saying these things they would be taken away immediately. Hell, if anyone saw this on his computer he would be taken away as well.
“You will be fired from S.S. if anyone catches you saying this. I have to get back to work, you should do the same.” He exited the conversation panel. 
As Vladimir continued to read forums and search for dissidents for about an hour his chat window reopened. 
“You should be ashamed of yourself. Innocent blood spilled by the state against the caged people of the city is on your hands.” It read.
 	He typed so fast in response it was obvious that what this person said was affecting him. 
“Ashley if this is you, I’ll have to report you to the Lieutenant. I can’t have these messages on my computer.” 
“I’m not Ashley.”
“Who the hell is this?” He said, growing angry.
“I already told you.”
“If you’re really Ed then why are you messaging me? How did you get access to my computer?” He still did not believe it could have been him.
“I’m helping you. I have access to many things; your computer is one of them. Now you should know that what you are doing is wrong.”
At the time Vladimir never knew why society was so prone to violence, it just happened to be that way. Being surrounded by violence so often made city culture normalize it to the point of glorification. He tried to respond in a way that justified his job.
 “If people didn’t want to be raided or put in harm’s way then they should follow the rules. Don’t break the law and everything will be fine.”
 He didn’t believe that Vladimir was so naïve and responded as quickly as he did.
“A poor defense. What is your position on the church’s message?”
“The church? I’ve never been to church. Why are you asking me this? You’re changing the subject. Who is this?” 
 “Go to the cathedral next Sunday. After the service you will get a better understanding to why there is so much death in the city.”
Vladimir was not occupied with the violence in the city but with finding Ed.
“I’m not going to church. I have enough on my plate as it is.” 
“If you go, I will be there.” Ed said.
 The chat window closed.
Without any clue if this was a legitimate conversation or for whatever reason a test by his superiors, Vladimir had no choice, the potential was too great. A lead on the most notorious criminal in the city’s history was something to act on. 

That next morning, Vladimir rose from within his cold sheets and slipped into a casual outfit for school programming, jeans and a hoody. Per usual his family was still asleep by the time he left the house, and he began his journey towards campus. He walked out the front door, slowly closing it in order to not wake anyone, flipped his hood over his head, put sunglasses on, and began the trip deep into the city once more. 
Arriving at his favorite café before class Vladimir took out his cellphone to read the news hoping that Ed would show up somehow. The surveys became more sinister as time went on.
“Death is necessary for those that riot against the state.”
Vladimir clicked “Absolutely.”
An image flashed.
“Serve the state or die for the state?”
He clicked on “Serve the state.”
An image flashed then a caption said, “Loyalty questionable. Timeout enabled.” His phone locked.
He scoffed and jammed his cellphone into his pocket while he waited in line for his morning coffee. The television in the shop turned on and Inner-City News began to play. A Qayin man in his mid-40s with black hair and streaks of grey on the sides read from the teleprompter.
“Another death riddles the downtown community as authorities claim another suicide. Eyewitnesses say that an unidentified man with a mental health history ran into the street and shot himself in the head. A note was found on his person and is being examined by the Security Services as we speak.” 
A reel of photos showed on the screen. The body on the street was covered with that bleach, white tarp Vladimir had seen too often. But as he looked closer the body was on the street in the beat of a section within the city where he knew Smith worked. Someone must have killed themselves in the same spot he patrolled. Yes, a coincidence, or at least he hoped. But deep down he knew it was a cover up and did not care.
The more he turned a blind eye towards these deaths, most likely by the state, his mind turned to a place of solace, and when you are surrounded by death and a distraught society solace is a rare place to be. Vladimir reveled in this feeling and a part of him never wanted it to go away, even if it was wrong. In that moment, truth was an enemy and lies his friend. Protecting the state made him live in cynicism and hatred; he had built it against anyone and everyone that even so looked at him the wrong way. He was a Security Service officer, therefore an extension of the state and he deserved, no demanded, respect for protecting the masses. Anyone against the state was against him, they were one.
The anchor continued, “In other news, revenue from capturing these unfortunate happenings are at an all-time high. Just another reason to purchase the Next-Gen cellphone. Now with higher digital recording quality and zooming options for all your media needs. Obeying is promoted everyone.”
Since his phone was locked, Vladimir decided to look around the room and people watch. Everyone was on their cellphone. It is nothing new, but he noticed that even though everyone is preoccupied with a limitless amount of entertainment their faces say the opposite. Disgusted by the reality that too much of a good thing could be bad, and by his surroundings, it proved to be true. 
Each day that he lived in the city Vladimir though about what a relief death would be. An escape into another reality, where there was a chance at something better. He wondered if all the suicides in the city were by people who have thoughts like his. Will my mind deteriorate into someone that contemplated suicide to get out of this caged existence he thought. His mind felt claustrophobic from being attacked by so many negative thoughts. Vladimir did his best to push them to the back of his mind and got his coffee order that was ready and continued through the city towards campus.
Walking down the street he saw a man with a hood over his head passing out fliers to people walking by him. Vladimir took a flier from him and looked at it. The flier had a picture of a wolf as blood dripped from its mouth with a man lying dead covered in blood. The backside had a man grasping the ears of the wolf as he submitted him to the floor. He asked the man the meaning of the flier for it had nothing else on it except the name Astraea at the top of the page.
“Have you ever heard the saying catch a wolf by the ears?” The bum said.
“No, what does it mean?” 
“You can look at it in two different ways. By holding the wolf by his ears, you have control over him, and he can’t attack you, you’re safe if you don’t let go.” He flipped Vladimir ’s flier and tapped on the paper with the side that had the man subduing the wolf.
 “The other perspective is that because you have his ears you can’t do anything else; you’re stuck. If you let go, he attacks you. Either way you have nowhere to go. It’s not a predicament you want to be in.”
“So, what’s the point? Why are you handing these out?” Vladimir flapped the flier at him.
While he was questioning him, Vladimir noticed that the man was very fidgety, paranoid even. He looked passed Vladimir, and he turned around to see a S.S. officer focus his attention on the man. The officer began to push people out of his way as he neared their position on the street’s corner and yelled “Stop.”
The dirty homeless man shoved the rest of the fliers against Vladimir and began to weave through the crowd. The man turned to him as he ran off and yelled, “Qayins are wolves. Don’t let go.” While tugging his ear.
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Church service was about to start. What Vladimir remembered from T.V. commercials and surveys was that the state’s official religion was a type of rebranded form of Christianity. It was probably no different than the Christianity of the old world he thought. With only slight differences in beliefs about minor scriptural interpretations and nothing more, like that of Baptists and Presbyterians.
As Vladimir entered the building, he walked up stone steps that looked like they belonged to a castle and through an arched doorway that was made of thick wood and old rustic metal décor framing. He noticed the ceilings were tainted with a dark tinted coat of paint, the equivalent of rust to an old car but for buildings. The windows along the walls were stained, blocking most of the sun that tried to get into the room. The gothic architecture made him think he was stuck in the Middle Ages of old times, and with the sermon that day he might as well have been.
Sitting down in a wooden pew near the back of the room Vladimir watched as the priests began their cleansing ritual. Two men in black robes walked about swinging their lanterns, spewing smoke, while murmuring an ancient language that he could not decipher, let alone recognize. At this time, the preacher came from behind a door to the front of the room, where a gigantic cross was mounted on the wall above, and slowly raised his hands, nonverbally demanding the audience to rise.
In a low but enthusiastic tone the preacher repeated “Benedicat nos Deus et sacrificabimus” over and over. Everyone repeated the saying and after a while everyone finished with an Amen. 
“Sacrifice has been in many traditions throughout the world. Aztecs sacrificed their own people to the Gods above for protection. The Indians sacrificed to their Gods. The Romans sacrificed their enemies to their Gods. But where each civilization sacrificed for individual desires, there is only one sacrifice that has been done for all of humanity. We are blessed by that great sacrifice done by our Lord Jesus Christ. As he died for our sins, we must exalt his behavior and live for him. Remember this for the rest of your days, this deed by God is proof that he sacrificed for you, and because of this we must also sacrifice for him.” The preacher motioned to the altar boys with a quick nod. A young boy came out from behind the door and stood in front of the audience. 
The preacher gave both altar boys short daggers. By their bright shiny reflective state, it looked like they had never been used. 
“In the name of the Father, The Son, and The Holy Ghost we revere and exalt you, Lord.”
The boys plunged each dagger into each side of the small boy’s neck and upward into his head through the bottom of his jaw. Blood spilled out onto the floor and into the drainage system built into the ground beneath them.
Without hesitation the church congregation applauded. The boy twitched as he fell to the floor as he gargled on his own blood. He sounded like a turkey being slaughtered the way he attempted to breathe. 
The church and its teachings normalized sacrifice to the point that people clap to the witnessing of murder, all in the name of love. The church preached that the sacrifice of Jesus is God’s way of enabling violence and death, and their practice of killing people was paying homage to that teaching.
As the boy’s body lay on the floor covered in his own blood the preacher began talking once more, “Pain is the greatest motivating factor in life. Nothing will move you to act more quickly than pain. Thankfully, we have the holy scriptures to show us that there is a way for all of us to get closer to God. And the way to get closer to God is by experiencing the pain that Jesus went through as he was on the cross. Do you know what pain he experienced on the cross?” He paused and looked around at the crowd. “All the pain that humanity has had and will ever have.” He continued. “There was no pain that Jesus did not experience. By way of experiencing pain, we allow ourselves to transcend this material world and experience the divine. Pain through Jesus is the foundation of our beliefs. The more pain that you can endure will bring you that much closer to our God that came down in human form. Both fully human and fully God he experienced pain so he may be closer to his creation. To experience what we experience. What other Gods have you heard of that brings himself down to the level of humanity to feel our pain? Our God is the only truly relatable God because he meets us on our level. We have no choice but to follow his example and experience pain to be closer to our creator.”
Again, he motioned the crowd to stand, and that ominous chant returned, “Benedicat nos Deus et sacrificabimus. Amen”.
Vladimir turned to one of his colleagues, “What the hell was that?”
“Don’t even try it.” He said.
“Try what?” 
“Changing their minds.” 
“How long has it been like this? Why do we allow this to happen?” Vladimir said.
“Ever since the founding families in Qayin created this city. The church is like no other animal. It’s always hungry and we are its food.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” He said.
“Human sacrifice. Tradition has a way of effecting people.”
“In what way?” Vladimir said.
“The way in which people repeat things without questioning them.”
“You mean like at work or school?” 
“Ya, kinda like that. But don’t try to swim against the current here Churkovski, you’ll drown.” The officer said.
 “We need to leave now.” Vladimir ’s partner said with anger while he looked down at his phone.
Obviously, Vladimir thought he was appalled by the sermon and its charades, “Yea, this place is freaking me out. Let’s get out of here.” It was a wasted effort, Vladimir thought to himself. There was no contact with Ed.
 “There has been a shooting.” He said with a stark expression.
“There is a shooting every day what’s the big deal.” Vladimir said.
“There has been a shooting at the office.”
They proceeded out of the church and as they were hustling through people to get into their patrol car a woman stared Vladimir down with an old witch’s grin: small with the side of her lips perched slightly. Her smile was creepy and esoteric like she had something to say but kept it for later; like a good joke waiting to be told at the right moment. An omen, Vladimir thought. 
As he arrived at headquarters there was yellow tape blocking the entrance into the building. Vladimir ’s colleagues showed the other officers on scene their badges to get by, but they refused to let anyone in. There were bullet casings on the sidewalk and the windows were shattered. Vladimir stood away from the media and the crowd of people recording with their cellphones huddled around the scene. My office was behind one of those shattered windows Vladimir thought. Whoever did this deserved to die. 
From a distance Vladimir saw Ashley getting into her car. He jogged over to catch her before she left. He bent over and knocked on her window.
“Hey stranger.” He said.
She looked up and smiled and raised her eyebrows like she was not impressed to see him. She rolled down her window, “I’m going to figure out what really happened here. That could have been you up there.” She threw opened the passenger side door, “Get in before someone sees us.”
He ran around the front of the car and fell into the seat and slammed the door shut.
“You work here, why do you care if someone sees you or not?” Vladimir said.
She leaned over the steering wheel and took in a large breath and exhaled slowly.
“Qayin have curfews to keep us safe. There are certain times I am allowed to be outside of Qayin and guess what this isn’t one of those times OK. If the press were to get ahold of me right now and people saw it, I would be in a world of trouble.”
“It’s complicated. You wouldn’t get it.” She said as their car peeled off, too fast like she was drag racing someone or saw a savage in the distance and needed to put him down. With the sudden terrorist attack at his office, Vladimir didn’t care that her driving was erratic, he found that he was carefree whenever he was around her even though he should not have been. She always broke the rules. Speeding, caring around a firearm, and now breaking Qayin curfew. Perhaps, Vladimir thought, I never cared what Ashley did because of her rare natural beauty or her warm smile that entrapped me with a comfort I had only experienced as an innocent child; before I knew what the state of the world had become. 
“You’re not even going to try and explain?” He said.
She was annoyed that Vladimir did not understand her predicament, as if it were common knowledge being touted out by Inner City News every day. He stopped pressing the issue and looked out the window.
Changing the topic to assuage his failed attempt at getting Ashely to open up to him, he pointed back to the crime scene, “Have any clue on what happened back there?”
“I’m off to figure that out right now. You know just the usual work for the Society for Health and Well-Being type stuff. It being a death and all. Get comfortable it’s going to be several hours before we reach where we need to go.”
Her foot weighed down on the gas pedal.
 Vladimir said, “Where are we going?”
Looking forward, Ashley replied, “To get answers.” 
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 As Ashley and Vladimir were on their way across the city, she handed him a manilla folder.
“You worked with officer Smith before, haven’t you?” She said politely.
“Briefly.” He said.
“Well, you better read that. It’s classified but I think you should see it.” 
“Is that your way of saying I shouldn’t be looking at this?” Vladimir said as he flipped open the folder seeing a thick stack of reports.
“Shut up and read it. I am helping you out in this business, in this city for God sakes. You are too innocent and naïve to survive on your own. Those papers are the report from Officer Smith’s time right before he was sent to custody.”
“Why was he sent to custody?”
“Let’s just say he was too much of a nice guy, kind of like you. This profession isn’t what it seems Churkovski.”
“I know what you mean, but I’m trying to see the cup as half full. Doing my best to serve.”
“I want you to see the world for what it is; and it doesn’t matter if you see the cup half full.”
“So, what you’ve been working here so long you see the cup half empty?”
“It doesn’t matter if you see it half empty or half full. You must look past that and see it for what it really is; just a cup with water in it.”
“Meaning what exactly?”
“Your perception of the work you do, whether good or bad, doesn’t make a difference here. The reality is your cup, whether it is half full or half empty, is filled with water and that means you must do something with it. And because water is malleable, and always changing based on its environment, so should you. That is all that matters, adapt to this business or you will get hurt. I have noticed your character is like Smith’s when he was younger. I don’t want you to end up like him too. Custody is an unfathomable hell.” Ashley said.
She stopped talking and silence swept through the car, all that was left was the humming of the engine in front of them. Vladimir opened the folder and began to read it.
The first page of the report stated the following:
          CLASSIFIED (Level 2)
Date: March 15th, 3068
Subject: Tommy J. Smith
Department: Security Services – Beat Patrol Section 74
Status: Active
Interviewer: Jennifer Gates (Society for Health and Well-Being)

 Mr. Smith was brought into the interrogation room: two chairs, one desk and a camera, no windows. He sat down and immediately started talking.
“It was raining that day. Or at least I thought it was. I knew for sure that it was at least cloudy, dark clouds, I am positive. You can check the weather reports that day to prove I am right. The ground was wet but there was no rain, yet. I found that odd.”
“Why are you telling me this?” Jennifer said.
“It’s important. The detail proves my memory is sharp and accurate. Please let me continue.” Said Officer Smith.
 “That’s fine.” She said.
“That night I walked into the jazz club on 178th Street. There were more people than usual not only because it was Friday but because it was happy hour.”
“Are you sure it was a Friday? How could you be sure?” said Jennifer.
“It was open mic night Mrs. Gates, and the labor men don’t work through the nights on Fridays, another reason there were so many people there. Don’t start this again, I know what I’m talking about.” Smith said.
“Start what?” 
“Questioning everything like I am a child. Just trust me.”
“You know it’s my job to obtain an accurate report of the facts. I must make sure what you’re saying is right, that’s all. It’s nothing personal.” Jennifer stated professionally.
“And I’m telling you the facts. Just listen to me.”
“Fine, go on.” She said. 
 “After I had a beer, I heard my name being called out. I was a little shaky, but I had been practicing. I stood up and got onto the stage and under the lights. As I cleared my throat the music turned off and everyone began to look at me. 
“Have you noticed me today? I am the man that begs for food while you throw your half-eaten lunch into the garbage. May I clean your windows sir? A quick question followed by a quicker turn of the head with a hand up to me “not today.” I can’t see through your dirty windows, but I see so clearly through you. A material being that lives off material things, where is thou soul? Surely, there is no connection to spirit anymore. I am full and fed-up, and with a fullness nobody wants. I am the one filled with emptiness; dirty empty hands willing to work for food as my empty stomach churns the aches and pains as it digests acid at an attempt for sustenance. My pockets hold nothing and my wallet the same. 
Have you noticed me today? 
My boots hold up a life unfulfilled and my soul is as hallow as the bottle at my feet that clinks against the broken cement beneath me. I sleep on solid concrete, but the floor is shattered; shattered like my mind when it tries to confine itself to the normality of our social existence based on likes and shares with people we will never meet. A social existence where we talk to more people around the city than to our own mothers and fathers. An existence I no longer serve.” 
People in the bar began to stop their side chatter and pay attention to Mr. Smith.
“I notice that I have a closer connection to the foundation of cracks of the fractured ground than to any human. Although broken, they show themselves for who they are; honest with a life of serving everyone without discrimination. We are the same in the way people walk all over us. Those that have beaten down my friend and I alike are full and complete on a life of materialistic things. They don’t bother to pay attention to the problems, if it doesn’t affect them, and there won’t be any as long as their heels and dress shoes have something to walk on. 
Have you noticed me today? 
Or do I fit seamlessly into the background like a character in an Edward Hopper’s painting. I’m surrounded by people, but I am alone. 
Have you noticed me today? 
I am the slum you tell your kids about when they ask what happens if they don’t go to the state’s learning program. At least you will have an education even though you lack empathy. Perhaps I will wait for them to grow up and walk by in hopes that the educational system has someway influenced them to at least stop and talk to me when I ask about their windows being cleaned instead of being brushed off like the pawn you tell them I am.”
People begin to snap their fingers in applause.
“As you grow old, I pray that you change your ways, because the day that you die you will watch everyone you know walk through those pearly gates. Whilst you are greeted by God and as you attempt to pass through, he will put his hand up to you and say, ‘Not today’.”
“Who is Edward Hopper?” Jennifer said.
“A painter from the old world. I learned about him in school programming.” Smith said.
“Why were you talking about God without being in church?” She said.
“Is that why I’m here?” Smith said.
 Jennifer said as she made marks on the papers in front of her. She looked up from her workload, “Continue.” She said.
“I walked off the stage as people snapped their fingers and the instrumental jazz music began to fill the room once more.”
“T-Smiley, just the man I was looking for.”
“You know I don’t go by that name anymore John.” Smith said forcefully. 
He grabbed Tommy’s hand, opened it up and slapped a wad of one hundred-dollar bills into his palm. 
“Old Sally’s Place tomorrow at four and it’s all yours.” he said.
He looked down at the cash. In that moment he became weak. He needed the money, so his conscience allowed the thought of taking                     it.
“This has to be the last time, John; I’m trying to live a different life now you know?”
“Hey look at me.” He said as his stubby, rough hands grabbed the sides of Officer Smith’s head.
“Nobody gotta knows a thing OK.” John moved his head back and forth to every syllable of that sentence, to really persuade him.
He smiled, patted his back and as he walked away, he said “four O’clock”.
“What did John want you to do?” Jennifer said.
“He wanted me to let a savage inside the city. It was his brother that got kicked out from automation. He had nowhere to live. You know the rules if you can’t pay rent, you get kicked out.” Smith said.
“You have done this before?” Jennifer said infuriatingly.
“Everyone I let in eventually got a job in labor. There shouldn’t be a problem if they are contributing to the state.” Said Smith.
With an angry stare Jennifer said, “Continue your story, Officer Smith.” She crossed her legs.
“Afterwards I sat down for a drink at the bar hoping that I would drown myself in liquor to calm my nerves. Even though I knew I was helping people get their life back I was scared to do it, every time I swear.”
“What happened next?” Jennifer urged.
“Double shot of whiskey please.” Stated Mr. Smith
“What was that about?” said the bartender pointing to the stage.
“I was just taking the roll of someone being homeless in a society that doesn’t give them any attention or refuge.” Smith replied.
“Pretty odd story for a government employee, aren’t you guys responsible for kicking the homeless out of the city in the first place?” Said a lady that sat down near him.
“Excuse me?” Said officer Smith.
“State worker, right? Security Service or Qayin Police maybe?” She said as she pointed to his buzzed sides and short trimmed flattop.
“It’s just a haircut.”
She stared at him until he broke.
“Security Service.” Smith said as he looked at her right before chugging a whiskey sour.
“So, what’s a state drone like you doing up on a stage like that?” She asked as she stirred her Long Island Iced Tea in a circular motion.
“You know if I were on duty right now you would be arrested for saying something like that, besides not everyone in government is a robot-killing machine. We have hobbies too.” 
“Wow did I strike a nerve.” She said laughing.
“What’s your deal?” He said as he got another round of whiskey.
“What do you mean?” 
“Like, what do you do for work?” Smith said.
“I’m a reporter, writing about criminal activity mostly. Names Stacy.”
“So, you know about Astraea?”
“You would hope after what happened last fall everyone does, but then again not everyone is balanced.” She said.

Vladimir looked up from the sheets spread out over his lap and over at Ashley.
“What happened last fall?” Vladimir said.
“A mass shooting by Astraea against the government. But not everyone remembers it.” She said.
“Why not? I’ve never even heard of it.” 
“Because a lot of people aren’t balanced. The radiation gets to them; impairs their memory.” Ashley said.
Vladimir turned his attention back to the report.

The reporter at the bar ordered another drink and then moved over one chair next to officer Smith.
“Sometimes people just come across each other and you feel like you need to talk to them you know? Why did you choose to talk about homelessness?” Stacy said.
“I do security checks around some buildings on the south side of the city quite often and there is a man outside that area that is a laborer. He used to go to my state learning center when I was young. I think sometimes that that could easily have been me slaving away in the mines. I’ve been going there for years and over time I thought he would be able to get a promotion out of labor, but he is still in the mines till this day.”
“A man made to be a killer with a soft heart. Interesting.” 
“She continued to stir her drink. Moving the ice cubes slowly in a counterclockwise fashion as she looked at me with a rather odd and inviting smile. I was not sure if she was flirting with me or was just a talkative weirdo. Her good looks influenced me to believe the former.
“She said to the bartender, ‘One more shot for the gentle giant here,’ and pulled out her cellphone. She leaned in against me and took a picture of us. I felt nauseous and I have times from that night that I don’t remember, and my memory began to fade after those drinks.” 
“How many drinks did you have Mr. Smith” Jennifer said.
“I had six at the time, plus a couple shots.” 
“Mhmm, continue.” She said. 
“She pegged me to be this brutal war machine. Repeating semi-demeaning phrases like that all night. I was curious why Stacy kept cornering me as this kind of person.”
“She was obviously one of them.” Jennifer stated.
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“One of who?” Mr. Smith asked Mrs. Gates politely.
“Everyone in law enforcement is familiar with the group Astraea: a rogue group of savages that live in the city. They’re destructive and she was one of them, I’m sure of it.” 
“The city’s security system is too powerful to allow savages to get into the city by themselves, let alone stay inside undetected for too long.” Smith said.
“Yea? Well, what about the films they show throughout state learning programs, the ones where civilians are kidnapped by savages and are taken into the forest.”
“Yes, well that was when our defenses were low. We’ve adapted. Tell me why I’m here.” Said Smith.
 “We believe that she tried using the 8-frame consciousness method on you. The lighting effect came from her camera flash and the chemicals were probably in your drink. I don’t know what she wanted you to do or what to forget. Our facial recognition processed her and from what we know she isn’t in our census database. She is a savage, and by the looks of it she has been in the city long enough to learn about the method. Plus, we found one of her business cards on the floor of the bar. On the back it had a woman blindfolded holding a sword. It’s the Greek Goddess of Justice. The Greeks were a civilization back in-”
“I know who they were. It’s Astraea.” Mr. Smith said as his head hung low.
Vladimir put the papers down and faced Ashley, “What is the 8-frame consciousness method?” 
“It’s a technique used by people that disrupts the temporal lobes of the brain. It’s also known as sequencing. It combines a chemical induced trance that damages the hippocampus, the part of the brain responsible for memory, while simultaneously affecting the frontal lobes; they deal with attention and memory too. The method involves the use of bright lights, typically used by camera flashes but any strong light will do. It dazes the subject into a half delusional mind set, whereby they go into a highly suggestive state and recall only what is given to them. The flashing of a light is the easy part, lights with a high lumen rating are everywhere in the city from the advertisements. Getting the chemicals into the body is the harder part.”
“What is the purpose of it all?” Vladimir said.
“Sequencing is used to erase peoples’ memory. Then insert new, false, memories to change people’s behavior. But that’s not even the worst part.” said Ashley.
“What’s the worst part?” He said.
“The chemicals used for sequencing split your mind. They make you experience another life that isn’t real.”
“What do you mean?”
“Sequencing makes your mind think you are in another world. Your mind can’t differentiate between that world, which is in your head and this one, all the pain you can experience here you can experience there. You can experience years’ worth of pain there in a matter of seconds here, I heard it is horrifying there. Depending on what type of chemicals are in your system will dictate how long you stay there. When that time expires, when you die there, you wake up here with a tampered mind. People put others there to damage the mind so that it will, with enough pain, create an amnesiac barrier to hide itself from the torture it’s going through. After your mind distances itself from reality then your memory can be altered or erased.”
Vladimir lifted the papers from his lap and continued reading the reports.
“But the 8-frame consciousness method has been deactivated for more than a decade. It’s illegal now.” Said Mr. Smith.
“Do you think a savage cares if it is legal or not? She used all the same tactics used in the 8-frame method. You know-” Jennifer rebutted. 
Smith interjected, “I was drinking, and alcohol impairs the recall center of the brain. So that would explain the relapse in memory, and the flash of the camera doesn’t check out either. At the time dating back to the incident even the most expensive state cellphone available had not evolved to illuminate a brightness level above 1000 lumens. And since you are familiar with the 8-frame method you know that it requires at least 1500 lumens to be effective.”
Not effected by his defense, Jennifer began dismantling Mr. Smith’s attempt at proving his innocence. “One of level eight’s functions is to release a lighting range of 800 points. That means it can change its lighting effect up and down 800 lumens, which would put its framing level between 5 to 9. The state cellphone’s camera flash reached 900 lumens at that time, and with the range of the 8-frame method it would make it effective for operational use.”
Even if a sequencing did not occur, which I think it did, anything higher than 900 lumens would have debilitating effects on anyone’s ability to be mentally balanced. An individual exposed to the levels in your case demonstrates a statistical likelihood of a degrading mental capacity for recall. And we cannot afford to have our officers be unbalanced. You know how this looks don’t you? You know what we have to do.”
“I’m balanced. I can recall everything.” Mr. Smith pleaded.
“I understand that. But people that are unbalanced remember things incorrectly, everything you think you remember might not be real.”
“Don’t patronize me, Jennifer. I know how sequencing works.”
As Vladimir was about to flip and continue to the next page Ashley slowed down the car, told Vladimir to put the papers away in the glove compartment, and pulled into a barely lit alley. By the time they reached their destination it was dark outside and there was a man with a large black apron covering the front of his body asleep in a chair in front of them.
“We’re here.” She said.
Ashley pulled up next to the man and turned the engine off. Vladimir got out of the car, and he was faced with a fat man that had a large stomach and dark black eyes slightly hidden behind cigarette smoke.
“I know who you are.” Said the man with a deep voice who neglected to shake his hand.
“Don’t worry about him. Just one of my assignments.” Ashley said while walking around the car, embracing him with a hug.
“Yea . . . right. You’re probably programmed if Ashley is dealing with you.” Said the man as his belly jiggled up and down as he laughed at him.
“Everyone is programmed in one way or another Thomas, some just don’t know it.” She said. 
“What’s he talking about?” 
“Oh, don’t worry Vladimir, he is only joking. He is a notorious liar anyways don’t pay him any attention.” Ashley said as she punched Thomas Gray’s arm playfully.
Mr. Gray inhaled the cigarette one last time and threw the stem to the ground. “Why would you even want to know if you have been programmed anyways. I hear people are programmed or sequenced every day and they seem fine. Hell, as long as I have my smokes I don’t care.” He turned to unlock the door and said “Anyways, what’s it going to be tonight hun?”
Ashley responded “Someone coming in from up town. A case dealing with security headquarters.”
As he was about to unlock the door he turned around completely, “I thought that’s why you were here. Inner City News can’t stop talking about it. Shooting at the Security Service main building, right? You don’t think it’s happening again, do you?” he said with a raspy voice beat down by years of endless smoking.
“It looks that way.” Replied Ashley.
As Thomas Gray turned back around and unlocked the door, they all walked down a poorly lit corridor. Pipes were humming above them, and water dripped from the ceiling. Only an exit light at the end of the hall kept them from being in complete darkness.
Vladimir leaned over toward Ashley, “What’s he talking about. What’s supposed to be happening again?”
“A cleansing.” She whispered. 
Thomas stopped and finagled with another door locked with thick chain links around the handle. After a few seconds, the chains dropped to the floor, and he cracked open the door. A burst of white mist escaped and chilled Vladimir ’s body; goosebumps immediately started to form down his arms. He walked behind Ashley into the room to find clean stainless-steel framed tables running down and out of sight covered by mist flowing throughout the room. It was hard to see anything past five feet in front of him.
“If the body was just brought in it should be in the back of the room near the loading dock.” Thomas stated.
Together they walked down the aisles of endless steel tables and Vladimir was barraged by flickering lights above him. 
“Why don’t you fix the lights in here” Vladimir said as he squinted his eyes.
“When you work here as long as I have, they don’t bother you anymore.” Said Thomas.
After several minutes of making their way through the mist they stopped near a metal garage door. Thomas turned to a latch on the side of the wall and opened it. He pulled out a body covered with a white medical blanket.
“This is the newest body we have. Recovered, probably, from your building.” He said as he flipped the cover up and away from the body. Before Vladimir looked, he heard Ashley say “Oh no.”
Immediately seeing the body, Vladimir began to dry heave and gag. He held onto the edge of a table then bent over and threw up onto the pristine and newly waxed checkered floor. He lifted his head, swiping mucous and vomit from his mouth, to make sure his vision was not lying to him, and looked back at the body, it was Jacob.
He lost his balance from the newly waxed floor and hit his head on the edge of the steel table. Ashley and Thomas assisted him to his feet, but he stumbled while attempting to stand and fell back down. After the initial shock of learning of Jacob’s death, he started to feel his head throb with pain. It grew more and more painful, and he realized what was happening as he lost his will to stay awake; the throbbing pain evolved into a concussion, and it slowly beat him down into a deep sleep. He dozed off to the brushing of the cold breezy mist against his face that floated throughout the room. 
Vladimir was slapped awake when he saw Thomas’s face right above his. Mr. Gray’s big meaty hand hit his cheek again. “Wake up. Wake up.” His dirty breath covered Vladimir ’s face like the mist back at the morgue.
He regained consciousness and slowly opened his eyes. 
“Finally.” Thomas said.
The sound of engine pistons roaring with their cyclical shooting rotations were heard firing off.
Ashley drove the truck out of the alleyway and onto the street. Thomas slapped Vladimir ’s chest, “Good on you.” He turned to Ashley, “What’s this one’s name again?”
“Vladimir.” She answered immediately.
“Good on you Vladimir. Now I won’t have to put you into one of those coffers.” He smiled.
Vladimir gained his bearings and noticed they were flying down the street without any care for pedestrian life. For a few seconds he was afraid that they might hit someone but remembered Jacob.
“We have to go back for Jacob.” Vladimir demanded.
Ashley and Thomas both looked at each other.
Thomas turned on the air conditioner and dust came out of the ventilation and filled the truck. 
They all coughed, and Ashley stepped in, “What do you mean Vladimir?”
“Jacob. My brother. His body was at the morgue. What happened to him? What was the cause of his death?” Vladimir began to grow angry at their silence and lack of urgency.
“The last body we looked at was a woman, Vladimir. What are you talking about?” Ashley said.
“No, my brother Jacob was on the table. It wasn’t a woman. It was Jacob.”
Thomas got in the middle of them, “Vladimir the last body I recovered was a woman.”
 “What are you talking about I threw up all over at the sight of him.” Vladimir quickly threw the back of his shirt to the front of his body to show the vomit stains. When he reached around and looked down there was nothing. 
“Vladimir, you slipped on the floor and hit your head. We are taking you to the hospital. You don’t know what you are talking about, you’re delusional. We have to get your head treated before any serious damage sets in.”
Vladimir did not understand why Ashley was lying to him. He always felt comfortable and warm around her, like when you take a shot of alcohol and seconds later your body is flushed with heat. But now he felt nothing. Images barraged his memory of Ashley giving pills to the old man in the hospital and giving the man shots and those red lines on the screen with beeping noises and the man dying. Ashley was going to kill me, Vladimir thought, and Thomas Gray was going to put me right next to my brother. 
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	Vladimir reached over Thomas and grabbed the wheel and turned it as hard as he could. Thinking Ashley would slam on the breaks or at least slow down. They were riding so close to the sidewalk he knew she would have to stop in order to not hit anyone on the sidewalk. But she counteracted his strong pull with one of her own.
“Vladimir!” She yelled.
The truck screeched and the tires buried into the gravel below and it began to tip. Everyone started to roll into each other and then their heads hit the ceiling. Again, and again they rolled and crashed into each other as glass spread throughout and around them like clear confetti. The truck came to a halt, and they were stuck upside down surrounded by people. Vladimir saw feet around him through the broken window but no movement. He thought he was hallucinating bright lights surrounding him, his concussion was coming back to take him into another slumber. But the lights were from people taking pictures of the accident. No movement from their feet. Stuck in place they endlessly took pictures.
Vladimir unbuckled his seatbelt and fell. This time he felt his shirt wet and when he looked down it was crimson. A large piece of glass was stuck in his stomach, and he quivered at the sight his own blood.
“I can’t get out.” Ashley said.
“Are you hurt?” Asked Thomas.
“The curfew. I can’t be seen in any of those pictures.”
The truck began to start on fire and flames engulfed the engine. The heat was unbearable and the hairs on his arms started to burn away. The metal door beside him melted so quickly like it was cotton candy being dipped in water. Right when he was about to escape the vehicle, there was a roar of shooting followed by people yelling. The flashing lights stopped. Hundreds of people scurried down the road until their screams were drowned out by the continued firing.
“Get out now.” Thomas unbuckled Ashley’s seatbelt and she hit the floor. She held her head for a moment then crawled out of the truck. Vladimir watched as she stood there looking over the front of the truck. Everyone was running down the street, but she stood motionless as if she were invisible. Thomas crawled out behind her, and he stood up next to Ashley. His feet did not move either. Not one of them bent over to help him get out of the truck. They were stuck in a daze or a trance or something, they just kept looking forward.
“Guys. Ashley. Thomas. Someone get me out of here.” Vladimir begged as blood streamed down his leg and burn marks formed around his arms.
He swiped some broken glass away from himself and made a clearing towards the window. Vladimir crawled out and stood up to find two men with machine guns holding them at gunpoint.
“Don’t shoot. Society for Health and Well Being, Qayin.” Ashley said while she held a photo I.D. out.
One of the men walked closer while still holding her at gunpoint and leaned in to read her badge. 
 “What about these two?” He swayed his gun at them.
“They are with me.”
“Either they are from Qayin or not.” 
Ashley turned to Vladimir, “Go ahead show him your badge.”
When the man walked toward Vladimir his barrel was starring him in the eyes. That desolate and empty dark hole waiting to end his life crept towards him with each step the man took. He could tell by the way the man looked at him with his bulging nonblinking eyes that he wanted to pull the trigger. The only thing that was delaying this psychopath was Vladimir ’s botched attempt at looking through his pockets to find something he did not have. It was only seconds until Vladimir thought that his barrel would flash; brighter than any of those camera lights, brighter than all the advertisements in the city combined. 
Vladimir looked over at Ashley confused and rummaged through his clothes as if he had a badge that was misplaced. 
“It must have fell out when we crashed.” Vladimir pointed at the wreckage.
When the man turned to look at the truck Ashley sidestepped and used the side of her palm and punched him in the throat. The only noise he made was when his body hit the ground. He held his throat tightly as if blood were squirting out of it. 
“There is nothing here. If it was it’s gone by now.” Said another gunman as he searched for Vladimir ’s nonexistent badge through the flames of the crash.
Ashley moved her shirt up and took out her pistol and walked around the truck. BANG. BANG. BANG.
She walked back over and looked down at the man she put to the ground. BANG. Without a thought she put a bullet in his head. Without a thought she ended his life not questioning what he was doing there. Not to question him or find out anything about what was happening, not enough time went by for her to have a single thought. Everything happened so fast it was like instinct for her. She was a role model for the Don’t Think, Act movement. Whether or not that was a good thing or not did not matter because she saved my life, Vladimir thought.
Vladimir stared at the man with a bullet in his head and the puddle of maroon liquid circling his skull. It reminded him of his own cut, and he looked down at the glass in his stomach. Nothing. There was nothing. The only blood was from the small shards of glass that broke from the initial crash, and those pieces were too small to open even the slightest cut let alone a gashing wound that was there before. He lifted his shirt and swiped his stomach for any signs of blood and again nothing. He started to lose his sanity.
As Vladimir stood there looking at his bloodless hand a flood of light surrounded them.
“Don’t move or . . . will . . . the floor . . .”
 The vehicle was too far for him to hear what was being said from the loudspeaker. Vladimir threw up his hands to surrender and as he began to kneel, he was pulled from behind. Vladimir fell on his back and his shirt began to choke him. Trying to pry the shirt away from his neck he used both hands with a tightening grip while his feet kicked around aimlessly. Swiftly, he jerked his body from side to side to release the grip from his back. Vladimir moved and twisted violently to escape, like an alligator doing barrel rolls to disorient its prey before killing it. But all his effort was in vain as Vladimir continued to be dragged across the sidewalk and into the building behind him.
“Stop moving.” He heard from behind him as he was kicked in the side. Turning around, there was Thomas breaking a door down with his shoulder.
“It’s Astraea, isn’t it?” Vladimir said as he got up from the floor.
Thomas and Ashley looked at each other.
“He doesn’t know either does he?” Thomas said.
“Of course not.” Ashley quickly answered.
“Don’t know wh-”
Bullets penetrated through the walls and the windows broke around them. The voice from the loudspeaker continued with its demands, “Come out now-”
“There are at least twenty blocks in every direction until the next section of the city. We won’t make it out until they are finished.” Thomas turned to Vladimir, “We should have never been in this part of the city. If it wasn’t for you and your stupid head, we would have never needed to take a shortcut through this place to get to a hospital.”
“Thomas, stop. How much time do you think we have?” Ashley soothed him with her feminine tone.
“They probably have at least a couple more hours to go, we need to get somewhere safe now.” Thomas screamed.
By a miracle of God, Vladimir remembered that his classmate Ankolovich lived this deep in the city and he acted on it. As bullets riddled the building, Vladimir grabbed his phone to call Ankolovich to see where he lived, hoping his apartment could be their hideout. When he pulled out his phone another survey popped up.
“Astraea needs to be stopped.”
He clicked “By any means necessary.”
“Great Job Mr. Churkovski.” It responded.
“Should we have more or less sweeps in the city?”
Without thinking he clicked “More sweeps.”
“Good answer.”
“With more and more savages entering the city more and more security is necessary.”
Right when Vladimir was about to answer bullets breezed past his head and he ducked for cover. He dropped his cellphone in doing so and it flew out of his hand and across the room. As dust and debris filled the air, he crawled beneath the windows to retrieve his phone.
“I don’t know where to go but we can’t stay here.” Thomas yelled as he finally broke down the door. “Let’s get the hell out of there.”
Vladimir heard voices approaching the building as the bullets continued to destroy the room. He stretched out and grabbed his phone and hunched over as he ran and followed Thomas and Ashley out the back door.
“I have somewhere we can hide.” Vladimir said while they ran through an empty hallway. But when he looked down at his phone to call Ankolovich the survey was displaying a timeout with a 24-hour duration notice. He accidentally pushed down on the screen, clicking a wrong answer on the survey, when Vladimir grabbed his phone from the floor and locked himself out.
“Ashley give me your cellphone. I have a friend that can help us.”
She turned to Vladimir, “I don’t carry a cellphone you idiot.”
Ankolovich was living down the street but the endless row of apartment buildings around them made it impossible to find where he lived without calling him. It was only a matter of time until they were going to be raided and killed, and for what? He had no clue.
The three of them continued to run down the hallway until it hit a dead end. To their left there were stairs that led into a small wine cellar. To their right there was an empty closet that sat beside a window that was perched open overlooking an alleyway. Thomas threw open the closet doors and shoved his huge body inside.
“What?” he said shamelessly, “Get in or get caught.”
Ashley got in beside Thomas and Vladimir turned back to look down the hallway. He searched the room again and this is all they had. Trapped like fish in a net. They could see the outside world through the little window, but he knew it was too dangerous to go outside. He decided that it was not worth the risk to leave and got in beside them. They all huddled next to each other like people who were freezing on top of a mountain in the winter just before sunset. Although they were not cold their bodies were frozen in fear. Any movement would make the floor creak and give away their position. They stayed in that closet not moving for what seemed like forever. Even after the shooting stopped and they no longer heard the men move about they stayed inside.
It must have been an hour before they heard anything again. Eventually, they heard people move throughout the building. More and more voices filled the front room. Then the voices grew louder and closer as footsteps closed in on them. A couple of people reached the end of the hallway and stopped in front of the closet. They turned towards the cellar and went down the steps. Their voices proceeded to rattle the room below them. Feint echoing moved the walls of the closet then it stopped. Zero footsteps and no more voices. 
Silence. 
Suddenly, a body appeared in front of the closet. A slow clicking noise started. Click. Click. Click. Then Vladimir saw a small flame as he peeked through the shudders.  
“There is wine down here. Taking as much as I can carry.” Said a voice.
“I don’t bother with alcohol it can make you unbalanced. I’ll stick to smoking though, thanks.” Replied another man as he leaned partially against and out the small window.
“What’s in here?” Vladimir heard someone say as they began to walk towards the closet. He held the doors shut in hopes that they might think it was locked and walk away. But Ashley grabbed his hands and pulled them away and down from the small knobs of the door. He looked at her and she shook her head. She slid her pistol out from her waist band once more and pointed it at the shadows lurking in front of them.
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A clinching of the hands and Vladimir braced for what was to come. As the doors swiveled open Ashley fell heavy on the trigger, but there was only the sound of empty clicking. 
She quickly looked at her gun and noticed it was out of bullets then hit the man in front of her over the head with the end of her pistol.
A hard snapping sound like when someone breaks a branch of a tree ricocheted from the man’s head, “What the hell is wrong with you?” He dropped the wine bottles in his hand, and they shattered, leaving a puddle of dark purple to stain the floor.
The man sitting alongside the window seal nonchalantly smoked his cigarette. “What a waste.” He said looking down at the wine. He inhaled his long burning ashy tipped cigarette and blew the smoke out the window, unaffected by what he just saw.
They all looked around and noticed that these men had no weapons, and they did not look like they were soldiers. They were extra skinny, and their faces were smooth with chiseled, anorexic jaw lines and tight cheek bones like they stayed away from a soldier’s usual diet of meat and potatoes.
“What are you doing here?” said Thomas.
The man held his head, “I was just checking the place out, there is a sweep right now, everyone is inside. What are you doing in here when everyone else is in the front?”
“There was a shooting, and we were hiding from-” Ashley paused.
“Astraea, I know. We all know. Hell, the bullet holes are everywhere in this building.”
“My phone is locked that’s why I didn’t get the message.” Vladimir said to the man as he looked at both him and his friend smoking.
“What about you?” he looked at Ashley and Thomas, “Where are your phones? They are locked too?”
Ashley placed her hand on his shoulder and moved him to the side. “Don’t worry about us.” She said as Thomas and Vladimir followed her down the hall and out into the front room. The room was packed with people and none of them noticed the group walk in from the back hallway; everyone was busy looking at the media reports of the shooting on their cellphones.
“Why are they even in here?” Vladimir asked Thomas.
“The rest of the buildings must be full. Not sure why when this part of the city is being cleaned out, killed you know?”
“How can they have such a large presence without being noticed by Security Services. I mean we have patrols everywhere in the city and checkpoints and cameras. Why weren’t they caught or reported and stopped?” Vladimir was infuriated at the lack of security because he knew how effective it was capable of being. 
A buzzing echoed throughout the room then fell silent. Everyone glanced up from their cellphones and at the front door and then proceeded to walk out the trashed, abandoned building and out onto the street then turned their attention back to their phones. They were like zombies that moved without thought. Their only attention was on those damn phones. They were so hooked and connected to the internet that they probably did not notice the destroyed building around them. All that mattered was making videos or watching them and sometimes maybe the news, with its own agenda to keep people away from the real world and focused on their digital lives. 
Ashley put her hand at the small of Vladimir ’s back and walked him out of the building. She calmly ensured him that everything was going to be taken care of, “Don’t take these things too seriously Vladimir. We should not have been in this part of the city, and it is my fault. I thought a shortcut like this would be safe. We should have taken a different route I’m sorry. How’s your head?”
“It’s fine.” Then he remembered where she was trying to take him.  “I don’t need a hospital. I’ll be OK.” 
They walked out of the building and the truck was smoldering. Its insides were pulsing with a dark orange and deep red like wood in a campfire. The paint was striped, and the metal was left bare, leaving only a rusty coat of ashy brown. There was a newsman talking in front of the truck and a cameraman recording him. 
“We have signs of Astraea in district 32 folks. Destroyed buildings and gunfire were present this far in the city just hours ago. This totaled vehicle behind me is just one of the signs of their latest actions. These monsters must be stopped at all costs. That is all the time we have. Obeying is promoted.”
Ashley grabbed Vladimir ’s hand and jerked it away from the crash site. People were talking and taking pictures and she did not want to be a part of it.
 “Don’t bother with their optics Vladimir.” Ashley said.
“What do you mean? We should bottleneck Astraea with more security. Have you not seen the videos of them entering the city and killing people and all the suffering they create? For God sakes we just survived a mass shooting Ashley.”
“We created those videos, Vladimir. Qayin and their media team created all of them. There is no such thing as Astraea, they don’t really exist.”
“See, things like that I don’t even want to know about.” Said Mr. Gray.
“He deserves to know.” Ashley panicked.
“But the shootings and all the deaths and all the problems we face are because of them. They are savages.” Vladimir replied.
“Do you really think some uneducated people that live in the forest have access to vehicles? Don’t be so stupid and think it over. How would they have access to so many weapons? How would they move throughout the city without Security Services stopping them or at least identifying or finding them? You said it yourself; Security Services are everywhere.”
They ended up walking down into the subway. As usual it was crowded, and Ashley stopped explaining herself. She brushed her hands over her face and let out a gruntled sigh. 
“You won’t get it unless I explain everything to you.” She said as they boarded the train.
“That a good idea?” Thomas leaned in towards Ashley.
“I think he will be better off knowing.” 
“You are just saying that because it is him.”
Ashley snapped, “Of course I am saying it because it is him.”
“Uh, guys.” Vladimir ’s confused face protruded out and blocked their conversation.
They paid no attention to him and continued to argue.
“Don’t you see it. The chemicals from the mist in the morgue seemed to have no effect on him. He is growing accustomed to it. It was only a matter of time.”
“Do what you want. He is your assignment anyways. Whatever happens is on you. I don’t want to know what happens.” Mr. Gray turned and looked out the window as he held the handrail above him. 
Silence took over. It felt like his parents had a bad argument and the only remedy was time without talking. Vladimir looked out the window and watched as the train began to leave the station. It was not enough for him to brush off their non-answers because of their fighting. He was mad and worried at the same time. Everything in his life was like their conversations now: violent and filled with confusion. He knew he would see Ashley again at work, so he let the silence sit over them without too much cause for concern. On the other hand, it bothered him that Thomas Gray was so involved with her decision for her to open up to him. 
“My stop is coming up.” Vladimir peered over at Ashley.
“Then get off.” Her response hurt him.
“Can you give me anything. What really happened in district 32?” 
“We can talk about it later Vladimir.” She turned away.
The train slowed and the doors opened.
“I’ll see you tomorrow at the office then?” He asked already knowing the answer.
She dangled her head and looked at the floor then back at Vladimir. She replied with a feint “yeah,” then grabbed the handrail and looked away. The doors closed and Vladimir watched the train leave as Thomas and Ashley started to argue. 
He walked away from the terminal and saw a bald man with a suit on walk down the stairs looking at him with a piercing stare. Then, out of the crowd, appeared a homeless man with his hands tucked in his large overcoat. As he reached Vladimir, he noticed his pale blue skin right before he said, “I’m sorry we don’t have time to talk now.” The man grabbed Vladimir by the collar of his shirt and shoved him in front of the train.
A quick screeching yelp came out of Vladimir as he fell. He jolted upwards and grabbed the blanket that was covering him. 
“Jesus Vladimir are you all right?” Vladimir saw Ashley stand up from a chair that was next to his hospital bed. 
“What am I doing here?” Vladimir immediately thought of Ashley giving that man back at the hospital a deathly combination of pills and injections. 
Another woman was in the room with Vladimir and Ashley. Coming out from the corner she held up two pictures for Vladimir to look at.  “Have you seen either of these men?” It was the pictures that Vladimir used to hold up to the captured civilians he used to sequence when he worked for the Security Service. He had seen those pictures but never knew the reasoning for them. Despite seeing both men in the train station he held back, for unknown reasons, the truth. He shook his head to the woman.
Vladimir turned his attention away from the woman who worked for the Society for Health and Well-Being and towards Ashley.
“What happened back in district 32?”
“What do you mean?” She said.
“The shooting, with Astraea. Are you alright?”
“What are you talking about Vladimir?”
“The morgue, the car crash, the mass shooting?”
Ashley looked over at the other lady in the room. The woman stood in front of Ashley and turned her back to Vladimir, blocking Ashley from his view as she whispered to her. Motioning towards Vladimir, she talked for only a few seconds then left the room. Ashley moved to Vladimir and sat back in the chair next to his bed.
“There was no shooting, Vladimir.”
“What?”
“You hit your head back at the morgue and Mr. Gray and I drove you here.” Ashley rolled her sleeve up and looked at her watch. 
“I have to go. Get some rest Vladimir. I’ll be back to check on you later.”
Vladimir put his head back and took a deep breath and closed his eyes momentarily. The room was cold and sterile. Slow and methodical beeps and lights from the medical equipment around him flashed on and off. Vladimir, alone in room 32, had an IV in his arm that ran a tube up to a bag that hung above. He drank from a water cup with ice chips in it, ready to fall back to sleep. Directions from the doctor made sure he would stay overnight for additional testing for brain damage.
Then a man ran past the door. He slid by and caught himself on the door frame. He rushed into the room, “There you are. Finally, I found you.” It was the homeless looking man back at the train station. He started to rummage through the clear tubes around Vladimir ’s arm and untied and unhooked them from the medical equipment.
“What are you doing?” Vladimir said.
“No time to explain he will be here soon.”
“Who?”
“The Dragger.”
The man guided Vladimir out of his bed and steadily they made their way through the corridors of the hospital. At the checkout desk there was a giant of a man talking to reception. His body flickered in and out of dimension. Again, and again small portions of his body evaporated and reappeared with slightly darker and darker shades of light. Then he held a fiery sword and flames surrounded his changing body. In an instant he wore a nicely cut pinstriped suit. The receptionist pointed down the hall and then he turned and faced Pete’s direction.
“Shit.” The man yanked Vladimir from his flimsy hospital gown away from the man in the business suit. Together they ran down the hall, out an emergency exit, and into the rain.
“What the hell was that?”
“You saw it too, didn’t you?”
“An ash covered beast of a man surrounded by fire. Uhh, yea kind of hard to miss. Mind telling me what the hell is going on? Are you with Astraea?”
They proceeded to walk down the street as people eyed Vladimir in his hospital robe.
“No, I’m not. Well, not officially but we all work with Astraea in some aspect, right? Anyways, I was sent here to save you.”
“Who are you?”
“You.”
“Me what?”
“No, I’m you.”
“What?”
“I’m you dummy.”
“What game are you trying to play?”
“The one where we get out alive, memory intact.”
They entered a thrift store and the man sifted through the rack of clothes, flicking different colored shirts on by with indifference as he looked around.
“Don’t look out the windows. Just pretend that you are shopping. Act natural.”
Vladimir looked down at his hospital gown. “It’s not like I can blend in.”
The man pushed Vladimir into a changing room and threw some clothes over the door. An employee walked by, “Need any help gentlemen?”
“Nope. We’re doing OK. My friend just needs a little fixing up. A brisk easy cotton t-shirt with one of those leather jackets that have fluffy sheep wool on the inside and denim jeans should do the trick. It’s pouring hard out there, need to cover up.” He winked at the employee.
“What happened to him?” She said.
“Oh, he just got released from the hospital. They accidentally threw his clothes out. They were no good anyhow, he was in a car crash, and they were all torn up.”
The employee walked away with the usual comment that all employees say from time to time, “If you need any help let me know.”
Vladimir exited the dressing room, “Who really are you?”
“You can call me Purusha.”
Vladimir held out his hand.
“What is it?”
“I need money for the clothes.”
“Fuck the money let’s bounce.”
“Isn’t that going to draw attention to us, robbing the place?”
“God, you don’t get it do you?” He grabbed shirts and pants and scarves and hats and things about. “None of this,” he threw the clothes to the floor, “None of this is real. The walls, the floors, the people, this entire world is manufactured for your demise.”
I’m being sequenced? Vladimir asked himself.
“You’re being sequenced.”
“I thought when people are sequenced, they go into a different world?”
“This is the first level of that world. The farther down you go the worse it gets; your mind becomes more and more susceptible to their brainwashing. The man back at the hospital, he was a Dragger. They pull you down to the next level where your mind is easily altered, split even more to take you farther away from reality. Whatever you do, don’t let them get to you. Even if you have to off yourself.”
“Then I would die.” Vladimir said.
“Yea, you die here but you wake back up in the real world with all the right memories, and in your case that is in the hospital.”
Vladimir stopped walking; I was never in a hospital, he thought. The last place I remember being was in the subway.
 Again, confused and lost he continued seeking answers. “Why don’t people that are sequenced die to get out of here then, to save their memories. If this place is a type of hell, wouldn’t it just be easier to leave it through death instead of being tortured and living here?”
“They think this is the real world. Hell, can you blame them, everything does look and feel like it. Even you were convinced.”
“How can someone tell if they are not in the real world?”
“The demons that created this world did make it almost indistinguishable from real life, but there are things that are not synchronized with the real world. Like a clock will spin the wrong way round, or someone won’t do their job correctly.” The man waved at the employee as they left the store, “Obeying is promoted.” 
The employee smiled and replied, “A promotion through obeying.”
“You see we didn’t have to pay for the clothes. Sometimes the people here act as if they are in a loop and you can get away with certain things, like stealing. That is another way you can find out if you are not in the real world. You will notice, when you are here long enough, that things are not normal. For instance, I have seen a man sitting on a bench reading a newspaper, then the words began to smear and melt down the page and it went blank. He just sat there reading a blank newspaper. The programming, the attempts at mimicking what God has created, cannot be done here. So, some things do not appear to run properly, this place is not natural, so it doesn’t act like it.”
As they were walking out of the store across the street there was a cloud of smoke that engulfed the people walking. Out came the Dragger with his giant body, he sprung forth with sword in hand. He skipped through traffic blurring in and out of sight. Stepping through the shadows as cars passed through his body. A monster blinking in and out of reality.
Purusha pushed Vladimir down the sidewalk and they both ran. 
“How do we get rid of him.” Vladimir yelled as they frantically pushed people out of their way.
Purusha ran into a small convenient store.
Vladimir turned, slid, and followed him inside.
Purusha ran to the corner of the room and then down the last aisle. At the end of the aisle was a door and he pulled it open. Vladimir followed him through the door, and it led to a stairwell. As they double and triple skipped the stairs on their way up Vladimir leaned over the handrail to see smoke fill the bottom, gushing upward.
“I’m always one step ahead of him.” Purusha said as he stopped and opened the door at the top of stairwell.
Vladimir ran through the door to the top of the building where a small rock covered the roof’s floor. He turned around to see Purusha close the door and walk towards him.
“How do you know what he is going to do?”
At the bottom of the door a misty charcoal dust spewed out. The demon materialized and ran towards them.
Purusha grabbed Vladimir and looked at him, “Because he is me.” Then threw Vladimir off the roof. Right when he fell the Dragger came into his sight and was seen falling after him. The longer they fell the closer the brute demon came to Vladimir. Slowly through the air came down the long-broken blade of the Dragger. When it met Vladimir ’s chest, they were both about to hit the ground. Then blackness took over.
A shaking fright woke Vladimir up.
He was back in his bed at the hospital. Ashley and the woman he had seen before sat in the corner of the room.
Ashley approached Vladimir, “Are you alright?” 
Her colleague held up the pictures of the men that Vladimir used to hold up to inmates. 
“Which one did you see?”
“Both.” He said.
The woman put down the picture into her purse. “That’s impossible. It’s either one or the other. Never both.” She said.
“Maybe you are just loopy from all the drugs you’ve been on. You did hit your head after all.” Ashley said. “Are you sure you saw both of the men in the pictures?”
Vladimir nodded. “Yeah.”
The woman and Ashley convened at the end of Vladimir ’s hospital bed. Backs turned they conversed in quite murmurings. 
A nurse walked in and took Vladimir ’s vitals. “Everything looks good. I’m glad that you are awake and cognizant Mr. Churkovski. Do you know where you are?”
Vladimir switched his attention from trying to read the lips of the woman that was talking to Ashley and turned to the nurse. 
“Inner City Hospital.” 
“Good. By the looks of it you should be good to go now. I will contact your doctor and you will be given your discharge papers within the hour.”
The nurse left the room followed by the woman Ashley was talking to. Vladimir received his paperwork and Ashley escorted him out of the hospital and gave him a ride home. They did not talk during the whole ride until they reached his apartment complex. 
“Thanks for the ride.”
Right before he was about to close the door Ashley stopped him. “Vladimir.”
He looked back as he held the door open. “Yea?”
“Things are going to get better. Promise.”
He smiled and closed the door.

It was five O’clock in the morning and Vladimir watched Inner City News as he ate eggs and toast from his kitchen table. The anchors were blabbering on about the radiation and suicides as if it were something new.
His mother walked into the kitchen and started the coffee maker. 
“Vladimir, have you seen your brother? He didn’t come home last night.”
An image of his dead body on that steel table popped into his head. He didn’t know what to say and started to question if that was really him. Maybe it was not him and I was seeing things Vladimir thought. Afterall the large piece of glass that was in my stomach back at the car crash in district 32 disappeared. Maybe leaving the hospital was a bad idea and I did have untreated brain damage now. If it is true, then I was seeing things. Maybe I was delusional, Vladimir thought. 
“I’m not sure. I haven’t seen him. Are you sure he isn’t at a friend’s house?” Worry fell over his face as he tried to hide the fact that he knew where he was. At the same time, Vladimir was not sure if he really knew at all. But her questioning of where Jacob had scared him and hinted towards his death.
Turning his attention away from the conversation, Vladimir watched the television again. Then a commercial started and the screen flashed images. Within seconds he saw hundreds of pictures. Through the barrage of flickering, he could barely tell what was being shown. Then his arms and legs began to feel a burning sensation. His head and chest started to compress with pain. His skin felt like fire and an irritated inflammation feeling set in. He squirmed with pain and knocked his plate off the table. Then it stopped. The commercials ended and the news came back on. 
“Vladimir what’s wrong with you.” His mother began to pick up the pieces laid out across the kitchen floor.”
“I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened.” He tried to think if the pain was really there or if it was in his head. Contributing the accident to his head injury Vladimir left it alone.
“It’s a cold one out there today as the windchill makes the already frozen temperatures feel even colder.” Blared the television.
Vladimir looked outside and a blizzard of white covered the sky and blanketed the streets with snow. The sky was just one giant background of white with patches of grey. He turned off the television and headed to The Institute. 
He walked towards his door and a knock came from without. Opening the door Vladimir saw two men in black suits with black ties. 
“Vladimir Churkovski?” One man said.
“That’s me.” Replied Vladimir.
“Come with us.” They demanded.
Vladimir walked and got into their black SUV and drove off. They arrived at The Institute. They all walked into the dean’s office.
“I wanted to be the first to tell you the news.” One of the men said to the dean.
“Which is what? Are they in trouble?” Replied the dean, knowing who they were.
“No, quite the opposite.” He leaned over and whispered in his ear.
“Oh. Well then.” Said the dean as he looked over at Vladimir and another student that was in the room, Ankolovich Strausenhiemer.
The three men looked at each other then back at them. They all said together, “We formally invite you into the heart of the city.”
“What is the-?”
One of the men blurted out, “Qayin. You’re going to be a Qayin, boys.” 
All the men smiled as they surrounded them like a pack of wolves creeping in on their prey.
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It was mandatory for all Qayins to attend church, so Ankolovich and Vladimir attended first thing in the morning. As they walked in the pastor was already talking. 
“The truth is too severe for one person to handle. Thus, God created an infinite number of beings to fool himself into not fully understanding the whole truth of reality. Take it like this,” He talked without moving at all and his posture was as straight as an iron rod and his eyes cold as ice. 
“Imagine God as a large pile of clay. He knows nothing else but that one piece of clay. So, to understand himself he begins to separate himself into smaller and smaller pieces. In those pieces he puts a small version of his mind into them and because of this their intellect is limited. Eventually those pieces over time evolved into people with names and jobs and identities, and they are all sitting next to you today. Guess what we are all God. But do not be fooled, you alone are not God. But coincidently you are because God is both that one piece of clay and the infinite pieces that he split himself into. Life is a paradox and God is playing a game with us. Don’t you see that? He is whole and he is separate at the same time.” He walked across the room and the entire audience moved their heads like a crowd at a tennis match to follow his movement. Desperate for more information.
“But in knowing the truth,” he pounded on the podium, “We know when something is not part of that.” His voice became louder and angrier, “Those filthy scum pieces of shit animals that derived from hell that live in the wild are born of lies and should never be allowed to dwell within the sanctity of our city. They are cursed with a poison surely made by devils, so we have no option but to exterminate those vile wretches. Therefore, we stand side by side with the government in the effort to ramp up security in the city. More eyes to find those that do not belong. God bless the city council, the Solid Seven, and all our government employees for protecting us. Thank God for giving us the ability to destroy that which is not a part of him.” The congregation applauded and people began to stand. Vladimir followed suit and clapped his hands for the entire ovation. 
As Vladimir and Ankolovich left there was a man standing against the metal fence that separated the church and the street sidewalk. He looked around as people dispersed from the church out into the city. Motioning his hand slowly in the air, he waved at them. 
“Come on you two.” He said with such a calm and casual tone it was like he was their father picking them up after school, as if this were routine for him.
“Who are you?” said Ankolovich.
“I am the gateway into your new life gentlemen.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Vladimir said.
A shofar walked around a mint car, pitch black with even darker tinted windows, and opened the door. 
“Freedom.” He said, “Now get in before traffic builds.”
They arrived at the gates to Qayin. The driver stopped at a security post, and he typed in a code at the terminal. A guard appeared and checked his credentials. A quick salute and obeying is promoted followed by a promotion through obeying and they were on their way. 
Passing through the gateway held up by two large pillars, Vladimir noticed his immediate surroundings change. Instead of busy streets congested with dirty working people the roads were open and everyone was well dressed. Though they all lived under the ceaseless dreary sky of the never-ending winter the atmosphere here was bright and not because of any advertisements either. For the first time in his thirty-two years of living he saw the sun that day. There was no sign of pollution, and the sky was clear. It was like he had entered a new world even though it dwelt within the same city walls as he had lived in his entire life. A rolling down of the window and the warmth hugged his body and it felt incredible. 
“Gentlemen,” the driver said, “We have a routine schedule that must be adhered to, and I expect compliance in everything we are about to do, is that understood?”
Ankolovich and Vladimir looked at each other then back at the diver, “Yea of course.” 
After driving through the district, he noticed that besides the brightness of daylight there was one thing that stood out to him immediately: advertisements. There were no advertisements anywhere.
“Where are the billboards?” Vladimir asked the driver.
“We don’t do that here.” He said with a hint of superiority in his voice.
They pulled up to a building and got out to valet that took their car.
As they exited Ankolovich chimed in, “Why not?”
“We are passed the days where we are influenced, controlled, by propaganda. We tell people what to do, what to look at, what to think. You will soon find that out. If you keep the quota up.”
“Quota for what?” 
“For God sakes no one told you about the quota? Well, that’s not any of my business.”
Walking towards the front desk they were greeted by a gorgeous brunette woman with glistening light brown eyes. Her light pink uniform must have been crafted to fit her build because it melded around her body perfectly. Their driver flashed his laminated credentials, and she diverted her attention to the computer in front of her. Clacking of the keyboard ensued and then she lifted and stuck a phone between her cheek and shoulder while continuing to type.
“We have two gentlemen for your two O’clock appointment. Yes. Ah huh. Ok, will do sir. Buh bye.”
She dropped the telephone down onto the panel and looked up at them with a smile. 
“Right this way gentlemen.” She said.
They all followed her, walked around a corner, and waited for the elevator. 
“I want to be one of the first to congratulate you boys.” She said in their direction. “You’re going to be a great asset to Qayin.”
Vladimir smiled as Ankolovich took over the conversation. “Thanks, where are we going exactly?”
“To your future.” She said again with her inviting smile.
They took the elevator to the top of the building. Vladimir looked out the glass window of the elevator and gained a vantage point to see all of Qayin. It was surprisingly small and due to the clear sky he was able to see over the walls into the rest of the city. A transition from open, clean air into a murky fog. Vladimir did not understand how it could be so, whenever he was on patrol and peered over the walls of Qayin the dark skies covered it as well. From the outside it appeared to blend in with the rest of the city but being inside it was the farthest thing from it. 
The elevator stopped and they walked down the hall and they all stopped in front of large double red doors.
“Remember what I said. Follow suit.” Their driver whispered.
The woman and the driver walked away, and they were left standing in front of the doorway.
“Now what?” Vladimir said to Ankolovich.
He looked at Vladimir and shrugged, took a few steps forward, lifted his right hand and knocked on the door with the side of his palm. 
The doors opened.
A man with a large red overcoat walked toward them. But as they watched him approach, Vladimir noticed his walk was rather odd and his face seemed to be scarred. He was moving horizontally without any bending of his knees, and he did not lean from side to side like a normal person when they walked, underneath his extra-long coat Vladimir was unable to see his feet, the man appeared to be hovering over the floor. Then the man’s face turned into a lion. Was I seeing things? Vladimir thought. Then the man’s face instantaneously switched to a smooth face with a perverted smile on it. Vladimir looked closely at the man’s features change instantly. The man stretched out his arms and strangled him with a strong, tight hug that felt like his ribcage was going to collapse. Moments later he let go and stepped back “Vladimir. Ankolovich. You’re here.” He said loudly and returned to his desk at the end of the room. 
“My name is Samael.” He waved them into the room like a baseball coach does when a player rounds third to get to home base.
“Come in come in.” He begged.
He hovered to his desk and sat down in a large maroon, overstuffed bulleted chair that stood three feet taller than where his head rested with an imprint of a lion’s head. Vladimir noticed the edges and outline of his face were protruding unnaturally, he was wearing a mask. But how did it change? 
Qayin technology was beyond his imagination.
They reached his gold desk where the name Samael was etched on a piece of wood that sat in the center, the rest of the desk was littered with ornaments. In front of his spacing of papers across the middle there was a golden statue of an angel with a small golden plate underneath its feet that read Ariel. Next to it was a figurine with the body of a snake and the head of a goat. At the corner, a replica of the planet Saturn, with slowly turning rings floating around it. 
“Where do we sit?” Vladimir asked as he looked around the room for furniture.
“In the seats behind you of course.” Samael began to laugh, and his laugh mirrored a mental patient’s, it was that maniacal.
Vladimir turned around and there were chairs behind him. He was being tricked and did not know how the man was doing it. Vladimir leaned over and grabbed the sidearm of the chair to confirm that it was really there. Sure enough his hand made contact with the chair and it was filled with smooth leather. Vladimir sat down and turned his attention back on the man, but he was gone from his desk.
“You did it.” Said a voice directly down into his ear canal.
Vladimir panicked and jolted to one side of the chair as he looked over his shoulder to see the man standing over him.
“Whaa.” He screamed.
“You made it to Qayin. How does it feel?” He pressed his hands together, cupping his cheeks and put his elbows down onto the armrest as he stared down waiting for Vladimir to answer.
Flustered he responded, “Good I guess.” Looking into the setback penny, dotted fiery eyes of the man. 
He quickly stood up like a soldier being called to attention and he pounded his fist onto the table. His mask turned into a sad, angry face.
“God damnit Vladimir have confidence in yourself. If you are going to be a Qayin you are going to have to start acting like it.” He became angry and went away then looked back at them, “That reminds me.” Quickly changing his tone to something closer to happiness. He shoveled some papers from within one of the drawers of his desk and threw each of them a pen without looking and then slapped a couple of papers down in front of them.
“You two must know from your years of schooling the lineage the families have here in Qayin correct?” he said with a proper business-like tone.
Vladimir and Ankolovich both said simultaneously “Yes.” Without hesitation.
“Then you understand that it is because of our bloodline that makes us who we are. Now if you want to be part of that bloodline you will accept the terms and agreements that are before you.” He handed each of them a small shiv.
“Cut along the inside of your dominant hand and soak the tip of your pens into the blood and sign.” He tapped towards the bottom of the page on the desk.
Right away Vladimir felt uncomfortable and looked over at Ankolovich as if he were his higher self that was going to guide him in the right direction. But when he looked over, he saw Ankolovich with a smile on his face as he plunged the dagger into his palm.
The man snapped his fingers to get Vladimir ’s attention. Without moving his head and only looking with his eyes Vladimir peered in his direction as the man said, “Don’t think, Act.” With a devastatingly serious and grim look on his face. Vladimir remembered what the driver said to them before they left and then his life-long conditioning set in. All the commercials, advertisements, surveys moved throughout Vladimir ’s mind. All the rumors and myths and legends about the glamourous Qayin reminded him that he had no choice but to continue. He clinched the dagger and sliced several layers of skin deep until dark blood built within his hand. The man handed him a pen and Vladimir tapped the tip of it into his palm. The man slid the paper towards him. Vladimir looked up at him then down at the paper and signed.
The man grabbed the papers from them and held them high in the air above his head. He blew on them until the blood dried up, leaving a red stain of their names permanently captured in the paper.
“It is done. Your blood is now with ours. We are one.” His eyes widened and became dark black and with a blink they returned to their normal shade of brown.
“Do you have a rag or something?” Ankolovich switched the tempo of the conversation as he chuckled, holding his hand dripping in blood. 
The man walked over and held out Ankolovich’s hand. He pulled a red silk cloth handkerchief out from his jacket and laid it over the blood. Seconds later his hand was dry, and the man walked over to Vladimir and did the same. Then he put the bloody cloth up to his face. 
“All the power in the world means nothing without you.” He murmured.
Vladimir looked over at Ankolovich and thought what the hell is this guy doing and with the look on Ankolovich’ s face he knew he was thinking the same thing.
Seconds later a knock on the door echoed throughout the room.
The man pushed each of their shoulders down into their chairs and told them, “Wait here boys.” With an overly friendly tone, too friendly for the situation to offer. 
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There were men gathered behind Vladimir having a conversation. They were too far away for him to make out what they were saying but the chatter went back and forth like an argument was taking place. 
“Ankolovich.” The man said, “Come here my boy.”
Ankolovich turned around and got up from his chair. He winked at Vladimir while passing by. 
“Yes sir.” He heard him say.
Then his words were muddled. Vladimir could not hear what they were saying for again they were too far away. 
“Vladimir.” The man said.
He turned around while still in his chair. The man waved him over. Vladimir stood from the chair with caution and then proceeded to meet up with the group of men. As Vladimir walked over, he felt like he was losing breath, he could not breathe properly and felt ill. He thought it must have come from the loss of blood from his hand and played it off as he walked over to them. The man introduced Vladimir. One of the men shoved another to the side and shook his hand, “Mr. Thamer.” He said.
“Vladimir Churkovski sir.” He replied as he squeezed his hand with his crushing grip.
“Can it actually be true?” One of the men said.
“That’s why he is here, how else would someone like his kind get here.” Vladimir heard someone say.
Mr. Thamer had broad shoulders and a strong, protruding jaw. He was a handsome man that stood at least two feet taller than Vladimir. He took Vladimir away from the group and began selling him on his idea of Qayin.
“Look at it this way kid. The others here just want to use you, I know their kind because I am one of them and hey by the way this meeting went today it looks like you are one of us too, congrats.” He punched Vladimir in his arm. “But seriously we need to get this thing locked down. You and me, my family, would like to make you a part of our bloodline.”
“Bloodline?” Vladimir was confused.
“That’s why we are all here. Don’t you recognize these men? We are the Solid Seven.”
Instantly he became nervous because he did not know how to handle himself. Not knowing how to handle the situation. Vladimir tried to calm himself by regulating his breathing. 
“You want me to join your family?”
“Yes. But there is a history behind every family, and you might not like it, worst of all they won’t tell you about it until you’re confirmed to be in their line. I’ve seen your file, and we are cut from the same cloth you and I. You were in the S.S. and I am head of Qayin Police.”
“I already signed some papers.” 
“With blood?”
Vladimir nodded.
Mr. Thamer scoffed like Vladimir was a savage that appeared in front of him. “Uhhg, you’re worthless.” He said as he walked away, rejoining the group of men deliberating.
“Lost cause.” Vladimir heard him say.
The conversation suddenly fell short, and silence captured the room. The men all disappeared behind those large red doors and into the hallway. Ankolovich left with them, and Vladimir was alone with Samael. As the group departed Samael closed the doors and turned around. He buttoned his red jacket together and walked to one of the windows of his office.
“Come here.” He said.
Vladimir walked towards him as he looked around the room. When he reached the window, Vladimir stood next to him. He said nothing for at least a minute, but it seemed longer. They both just looked over the district as people walked below them.
“It feels great, doesn’t it?” He finally said as he folded his arms over each other and leaned towards the glass. 
“I’m proud to be a Qayin sir, yes.” Vladimir replied.
“No.” he stammered. “The sun.”
“Why does it shine here? I’ve never seen it before.” 
“Most people don’t. They are not worthy of experiencing it.” He said.
“But why does it shine here?” 
“Qayin fulfills the quota.” He said.
“Quota for what?” 
“Do you remember the video about what happened to humanity in the past?”
“Of course, I watch the video about it every year.” Vladimir said.
“What isn’t shown in the video is how the families were able to find the canister, you know the contents that had the blueprints for computers in it. Anyways, after the cataclysm there were people all over the earth still. So why did the gods favor one group of people to find the canister that gave them power to recreate society and not others? Those ‘others’ eventually became the savages we know today; you know that don’t you?”
“I never thought about it that way.” Vladimir professed.
“Yea, most people don’t. They are too preoccupied with the internet and what we give them. But there is always a give and take in the universe. The people give me what I want, and in return I take away their problems.” He said as he continued to stare out the window.
“What do they give you?”
He turned and looked Vladimir in the eyes as he grabbed both his arms, “The quota.” He said as his eyes began to grow black as his face changed shape within his mask.

. . .

There was blood everywhere. Blood on the counters. Blood on the sofa and on the carpet. Blood across the floors. Blood down the hallways and on the walls. It was everywhere, like someone came and flung a red paint bucket around and covered the inside of his house. Vladimir screamed his parents’ names when he opened the door. Frantically he stepped and slipped over the blood while trying to make his way into their room. He grabbed the couch to get up and felt a shock run throughout his body and this time it agonized him, the pain was so brutal he thought he was going to die from a stroke or something. He stopped for a few moments and brushed it off as a muscle spasm but fell once more, face down into the blood. Again, he struggled to get up, but this time from the pain, and wiped the blood from his face. As Vladimir smeared it away from his eyes, he saw in front of him people atop pyramids tear into men with daggers. The television played slow instrumental piano as people died in slow motion. The men were seen screaming as blood ran down the temple as words covered the screen accompanied by images flashing throughout, always too fast to make out. He retreated from the trance it had put him in and ran to the other side of the apartment. There they were. Lying there completely disassembled from their torso to the ends of their stomachs, like gutted fish. There were black bags over their heads and their feet were tied to their hands, hogtied like animals. Vladimir began to cry hysterically until he no longer was able to breathe and started to choke on his sadness. 
He got into his car and sped towards Security Service headquarters. Vladimir officially no longer worked there and ever since he was accepted into Qayin he was relieved of his duties within the Security Service. But he knew they would help him find out who did this to his family, and when they found them, he knew he was going to kill them. He needed to get to Ashley because he knew she would help him find out who murdered his family.
Vladimir ’s car skid around the corner to the entrance of the S.S. headquarters and then he jammed on the break. People turned their heads and watched as he got out of his car and darted towards the front of the building. Security immediately came in after him while he was approached by more men from the inside.
“Identification.” One man said to Vladimir as he put up his hand in the air to stop him.
Vladimir side stepped and proceeded on his way to the front desk. He bent over and demanded that his needs be met, “I need to speak to Ashley now.” He forced it down and out at the petite girl sitting in the chair across from him.
His arm was taken from behind him, and he was forced to the ground. His wrists were slapped and strangled by hard-cold metal handcuffs. 
“Don’t move or you will be tased.” A masculine voice said to him.
Vladimir begged while his face was mashed against the floor, “I need to speak to Ashley, please.” Tears began to stream from the corner of his eyes and down his cheeks.
Two men lifted him from the floor and onto his feet.
“Calm down already, we just need to identify you. Why do you have blood all over your shirt?”
“I used to work here. I need to see Ashley.” He looked down at his shirt, “My family has been killed.”
The men looked at each other and one of them replied, “You used to work here? Where is your badge?”
“I don’t have it I’m a Qayin now.”
Immediately laughter escaped from within them, and they escorted Vladimir into a room with a solid steel table. They uncuffed one of the chains on his hand and locked him to one of the legs of the table.
“You’ll be evaluated shortly.” The two officers left.
Anger and frustration raged inside of Vladimir. He had never seen anything like it in his life. The dead bodies hog-tied, the gutted torsos, and the blood. The blood was everywhere. What was my father really into Vladimir thought. He was a simple businessman that dealt with commercial advertising, what could be so dangerous about such a profession? Vladimir sat in the windowless room shaking his leg, contemplating his family’s murder as he tried to come up with a rational explanation for what he had witnessed.
Nearly an hour later a woman walked into the room.
“Good afternoon Mr.” She proceeded to look down at the folder in her hand, “Churkovski.”
“My name is Jennifer and I need to ask you some questions today.” She sat down and grinned at him as she slapped the folder shut and put it to her side.
“You said your family is dead? Tell me about it.” She started.
“Astraea must have had something to do with this. I just need to find out who.”
“Why would Astraea have anything to do with the death of your family?”
“It was a brutal type of killing you know. Blood everywhere, and when I say everywhere, I mean it. The ceiling, the walls, the carpets, and everything in between, all red. It wasn’t a normal killing, there was something behind it and I don’t know what that is yet. I just got accepted into Qayin you know that don’t you?”
“I was informed about that in here.” She tapped on the folder.
“Then you have a motive right there.”
“What is the motive?”
“Qayin recruiting an S.S. officer into their ranks. Seriously? Astraea hates both, I’m a prime target.”
“So out of millions of people in the city they choose not to kill you, even though you are a supposed prime target, but your family dies instead?”
“Stop making it sound far-fetched. You know Astraea does things like this.” He slammed the table.
“Can you just tell me why Mr. Churkovski.”
“Why what?”
“Why what?” She chuckled, leaned over the table, and stared into his eyes, “Why did you kill your family?”
“You’re crazy.” Vladimir looked at Jennifer with unbelief. 
“No, Mr. Churkovski people that slaughter their family for God knows what reason are crazy, and in this case that’s you. You’re going to be locked up for the rest of your life. But don’t worry I’ll do my best to get you thrown out into the diseased outlands. I hope you perish alongside savages for what you did.”
“Why would I do this?’ He yelled.
She stood up, not paying him any more attention, and knocked on the door. An S.S. officer opened it and unchained Vladimir from the table. He took him from the interrogation room and walked him down the hall and into the basement.
“This isn’t where prisoners go.” Vladimir said.
“This is where you go.” The officer shoved him into a padded room. There was a small silver toilet in the corner that was rusted and a blinking light overhead that seemed like it would give epileptic seizures to anyone who spent too much time in there. After banging on the door for someone to let him out he grew tired and eventually laid on the floor where, for hours he contemplated what was happening to his life.
The next day Vladimir awoke to the slamming of a door from the floor above him. He started to yell for help as a silhouette in the distance cast a shadow through the small window in his cell. Like a criminal in a film noir scene the man strutted towards him with a small hat, trench coat, and pistol in hand.
Vladimir stopped yelling and backed against the wall and fell, fearful of what the man was going to do with him.
The door opened gently.
The man hovered over Vladimir and with a deep voice repeated “You want the bad news or the good news?”
Completely in a haze by being locked in an unmarked cell left to die, he did not know what to say but jumbled, “Good news.” out of his mouth.
“You’re coming with me.” He held the door open for a moment then began to walk away, leaving it to swing shut.
Vladimir jumped up and dove to stop the door from closing then stumbled his way out of the cell.
“Wait. What’s the bad news?”
As he was walking up the steps to the next floor, the mystery man turned to him and said, “You might not like where we are going.”
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Vladimir walked up the stairs in the Security Service’s headquarters next to the man that set him free.
“How have you been Vladimir?” said the man as they traversed the stairwell.
“I’ve seen you before. Who are you?” 
“I was at the meeting with the other families when you signed yourself off as a Qayin.”
He grabbed Vladimir ’s shoulder and squeezed softly, “I’m Mr. Pontiv. But really, I am the one that’s going to get you out of this mess.”
“They think I murdered my family.” Vladimir said. 
“You murdered your family. . .” Mr. Pontiv said in such an ambiguous way that he could not tell if it was a question or statement. Then he aimed his gun at Vladimir and shot him.
Sweating, he woke up in the cell beneath Security Service Headquarters. What a damning nightmare Vladimir thought.
“Nightmare?” A man sitting against the wall said.
Puzzled by not remembering anyone from in the cell Vladimir replied, “Yea. Who are you? Have you always been here?”
“Names Henry. I’ve been in here for as long as I can remember.” He smiled. “It’s not too bad when you realize what you have to do.”
“Realize you have to do what?” 
“Submit.” He nodded.
“To what?” Vladimir replied.
“God’s will. That dream you just had; whether it was good or bad it was a lesson, a short little hint by God nudging you in the right direction. What direction? Hell, I don’t know, but I do know that it is something by God. Or else why would it be there?” He twitched when he talked and kept looking at the small window in the room as if he were waiting for someone to come to the door.
“What if it’s the devil that put it in my mind?”
He laughed. “The devil doesn’t exist. That animal is just a metaphor for the beast that people are afraid of, you know it don’t you?”
“And what’s that?” Vladimir said.
“You. It is the animal that is so close it’s not in front of you, it is you. But people are not brave enough to recognize that, or even allow that to be a possibility. The church has its teachings embedded so far into peoples’ minds and they do not even know how harmful it is, like a dormant cancer just sitting there in the brain without a doctor pointing it out to them. I was that doctor once upon a time, showing people what was wrong with their beliefs. But I was locked up here for exposing the lies of the church.” 
He positioned himself against the wall and made himself more comfortable. 
“That nightmare you had, was it because of the sequencing or the radiation? Or was it an actual nightmare, organic, without being chemically induced, through and through?” The man was right, so many different possibilities made it difficult to tell where his symptoms originated from. 
“By living near the outskirts of the city I’ve been exposed to the radiation, but the levels are not high enough to show a positive scan on nano cranium devices. So, I think it was an authentic dream, nightmare.” Vladimir said.
“Well, you might never really find out which is which now. Radiation causes people to have many symptoms and hallucinations and night terrors are some of them. Have you ever been sequenced before?”
Trying to make sense of it all Vladimir was hesitant, “I’m not sure. What’s it like?”
“It’s just like this. Well, not living in a cell but just like the real world. Except that it is chaotic, and it will drive people to madness. It is a world of pain and horror and if you don’t be careful then you will most likely off yourself.” He put two fingers against his head.
“It is as if our world and the world below have no real distinctions between them. Both are filled with suffering, emptiness, and pain. Hell, just take a good hard look at the way they live out there on the outside. Dirty streets, pollution, hatred, and anger filled people that attack outsiders, a suffocating plot of land where people live shoulder to shoulder next to each other without any breathing room, death and suicide on the news every single hour.”
Vladimir started to question his reality.
“What is scarier Vladimir, to think that you are in the world below where it is known to be a hell where all types of torment and horrors live and people are surrounded by them, or to know that you already live in a world where all of that is normalized to the point where people accept it as daily life? Kind of makes you think.”
His words were a waterfall of doubt falling over Vladimir and he was drowning in the possibility that what he was saying was true. Vladimir stopped thinking of a way out and for a short time contemplated what was real. What if it was true? Stuck in a world of pain surrounded by sorrow and degeneracy. Afterall, what really was the difference between that place he was describing and the city? A shiver ran down his spine and the thought of living in the world below created a pang of pain throughout his body. Uneasy by knowing that he could not tell what world he lived in hallowed his insides, emptying his being into a void, hungry for truth. Vladimir turned his attention back to Henry but a terrifying confusion about his place in the world lingered. 
From the corner of the room Henry continued talking, “Just because this world is filled with a more immediate experience of pain you think the one you come from is any less different? If you are confused do not worry, there is always a way out.”
Henry put his fingers to his head as if it were a gun.
“But like I said in the end it doesn’t matter because to escape from here,” he padded his hands against the walls and floors, “You have to escape into here.” He tapped the side of his head.
“What about sequencing? You cannot escape that. It’s all in your head.”
“Sure, you can. Even though that place is a prison world there are ways to conquer it. You must fall in love with the pain, so you do not get consumed by it. Or else you will go mad.” He shrieked with laughter and rolled up his sleeve to show cut marks up his arm. “It’s the price you have to pay for sanity.” 
He scooted closer to Vladimir.
“You see there are so many things that make people happy, and what makes one person happy is not necessarily going to make the next person happy. Happiness is subjective and hard to come by. But pain . . . everyone knows pain. It is the great equalizer for humanity, the one thing that we all experience, it brings us all together.”
The deadbolt of the cell door unlocked, and two plastic trays were tossed into the cell.
“You see. You see that. When you embrace it, it rewards you.” The man crawled his way to the other side of the cell and slid a tray over to his corner. He devoured the slop in front of him eating hand to mouth.
This man is psychotic Vladimir thought. A masochistic fanatic, and by the looks of it a victim of Stockholm Syndrome. But who were his aggressors? Who caused him the pain that made him want to do that to himself? He must have visited that fake world so many times that he said what the hell with it (fighting an endless fight against evil) and accepted their torture, embraced it, submitted to it like he said. 
The door opened again and two men with white, blank faced masks stood over them. 
The man in the cell laid faced down onto the floor. “Here we go baby. Take me to paradise.”
Vladimir was pushed to the floor, and he mimicked the man and got into the prone position. A hand shoved Henry’s head against the floor and a long needle punctured the side of his neck. He looked over to Vladimir, “See you on the other side.”
The man’s hand then grasped Vladimir s head of hair and pushed it hard against the cold floor. A quick pinch into the side of his neck put him to sleep.
Vladimir woke up to Henry messing with the light fixture above them.
“What are you doing with-”
The lights broke and small fragile pieces of thin glass fell over Vladimir ’s head and spread throughout the cell.
“I’m getting us out of here.”
Moments later a shadow peered through the cell window. The door unlocked, opened, and a masked nurse with plastic food trays in hand entered. “Are these damn lights not working again?”
Henry lunged at the nurse. The food trays fell to the floor and slop spread about. Henry struggled with the nurse and punched him in the face repeatedly until there was no more effort from his victim. He beat his face in senselessly, it became disfigured and broke apart as blood began to splatter into the air as if a child were playing patty cake with a cherry pie. Henry plucked a silver piece from his sock and began punching the razor blade into the side of the nurse’s neck. “How does that feel you slimy bastard. How does that feel, the pain in your neck. You like that? Welcome to our world.”
Vladimir stood up and looked over Henry’s shoulder to see the mess he had made. Witnessing a violent murder, even with his own eyes, no longer bothered him. His time in the city, especially in the Security Service, had made him used to seeing the suffering; and a weird part of him deep down inside, in which he would never admit but it was there nevertheless, like to see pain to those in power, he longed for it.
“Let’s get the hell out of here Vladimir.” Henry smiled.
A door slammed from the floor above and Vladimir looked up at a man that stood at the top of a flight of stairs. “Put it down.” The man pointed his gun at him.
Vladimir looked at his hands; he was holding a razor blade. He dropped it and put his hands in the air. 
“Let’s go we are getting you out of here.” It’s time to get you out of this mess.” The man started off.
Vladimir looked back into an empty cell. 
“The government thinks I murdered my family.” Vladimir said as he followed the man upstairs. 
 “No not that mess. I am talking about this city, it is disgusting. Just being here is making me nauseous. The pollution. Overpopulation. The poor people, oh my god that is the worst part of it all. Being poor, can you imagine? Rob or steal or kill or something. Do something for God’s sake, anything than sitting in the misery of poverty.” He threw his hands all about proving his disdain for the poor.
A security guard approached them as they exited the stairwell. He held one hand out as if he were holding an invisible card in between his fingers.
“I.D. gentlemen.” He requested.
Mr. Pontiv grabbed his wallet and flashed his picture I.D. that had a stamp on it with his family seal. Indicating his status as being part of one of the seven founding families.
Surprised, the guard smiled and saluted him. “Sir.” He said.
“Don’t be rash young man. Treat me as you would anyone else. I’m just like you.”
He leaned over to Vladimir and whispered, “Except I’m not poor.” and laughed.
They walked over to the elevator in the main lobby of the Security Service Headquarters and as they waited Vladimir noticed a commercial on a television perched above the elevator doors.
“Dare to be great? Dare to take your life to the next level? The V-force Next Gen CPU is out now. Slow computing problems? No more. Processing speeds are now 1000 times faster with our new technological breakthrough.” 
The people in the commercial looked genuinely happy while they surfed the web. Different screenshots of people with their family using computers were used throughout the video. An enticing production that pulled the heartstrings of the everyday man and woman. But I see through their façade Vladimir thought. Those faces with smiles turn a blind eye to suicides and the death culture that surrounds them. They tunnel vision on the idea that the internet will fix the problems they face. But it only keeps them from the truth: they have no way out from the pain here. It will never cease and when people start to notice that there is something wrong with the way they live, whenever a riot starts to erupt, the government stomps out the churning fire of needed change. Their pain will always be masked or numbed by the introduction of new products that swallow the city into the black hole of technology. The world wide web, they were all stuck in it, bound to its digital threads that weaved in and out and around their lives.
 The elevator doors opened, and Mr. Pontiv pressed the button to take it to the top floor. 
“This way let’s go already.” Mr. Pontiv walked down the hall and out a door that led up to the roof. As Vladimir reached the top, he could see nothing through the dense snow, but heard the rotating blades of a helicopter. He followed Mr. Pontiv through the blizzard and climbed aboard the helicopter. Upon sitting down, he was handed a small expensive-looking glass with champagne in it.
“To the Pontiv Empire.” Mr. Pontiv said.
He clanked the edge of Vladimir ’s glass and chugged it with one gulp.
“What about my family? I think Astraea is behind it. It is the only logical conclusion. I was working in the Security Service and one of the jobs I had was monitoring dissidents and ensuring their propaganda did not affect the masses. This must have had an impact on them. Working surveillance against them must have set them off. Plus, I used to-”
Mr. Pontiv held his hand up to silence Vladimir, bothered that he forced the subject of his family. “Enough. This will all be dealt with; you have nothing to worry about.”
Nothing to worry about, Vladimir asked himself. His only connection to love in this world was with his family and now they were taken from him. His happiness began to fade with every fleeting moment as the helicopter flied over the city. 
As they entered Qayin the sky’s cloudy atmosphere and frosty, cold chilling air dissolved and transitioned into warmth and sunshine. Vladimir watched from above as all the advertisements from within the city disappeared. All his father’s work did not exist within these walls, and to everyone living here neither did he. Rage filled Vladimir ’s heart and his brain preoccupied with revenge. He had nothing left to ground him towards stability. Emotional and not knowing what awaited him he was eager to float into the oblivion of sociopathy and destroy anything and anyone related to the death of his family. 
Mr. Pontiv’s plans were working.
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Mr. Pontiv’s helicopter approached a landing pad on the ledge of a skyscraper. As he and Vladimir exited the helicopter two women with sundresses covered in red roses awaited them, one of them was Ashley.
Mr. Pontiv walked in front of him and kissed the other woman on the cheeks and hugged her, then did the same with Ashley. He turned around and they all looked at Vladimir.
“Well, there you have it ladies. The heir to the Pontiv fortune.” Mr. Pontiv said while he put his arms around them. They all smiled at him. All Qayin smiles had something hiding behind them, something sinister.
The woman walked over and hugged Vladimir and held his head against her chest. “Congratulations Vladimir.” With a soothing voice and a hug that reminded him of his mother’s he embraced her hold on him.
His face half buried in her breasts he murmured, “Thank you”.
Ashley walked over and shook his hand. “Congratulations.”
Vladimir held her hand as she quickly jolted his arm up and down. 
“What are you doing here?” he said.
“Mr. and Mrs. Pontiv” she pointed at them, “they are my parents, and their yours now too.”
Immediately, in his head Vladimir said they would never be my parents. But outwardly he smiled a fake smile to hide his feelings.
Mrs. Pontiv chimed in, “Let’s go get you ready for tonight, Vladimir.” She hugged her husband and started off.

On the other side of Qayin, on the top floor of a skyscraper, await the rest of the families for their monthly game. Music played in the background as the men drank liquor and laughed. Mr. Rhules leaned in and interrupted the usual banter that filled the room. “Where is Pontiv? If he isn’t here by the time I finish my vodka I say we start without him.” He said peering into his near empty glass.
“Those aren’t the rules.” Mr. Banks said. “By all people you should know that.”
The door opened and Mr. Pontiv arrived. “Excuse my absence gentlemen.” He sat down and knocked on the table, indicating his need for poker chips.
“Well,” Mr. Holly said to Mr. Pontiv, “Congratulations on your newest recruit. The boy looks just like you.”
The dealer quickly shuffled the cards and began throwing them face down at each player. “But will he last?” Mr. Rhules said.
Mr. Banks jumped into the conversation, “Don’t be an ass, Rhules.” He said, ridiculing him. “I’m sure he will do just fine.” He said, glancing at his cards.
The dealer laid flat three cards face up in the center of the table.
“On you Mr. Banks.” He said politely.
Mr. Banks teetered his head from side to side then looked at his cards again. Grabbing a generous amount of chips, he tossed them forward.
The dealer sifted through the mess. “It’s 1500 to call Mr. Pontiv. You know what will happen if you do.” he cautioned.
Mr. Pontiv matched the amount. “Why must you always remind me Franklin? If I want my quota to increase let it be.” He commanded. “Besides, if I lose, I have my new boy to take some of the weight off my shoulders.” He said proudly.
Again Mr. Rhules butted in, “That’s if he can handle it.” He said halfheartedly. 

In a large open dressing room with full length mirrors spread about a short and well-built man with a light brown jacked and dark brown undershirt and pants jollied his queer self towards Vladimir with an armful of clothes. 
 “You are going to look just stunning Mr. Churkovski. Even though everyone else will be wearing the same thing,” He began to hang the myriad amount of clothes he brought with him onto hangers. “I think you are still going to stand out from the crowd. You are going to be a Pontiv after all. A prestigious family they are.” The man plucked an elegant tyrian, purple robe with a dragon’s face on the back from the rack of clothes and draped it over Vladimir and placed down a golden crown onto his head. The pointed and uneven gold and brass makeup made it sharp and dug into his skull like a circlet of piercing thorns. “It’s time for your official welcoming Mr. Vladimir.” 
The man rummaged through his pocket and pulled out a small cross necklace. “I almost forgot,” He put it over Vladimir ’s head and whispered in his ear “It’s time for you to carry your cross.” He grabbed hold of Vladimir ’s hand and guided him out of the dressing room. They arrived onto a stage with a group of other men and women all wearing identical outfits, in front of them a large majestic red curtain which hid them from the ever increasingly loud crowd on the other side. A violent and steady applause grew louder and louder as the curtain inched itself to its sides. Then quickly the curtain separated itself and the room roared with praise. 
 A voice from above covered the room, “Ladies and gentlemen for the first time let me present to you the incoming family members to the following bloodlines: The Hollys, Banks, Pontivs, Lueds, and last but not least Rhules.” 
After short moments of waving at the crowd the curtain returned to its starting position and the gaggle of starstruck newcomers exited off stage. Each of them was guided by an usher to their respective tables. Vladimir sat down and accompanied Mr. and Mrs. Pontiv and Ashley along with new faces he had never seen before. A gorgeous blonde with light blue-grey eyes that shimmered like a school of exotic fish delicately looked at him. She had a thick but tightly held together body with large circular breasts and a similarly round and pushed up pair of rosy, pink cheeks when she smiled.
She gave Vladimir her hand and introduced herself, “Hi, my name’s Tori.”
Enamored by her beautiful face he lifted his hand to shake hers, but he moved too quickly and hit the underside of the table. He looked at her and smiled in embarrassment then his hand met with hers. “Nice to meet you, Tori.”
Immediately, there was something that touched Vladimir when he met Tori, something more than just a handshake, something magical. In Vladimir ’s ocean of existence filled with despair and unhappiness; Tori was an island of peace. Alone, for his entire life Vladimir swam in the nightmare of Poseidon’s wrath where tall waters collide, smash together, and made men disappear in his endless waters of misery. But Tori brought the shore to him, saving him from drowning in sorrow. Like a piece of debris lost at sea he washed up on her beach, crashing in on her sands Vladimir felt the Sun and heaven’s warm embrace while destiny’s waves, now soft and gentle, washed over him cleansing his mind of all worry. For the first time in a long time Vladimir felt like things were going to be alright. Tori’s blue-grey eyes and flirtatious smile made him believe it.
Full plates of lamb meat, almonds, figs, grapes, olives, raisins, bread, and butter were spread evenly around the table. 
Then the sound of trumpets began.
The announcer’s voice returned and commenced a prayer over the room. Everyone bowed their heads.
Creator of the visible forces
Bestow upon us your immeasurable power
Bless us with your righteousness 
And protect us from Astraea 
Whose life shall be cut off in your holy name
Continue to brighten our world 
As you have done throughout the ages 
By the light of the fiery serpent
There be no God but you my Lord
Amen
	Everyone began grabbing themselves different portions of meat and sides, handing each other plates of various dishes, and discussing matters often talked about in circles of the high class.
A stalky and round shaped man by the name Jefferson Lanton peered down the table and threw his voice over at Vladimir. “Vladimir what was your profession prior to Qayin?” Everyone transitioned from a fast-paced grab and eat manner and slowly gathered their meal together and ate cautiously as they waited for Vladimir s response. Wondering if he was going to be a suitable candidate for their family.
Vladimir, holding the plate of lamb, looked over at Mr. Lanton and addressed him immediately. “I was in the Security Services sir.” He said in a formal and quick manner, answering distinctly in a way that someone in the armed forces would usually respond, as if replying to an order. Without thought like it was a drill sergeant demanding his name. 
Seated next to Mr. Lanton was his wife Patricia who leaned in with a comforting smile. “Good for you Vladimir,” then sat back up in her spine aching perfect posture. 
Tori picked at her food and not because it was normal for her not to eat as much as the rest but because she was fixated on Vladimir. She bit a thin piece of lamb and with poise dabbed her napkin against her lips.
“Don’t be nervous. If they are talking to you that is a good sign. It is when they eat silently that you should worry.” Tori said.
Vladimir turned and smiled at her as he filled his mouth with meat, raisins, and buttered bread. Being taught to eat efficiently, which really meant to eat quickly because of a short lunch, while working in the city for Security Services meant that more time would be spent fighting the good fight against Astraea and the rest of the low life criminal scum they encountered. But that also meant that Vladimir looked like a ravaged dog eating for the first time in weeks. Hunched over with elbows on the table gnawing at his sliced lamb, signs of a conditioned servicemen who reported back to duty on time.
Patricia Lanton returned to conversation. “I’m so glad we are going to have someone join our ranks that served.” She put her fork and knife down and focused her attention on Vladimir. “It is people like you that are the backbone of society. What is a man if he is not willing to fight and die for something that he believes in? Your deeds are noble young man, and as such you shall become a noble in society as well.” She looked around the table and laughed, “Seems fitting don’t you think?”
Mr. Pontiv spoke, “From Genghis Khan to Alexander the Great all great men of renown have fought and died for their respective dynasties and Vladimir will join them in glory to continue ours I am sure of it.”
Ironically, the Pontivs believed that not fighting was what made someone an animal, and a weak one at that. According to them all animals needed to fight to survive, an animal not willing to fight would die in the wild. To them humans were nothing more than animals and being creatures of the land, it was instinctual for them to conquer others through warfare.
Mr. Lanton bolstered Mr. Pontiv’s claim. “Vladimir will be a greater warrior. He will lead us in our upcoming battles.” He said with passion.
But Vladimir knew war never brought about justice in the world. It was just a game between powerful families to settle feuds that would eventually spark again and create fires to fuel more fighting and killing. 
Mrs. Lanton said, “War has no rules, pitiful that those believe it so. They have become too soft they have created what was it dear . . . war crimes.” They laughed hysterically at the absurdity of such an invention. “Get in fight with a stranger and tell him it is ok to hit me in the face just don’t hit me too hard or it’s against the rules.” They continued to laugh.
Mr. Lanton grabbed Vladimir ’s attention, “I have to say that it is so awful to recognize that not all people approach life in the way we do.”
“In what way?” Vladimir said.
“Not everyone believes in traditions. To fight and die for what you believe in, you are putting your life on the line every day out there in the city working for the Security Services. It has proved your worth to us. Not fighting for a better life for one’s family is one of the signifying marks of an uncivilized person remember that.”
The group muttered in agreement and continued with their food. Eating with special forks and spoons with precise movements of calculated angular degree to serve themselves in perpendicular motions from plate to mouth, behavior proving they were society’s upper-class. All while Vladimir shoved food into his face oblivious of the decorum surrounding him.
The mentioning of family reminded Vladimir of his parents. He leaned toward Ashley, “My family was murdered. I need to you to find out what happened to them.”
Ashley looked at her father then at Vladimir. “You should really talk to dad about it.”
He is not my father Vladimir said in his head. Disgusted that she kept referencing him in that way.
“Mr. Pontiv told me everything will be taken care of, but I don’t believe him. I want you to do whatever you do at work and find out what happened to them.”
“I don’t do detective work and find out how people die. I just check if people have died. I am just a glorified tally marker.” Ashley said.
As Vladimir was listening to Ashley Mr. Pontiv stood up and placed his hand on Vladimir ’s shoulder. “I think it’s time we have a talk.” 
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At the most northern section within the district of Qayin was the great estate known as Pontiv Point. Mr. Pontiv walked Vladimir down the street, away from the crowds at the initiation ceremony, and into his large mansion. The one-story building sat on the back of a recently cut lawn and the long walkway was protected by numerous amounts of orange and yellow leaves and with so many of them brittle and broken the piles left on the sidewalk covered the floor like finely grated cheese.
“Come here it will be easier just to show you.” He leaned over his desk and hit a couple of clicks of the mouse.
“What do you see.” He pointed to his computer screen.
“A woman.” Vladimir said.
“Yes, but what you don’t see are the pictures before the woman.”
“There is nothing else in the frame, just a woman.” Said Vladimir.
“That’s not what I mean. There are pictures that show up before you see the woman. Hundreds of pictures are shown. These pictures flash so fast before you that you are not consciously aware of them. Well, we have increased the number of photos bombarding peoples’ minds they think it is a glitch or something is wrong with their device, but you are subconsciously aware of them and that’s what matters. 
We can make people think of this woman in a positive or negative manner by manipulating their subconscious. We use this method to influence people to make decisions in all aspects of their lives. With enough images bombarding the mind over time we can essentially control people completely. To walking outside to going out to eat we make them do practically whatever we want. We program them through all the devices they use. All those screens; the computers, the cellphones, and the surveys people fill out. We start them young on the computers in school programming all the way up into The Institute and into the outside world with advertisements and commercials. Millions of those images are used every day to influence people to do what we want.”
“You’re trying to play God.” Vladimir said.
Mr. Pontiv smirked, “And we do it so well.”
“You can’t just mess with someone’s freewill like that. It’s not right.”
“There is no such thing as freewill Vladimir. Just think of it; thoughts come into your head, and you have no way of controlling which ones come in and then you make decisions based off those choices. These choices that people make are influenced by factors beyond their control. If someone goes to a diner what makes them choose between a burger and fries or a salad? Yes, maybe they have tried one or the other, or both, and prefer to eat it. But what made them choose that one to begin with? Perhaps someone told them about it or maybe they had no prior conditioning or reasoning and simply wanted to try something new. That is where we come in, we fill that gap when there is no reason but to try something new period and influence them to do something we want. It’s the same for people in Qayin. Think of it, what makes me want to choose to program one person over the other? I am still at the mercy of those great factors that are beyond our comprehension. The only difference between those in the city and us is that we get to decide what they do with their lives instead of the other way around. It’s not about freewill Vladimir it’s about control.”
“What’s worse Vladimir, knowing the truth will lead to a terrible path of suffering but in the end, you will be saved. Or thinking you know the truth but really you are living a lie and are happy, but you will never be saved? What I have done is offered you the truth. The truth of our reality: sacrifice is necessary. And we sacrifice those in the city for a better life here. Now you can join us all on this journey and be saved. Saved from a life in the city where people are lost. Where they escape from reality and live their pathetic digital lives to cope with the fact that, even though they don’t know it, they are missing something; and that something is the knowledge we have and the spiritual life that the church has shown us through the message of sacrifice. This life allows us all these great technological advancements to rule over others.”
“Those advancements are at the cost of those living in the city.” Vladimir said.
“It doesn’t matter, we program people to like what they otherwise would not have, and they are happy. Either way they are going to change but we do the courtesy of making them think that they are happy with what we give them. Even though deep inside there is something within them that makes them question their existence and happiness, we too have programs to keep them occupied from seeking such answers.”
“Life is like a game of chess Vladimir; Samael, the leader of Qayin, is our King and we sacrifice to protect him and his kingdom that he allows us to live in. Isn’t this place great Vladimir? You don’t have to work and slave away like those in the city. There is no pollution. The food is better. All the women are beautiful. Life is marvelous here and all we ask is that you fulfill the quota. You will realize that those in the city aren’t even pawns Vladimir. They are less than that; they are the checkered floor that everyone walks upon. That is how low they are compared to us. Surely you don’t want to live that life anymore.”
“What’s the point of all of this? Why are you making me do this out of all people?” Vladimir said.
“Your whole life was a ritual to claim the families deed to power. I influenced you to change from a programming career into a field that would easily make you aware of the life we live. By being exposed to violence through Security Service work I thought that I would be able to convert you into a younger me. Can’t you see that it’s working? You sequenced, manipulated, and tortured civilians just like I had when I worked in the Security Service. Admit it Vladimir you are one of us, it’s in your blood. This whole process is part of what we call The Ritual of 33. All you must do now is fulfill the quota before the month ends; kill 33 people in the city by the age of 33. Since the first part was done for you.”
“What was the first part?”
“Well, when people are invited into Qayin they make one of two choices. The first is that to become a Qayin one must leave their family to join one of the families here.” He threw his finger across his neck.
“You make them kill their family?”
“It is a sacrifice for a better life.”
“What if they don’t? Like I said I didn’t kill my family.”
“If they don’t, they are told that they must sacrifice themselves. Once they are introduced to our way of life, they are not allowed to go around blabbing about our secrets. Why do you think there are so many suicides?”
Vladimir in anguish yelled at Mr. Pontiv. “Why didn’t you allow me to decide. I could have saved my family.”
“We are you’re family.” Mr. Pontiv explained.
“I would have killed myself to save them. Why didn’t I get that option like everyone else?” Vladimir cried hysterically.
“They were never your family Vladimir. You were adopted when you were a newborn. I told you; they were never your family.” 
“You’re lying. Why are you lying?” Vladimir said as his eyes reddened, and tears flowed from the corner of his eyes as he backed away from Mr. Pontiv. 
“Even your family didn’t know that you were given to them. We sequenced them until they believed that you were theirs. We did our best to keep you safe. It wasn’t easy you know, not being a Qayin meant you could have met the chopping block at any moment while living in the city. Everyone out there is free game.”
 “Listen to me, every male at this age must go through it to continue their family name and now it’s your turn. This might all sound odd, but I saved you Vladimir. In Qayin all the first-born males are sacrificed to Samael to prove their loyalty to him; but when you were born, I did not want that to happen. So, your mother and I gave you up to a family that would take care of you. To hide you from his wrath.”
Vladimir ’s entire life led up to this conversation. All the work at the Institute and in the Security Service was worthless. His effort to serve the state was not of his own volition he thought. His mind is a mere plaything to a creature that gave him life. Manipulated and molded to inherit a lifestyle that violated his values, opposed his upbringing, and defiled his sense of self-worth. He had become what they wanted: greedy, violent, alpha male. Blinded by his conditioning he fell prey to their ways and the worst part of it all is admitting to liking it. Some people do not deserve to live a happy life, Vladimir thought. Some people do not deserve the pleasures and benefits of society. Although they kicked people out of the city for being savages, he knew that they were the true animals. A hybrid vampire beast that survived on the destruction of the innocent. Relentlessly pursuing death to strengthen their control of the masses. Vladimir hated himself for not changing, and only a small part of him wanted to.
“I need some time to think about this.” Vladimir walked to the door.
“Very well.” Mr. Pontiv said reassuringly, “Take a breather go on.” Then his voice swiftly turned to a strict note, “But remember that you will uphold our family name. Do what you must to take this all in but remember that we only have till the end of the month, and you still have more to learn.” 
Vladimir left his father’s room and walked through the front yard of his estate and onto the street. He walked aimlessly around Qayin and approached the wall that separated it from the rest of the city. Vladimir started for a cab and told the driver to take him across the city. Arriving at his old apartment he punched his credit card into the slot in the back seat of the cab. He stepped outside to see a For Rent sign posted on the front door to his apartment. He tried using his key but the lock did not budge. Lost and without direction he hailed for another taxi and stopped at a motel. 
Laying on his 45-dollar-a-night bed Vladimir stared up at the ceiling and thought about ways to get out of the Ritual of 33. Maybe, he thought, I could escape deep into the city and live my life away from Qayin. Even though there was the omnipotent Security Service there were still savages that managed to slip through the cracks and live undetected. Perhaps I could do the same he thought.
A knocking came at his motel room door. He walked over and opened it.
“There you are.” Tori walked into his room.
“How did you find me?”
She began looking around, touching pictures, and dragging her fingers across the countertops.
“You wouldn’t be able to do it would you?”
“Do what?” Vladimir said.
“Live back in the city. Why else would you be here?”
“How did you find me?”
She stopped and sat down in a chair in the corner of the room. “Your credit card. Qayins have a mutual agreement between families to show each other where they spend their money. For transparency reasons so everyone knows what everyone else is doing. I typed your name in the records and saw your last purchase for a room here.”
“For transparency reasons.” Vladimir scoffed. “I’m always under a microscope. I have nowhere to hide.”
“We are all under a microscope. You wouldn’t have to worry about hiding if you just completed the ritual.”
Vladimir walked over to the minibar in the room and began unscrewing a bottle. He grabbed two glasses and filled them.
“I’m not sure what to do.” Vladimir handed her a glass and plopped into the chair next to her.
Vladimir and Tori drank late into the night. They talked about everything. Living in the city when they were younger up until being initiated into Qayin. Tori had the same amount of time as Vladimir to complete it and she bonded with him over this. After hours of drinking Vladimir stumbled his way over to the minibar and poured another drink. He felt her at his side and asked, “Do you want another?” He turned to her and she fell forward onto him; arms folded over one another, caressing the back of his head, kissing him hard against his lips. He reciprocated without hesitation and held her by the hips and kept her close to his body. They made their way to the bed and continued their movements onto each other.
Vladimir awoke to a nudging at his arm.
“Wake up. Look at this.” Tori pushed her cellphone into his hands.
“What am I looking at.” Vladimir said.
“It’s the results from The Biometric Department.”
“Who are they?” Vladimir said as he tried to understand the numbers and colors on the screen.
“They are responsible for data mining gene sequences in peoples’ DNA for optimal mating.”
Vladimir ’s face crumbled in confusion and shook his head accompanied by a raising of his shoulders.
“It shows if people are compatible or not and The Biometric Department completed their analysis for all the newcomers, us, into Qayin. Look at our ratings, we are basically a perfect match. Most people never get this chance. They usually pick the wrong person to be with and mess it up somehow. We have got so much going for ourselves here. You have got so much going on here, with me. You don’t want to just throw that all away, do you?” What she meant was that she did not want Vladimir to leave Qayin and consequently needed him to fulfill his quota, finish the Ritual of 33.
Vladimir handed back her phone, sighed, and walked from the bed to the other side of the room. He stopped in front of the window where the pouring rain beat against the glass.
She sat up against the headboard and covered her breasts with the blanket. “I’ve lost my parents too,” She paused, “well, my old parents you know?” Opening up was her way to get closer to Vladimir. She needed him to; she needed him to get comfortable with their situation.
Vladimir turned his head back slightly and nodded. Not wanting to know if she offed her own family or if someone did it for her.
“We can do it together if you want.”
Looking out the window Vladimir replied, “Do what together?”
“The ritual. I know it won’t be easy but at least we can suffer through it together. Wouldn’t you like that?”
“I’m not doing it.”
She persisted, “But if you don’t do it then-”
Vladimir raised his voice “I know what will happen OK. But I’m not going to go out into the city or use their computers to play life and death with peoples’ lives.”
Tori began to cry. Vladimir walked over and sat on the bed beside her and put his hand on her shoulder.
“I’m just lost alright. I don’t want you to be affected by what I do.”
She wiped away her developing tears, “I don’t want you to do anything stupid Vladimir. You out here isn’t normal. Come back to Qayin ok? We can figure things out there. I don’t like it out here in the city anymore.”
He consoled her, “Neither do I. Let’s get out of here.” 
It was true. Vladimir did not like being in the city. It reminded him of everything he once had; an innocent hard-working family that he loved and everything he once was, content with a life filled with ignorance, but an ignorance that allowed him to live a happy life, or so he thought, as a goodhearted always-willing-to-help-a-stranger type citizen. Now he would return to the place in which he was born; that society that everyone revered, because whether they knew it to be true the population was tricked -forced- into exalting their idols that, ultimately, acted as their masters. And not those masters that teach and help students learn something but masters that crack their whips when you have done something wrong, the type that ultimately owns you. 
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Inside the mansion at Pontiv Point there was a line of computer screens being used by a longer line up of special analysts arguing and bickering over the data in front of them.
“It won’t do any good to put him through any more pain now; the best route is to allow him to develop his mental body by himself. He needs to get used to incorporating violent behavior again.” Said Remy Nor.
“We don’t have time for him to develop anything on his own now. Maybe when the subject was younger, but now? With the deadline coming up I positively believe that we cannot express any more interest for him to develop at a natural rate.” Tony Yuen said.
“So, what are you saying we do next?” An anonymous voice from the crowd said.
“The only thing we can do; let the world below finish our work.” Said Dr. Yuen.
Another scientist stood almost immediately, “If he is exposed to too much distress his levels of completion will digress and we are going to have to start from the beginning and like you said we don’t have time to start over. He might break completely and then Mr. Pontiv’s work will be ruined.”
“Put him under and keep surveillance on him as much as you can.” Said Mr. Yuen.
Mr. Nor stepped in, “We don’t have enough data to determine his whereabouts if he goes below the threshold. And we need only to test him in the world below and no further. If we lose him, and goes past the threshold, then we will have to tell Mr. Pontiv we failed him and that will be the end of this project and our careers.”
Tony sat down at a desk and printed out a data sheet. He walked up to the printer and picked up the pieces of paper and pinned them to a board on the wall. Pointing at the graph he began to explain, “The statistics of his completion have varied throughout his life. While he was working in the Security Services, we have noticed that his aggression levels and mental dexterity and aptitude towards violence has increased, resulting in sufficient progress as our timeline shows.” He moved his hand to a different paper, “But there have been some hiccups along the way. For an unknown reason he has consistently adapted to our conditioning and diverts back to his original sub-optimal state for completion for induction into Qayin life; his brainwave levels are constantly fluctuating at a delta state, indicating his proneness for caring and empathy. But delta states are reached when someone is in a deep sleep, his brain activity doesn’t make much sense.”
Remy Nor stood up and said aggressively, “What is the cause of the regression?”
“We don’t know. None of our algorithms can account for the change.”
“That’s impossible. We have enough data points on every individual in the city to make them do whatever we want. We know what they are going to do before they do it. Hell, we can put thoughts in their heads without them knowing. Why can’t we influence his behavior like the rest of them?” He became irritated and raised his voice. “As lead of this project I demand that everyone begin working on his developing personality to ensure his completing of the ritual, we don’t have enough time to ponder the possible outcomes to alternative theories for progress. We have a deadline after all.”

Vladimir and Tori walked out of the run-down motel and called for a cab. A cameraman caught their attention. A reporter with a microphone approached Vladimir.
“Hey Pete, do you mind if I call you Pete?” He chuckled and slapped his back as if they were friends.
“How do you feel about making it into Qayin? What do you have to say to all those people out there that dream of making it to where you are now?” he held the microphone close to Vladimir ’s mouth.
Vladimir stood there as a crowd formed and cameras flashed all around him. As each light flooded over his face, he noticed himself not answering. In his head Vladimir said everything that needed to be said. Don’t come here. Your dreams are nightmares. Everything is a lie. Qayins are more dangerous than the savages in the forest. The more he thought about what to say the longer he stood there. Vladimir looked at the reporter and then at the camera. Its glossy black, curved lens stared at him as he froze. It reminded him of the life he now lived: dark and empty. Vladimir walked away from the interview saying nothing and got into a taxi with Tori.
The reporter laughed nervously and stepped in front of the camera. 
“Well, there you have it folks, he’s speechless. That’s how great Qayin really is, it can’t be put into words. Until next time, obeying is promoted.”
Tori said to Vladimir, “It’s ok I don’t like the limelight any more than you do.”
“They are all being fooled. Doesn’t that bother you?”
“What bothers me is that you are not taking this whole thing seriously.”
“What whole thing?”
“The ritual. When are you going to start it? If you don’t finish you are going back to the life you had, living in the slums with the rest of . . . them.” She made a face of disgust.
“That’s not what happens, if people don’t complete the ritual they have to-”
“I know what they have to do.” She said, “But I’m sure if you really wanted to you could sneak around the city and live a life undetected. I think death would be a better choice than to return to city life though.” She snarked.
“I’ll start on computers in Qayin, I guess. I wouldn’t be able to do it in person.”
“Why not? You used to do it while in the Security Services right?”
“I’ve changed.”
“Ok.” She moved over and rested her head on his shoulder. “Thanks Vladimir.” Tori said, then held his hand.
As they drove back to Qayin their taxi began to slow down and came to a standstill. After half an hour in bumper-to-bumper traffic Vladimir noticed a body lying on the street. Per usual pictures were taken by the police and passing pedestrians.
Are people killing themselves because they see the world for what it is; a city that revolves around the mindset of working just to work and a population addicted to the internet to escape from the fact that there is nowhere else to go? Nowhere to go but inside the endless feed of videos online. Or are people killing themselves because they neglected to live a life in Qayin, and with all the righteousness of a martyr, sacrificed themselves instead of their families. Or do people kill themselves because they are being targeted by one of the families and are driven to insanity to fill their quota? Maybe I will never know Vladimir thought. He gave up trying to find the truth and turned his attention away from the scene on the street.

“Module 6.72 on subject 750481 begins today.” One scientist at Pontiv Point said to another.
“I thought we were going to use module 6.50?” A man spoke up.
“No.” the leader of the group said, “We are going to ensure that he is fearless in his work before going down to 6.50.”
The group nodded and began working in their office with their spectacular see-through screens alongside tables of computers with large rows of data servers near the back of the room.
“How is subject 899356, is he still giving us problems?” The leader walked around to another desk.
“No sir. I initiated Module 3.02 and got him to overcome his fear of public speaking. He is a prime candidate for office now. All we have to do is improve his appearance in sectors 21, 35, 77, and 90 in the city and he should win in the polls by a significant margin, enough to put us at ease and focus our attention on other subjects.”
Nodding, the leader roamed the room to another computer. “Perfect. Now,” He stopped at a desk, “What’s going on here?”
The scientist looked up at his superior then back at his screen. “I’m following one of the subjects in the world below, orders straight from Samael.” 
“What’s he doing down there?”
“We don’t know, yet. He is below the threshold for our technology to accurately gather data on his progress. All I can do is follow the scripted modules already listed, we are unable to monitor his progress, we are only able to see the results once he is finished down there. We will know if he has changed once he comes back up. It’s like he is back in the womb. We can monitor certain things about him but to understand what he is capable of we must see him grow up, and right now we are waiting for it to nurture him and give him back, to birth him into a new man, born again to work for us.
Alone, Vladimir walked up stone steps skillfully placed into the dirt path up to the front door at Pontiv Point. An old man of a servant answered the door and guided him to his father’s office. Vladimir saw Mr. Pontiv with feet up on his desk talking to someone on the phone. Motioning for Vladimir to come into the room, Mr. Pontiv stood up and leaned over the desk ready to hang up the phone.
“I have everything in place. Yes, well I don’t care if some of the buildings are his own, he will just have to get over it. Ok well I gotta go something just came up, I’ll call you back. Yes, I will call you back. Well, that’s not my fault you should have been by the phone. Ok. Yes. Bye.”
Mr. Pontiv dropped his phone on the dial pad. Opening his arms, he walked over and welcomed Vladimir.
“Finally, you’re back.” He gave him a small, quick handshake, “Let’s get you set up already.”
“Where are we going?”
“To our server’s room. It’s where our work for the family’s quota is done. Each household has one and I’ll show you where ours is located, it’s where you are going to be spending most of your time since your data shows that you probably won’t end up working in the city face to face with our clients.”
“Clients?” Vladimir said as they walked down luxurious hallways with paintings of men and woman presumably part of the famous Pontiv bloodline.
“That’s one of the things that we do here. People here in Qayin get things done for our clients that are not so. . . legal. But that doesn’t matter because our laws here differ from those in the city, so we don’t mind doing their dirty work.”
“What type of work?”
“Well,” Mr. Pontiv put his hand onto a keypad mounted on the wall, “We influence society to make sure outcomes favor those that pay us.” The machine beeped and the door opened. Cubicles appeared in front of them like a large Rubik’s cube broke apart and filled the room; each spaced evenly apart marked with a different color.
“For instance, the client that was just on the phone earlier owns the largest construction business on the south side. He plans to expand and needs more money, so we do him the favor in making sure he gets it.” He walked into a cubicle and sat down, turned on the computer, and entered his password.
“So, you are going to get people to rent more apartments?”
“No, no that would take too long. The client needs his money sooner than we can do with our advertising methods. To make sure that his revenue increases we must get a little more . . .  involved.” He grabbed someone by the arm that was walking by. “Jackson, initiate command module 1.56 on the south section of the city between districts 74 through 80.” The tall lanky worker smiled, “Right away sir.”
All three men in Jackson’s cubicle watched buildings blow into pieces. Large mushroom clouds formed in the sky above and the blast wave from the explosions blew out the surrounding windows from buildings down the block in every direction. Smoke filled the streets and buildings fell into smoldering piles of steel, brick, and concrete.
“This way we fulfill our quota while making some money on the side. Don’t worry about the media or the police in the city, for all they know Astraea was responsible for all this.” Mr. Pontiv said. “I’ll add some of those that died to your quota, to help you boost your numbers, so you don’t have as much work. Speaking of work-” He snapped his fingers at another employee, family member, walking by. “Take Vladimir to a desk and teach him advanced advertising. He already is familiar with the 8-brain consciousness method but won’t be sequencing people in the city, at least for now.” The employee of Mr. Pontiv escorted Vladimir to a cubicle that was painted red on its outer walls. He would be taught the black science that gave him God-like powers of control over the population he once belonged to.
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	During his first few days working for his family Vladimir found out that they adopted a technique to psychologically manipulate, using mind-control weapons, to get people to do things against their will. They used a secret advertising method that used subliminal messaging, radio waves, and brain scans to control their victims. It was at this time that Mr. Pontiv gave Vladimir an assignment with the target named Christopher Rains. 
	Everyone has weaknesses and Christopher Rains’ weakness was his desire for attention. His behavior at parties and political events made you think that he was the guest of honor the way he carried himself; energetic and happy to talk about his accomplishments. This was not the worse character trait to have because he was a public official after all, and his hard-working ethic made him a valuable commodity for the state. But whenever there is a man with power greed eventually follows, and Mr. Rains became a little too greedy for his own good. 
At first, he took money from the government by cooking the books in his accounting ledger to fund for his lavish lifestyle of fancy events during the campaign season and his two thousand square foot apartment that neared the wall where the Qayins lived, thinking to himself that with his money and power he was one. Then to remedy his gambling habit he increased taxes to pay his debts. Christopher Rains kept losing and spending money and continued, through nefarious ploys, to increase his income at the expense of anyone with money. After a gouging of the people in the city with unnecessary taxes he was bold enough to introduce legislation that put his hands into the pockets of Qayins. He pushed for an act that would allow the people of the city to tax the overbearing and intrusive advertisements. With each ad played the city government would get a percentage pay out based on the length of the video and how many times it ran. The Qayin society was indifferent to Mr. Rain’s methods of exploiting his constituents for money but leeching off their source of power would make them see him as a threat. His bill was going to be put to an end and his time in the office the same. 
As Vladimir was getting situated with his new office Christopher Rains’ name showed on the page put down on his desk by Jackson. Take this handbook and study it. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Jackson gave Vladimir a white binder filled with laminated pages of instructions detailing the types and number of subliminal messages to use on subjects, how often to use them, and the sufficient amount of time needed in between them to make them effective. There were graphs and statistics that showed which frequencies were apt for subjects of different personality types and how strong of a connection by its radio transmitter was needed for a successful penetration of a subject. Vladimir studied all the different modules that night.
Mr. Rains woke up at seven O’clock in the morning and started each day with a small run around the park near the wall of Qayin. But today during his three-mile jog he began to have a pounding headache and cut his run short. He returned home and answered the survey on his front door. “Legislative article 6 deserves to be reviewed, do you agree?” He answered positively and then his door unlocked. Then he answered another survey that allowed him to enter his restroom that pestered him about politics then jumped in and out of the shower. After a shave he put on his three-thousand-dollar suit and made two small, disproportionate in size, pancakes for breakfast. He turned on the news to learn about the raucous of daily politics he called work. His television survey asked him, “Do you believe taxes should increase?” With his background of exploiting the taxpayer he answered yes. During his viewing of the legislative agenda his headache worsened, and he fetched a bottle of pain relievers. The medicine cabinet ran an ad that encouraged him to upgrade the type of painkillers he was taking to a newly released product that supposedly was twice as effective with a lower cost, but Mr. Rain’s did not like change, so he popped two pain killers into his mouth, dry swallowed them, and shut the cabinet without any attention to the advertisement. Shortly after breakfast he left his apartment and headed to work with a pocket full of painkillers.
Vladimir was staring at his computer screen at Pontiv Point when he watched Mr. Rains leave out of his apartment complex and get into his car. After he used modules that used subliminal messaging in his surveys to prime Mr. Rain to take the longer route to his office Vladimir set up the software that would put more than a headache into Christopher Rain’s head. He clicked an action on the side panel of his screen and a small light blue box outlined the perimeter of Mr. Rain’s head. It zoomed in and an fMRI brain scan began. A few switches on a panel that sat next to his monitor were flipped and radio waves from seven different buildings beamed lines of invisible energy into his brain for the duration of his drive to work. His brain levels began to become abnormal and the amount of radio waves attacking his skull increased. It would not be long before he would develop noticeable problems which could all be masked by the idea that it was the radiation from the forest that was doing this to him and not Vladimir in Qayin.
“Good morning, Mr. Rains.” The good looking, young brunette said.
With a smile and a head tilt Christopher swiftly passed by reception, “Hold my calls please.” He said with a distressed tone.
“Is everything alright Mr.-”
“Just hold my calls, Sarah.” He slammed his office door shut.
Mr. Rains sat down in his swivel chair as his head began to spin. He bent over and put his head between his legs and hands in his hair. Rocking back and forth Christopher started to hear soft voices as if they were people talking off in the distance. 
Frightened screams echoed from outside Mr. Rain’s office door. He looked up and saw flames outside the window from across the hall, the building was on fire. Then the windows cracked, and the screams fell silent to the sound of the cascading pieces of glass falling from the window and onto the ground fifty feet below. Christopher opened his door and ran out to an empty office filled with the ear deafening high pitch beeping of the smoke alarm. No one was around, no phones were ringing as they usually were, and Sarah was gone. The reverberating crackling of fire growing around the government building could be heard. Between the beeping of the smoke alarm and the fire roaring a soft feminine voice reached into Mr. Rains’ ear.
“Christopher.”
Mr. Rains looked around, but no one was there. Then the voice grew louder and closer. 
“Christopher.”
He walked out the office and was faced with a man running straight for him. With a tailored, thin pin stripped suit the man ran at him with a broken sword in hand. Mr. Rains quickly slammed the door, locked it, and pressed his back against it and thought of where to hide. The door shook as the man on the other side shoved his body against it as the door closed in on his face. He knocked on the door repeatedly with his fist. Christopher pushed off the door and ran back to his office to call Security Services. When he opened his office door the flames around the building now engulfed the side where his office sat. There was no sky outside, only flames could be seen, quickly burning his surroundings.
As Christopher ran to his office phone the door on the other side of the office broke and the man ran around the corner, knocking computers screens off their tables, and hustled his way around the office furniture towards Christopher. He, again, closed and locked the door and scrambled to call for the police. Shaking, he sat in his chair and begged for someone’s voice to show up on the other line. But all he could hear was that feminine voice repeating his name. 
“C’mon, damnit. Answer the God Damn phone.” Mr. Rains said as he put his head down, shaking his leg while he grasped his hair with anger.
After a short moment a man answered the call, “Security Services, how may I help you?” 
“There is a savage in legislative building number 64. He is killing people here with a sword or knife or something get in here my building is on fire.” Mr. Rain yelled.
His office door bent and curved to the pushing of the man on the outer side. Then the hinges gave, and the door snapped out of its place and fell to the floor. The bald man with sword in hand, after the few seconds of pushing the door down, gained his composure then gripped his weapon. He flung the steel across the air and into the heart of Mr. Rains.
Mr. Rains yelled as he died.
“Christopher are you alright?” Sarah’s hand touched his shoulder.
Christopher Rains looked up from his chair and saw Sarah looking down at him worryingly. 
“You don’t look so good Mr. Rains.” She said.
Christopher quickly looked around and grabbed his chest. A burning sensation set in, and he stood up to check the condition of his office. When he stood, he felt a stinging pain around his entire body, he paused then stumbled to the floor.
“Mr. Rains.” Sarah squeaked. 
He stood up and tried to rationalize his body’s deteriorating health. “Why is it so hot in this office? The heat is making my head pound.” Sweat droplets began to appear down his temple. “The heater is on, isn’t it?” he said.
Sarah followed Mr. Rains out of his office, “Yes sir it is. We always have the heater on, it would be far too cold in here if it wasn’t.” she said.
Mr. Rains believed that his condition had worsened because of the temperature of the building so he checked the thermostat. But it was the usual set temperature of 74 degrees. Nothing could explain the incident now besides it all being in his head. Reality had been warped and his mind would slowly disintegrate. 
“Mr. Rains.” Sarah cautiously said with a lower than usual voice.
Annoyed and confused Mr. Rains replied with a quick snap, “What?”
She held up a group of papers and gave them to him. “I tried to tell you earlier, you have a meeting for the reviewing of legislative article six. Your colleagues are in the conference room, they’re waiting for you.”
As Mr. Rains entered the meeting, he was faced with the other legislators that served the east side of the city. There were 11 in total and they, unlike Christopher, had a soft spot for savages. They never really believed that the rumors and propaganda were accurate when explaining the lives of those that were supposedly responsible for the demise of the previous modern world. 
One of the legislators stopped talking when Mr. Rains entered the room.
“Good, now we can start.” He turned to him, “Obeying is promoted Mr. Rains.”
“And a promotion through obeying to you Ludwig.” 
After the roll call finished and the routine paperwork handed to each member the discussion continued. Legislative article six detailed the punishment to people for the destruction of property and how members of society would be reimbursed if their property were destroyed. It was brought to their attention because of the explosion earlier that week that caused thousands to collapse within the buildings that were demolished. The news blamed Astraea, there go to boogie man, and per usual called for increased funding for security.
“How does a group of misfits like those in the forest blow up a building?” One of the men said.
“The government has more resources to determine who caused the explosion, if Qayin determined that Astraea did it then we should believe them. They are the ones that provide for and protect us after all.” Another member said.
“We are the government.” The man replied. “We should know how they did this. We should know as much as they do.”
During the discussion Mr. Rain’s headache became a pounding migraine and his concentration turned from article six to his throbbing head. He took out the bottle of pain killers in his pocket and dry swallowed two more pills. Soon after his pain disappeared, and he took over the conversation.
“We have to increase the funding for security. The more security we have will ultimately prove who did it, and eventually those responsible for the crime will be caught. Give the government more power and everything will be solved.”
“Christopher, you have always been skeptical about giving more power to other branches of government than our own. Why the sudden change?”
“I feel different.” His programming began to take full effect. “And with that difference I believe that those responsible for the deaths of those in apartment complex 257 deserve justice, and how do we give them justice without catching those who did it? If you don’t believe some simple savages could pull it off, then you would want to know who did. Which would put you in agreeance with what I have to say, fund the government so they can find out the perpetrators.” He took a pen that was on the table and signed his name to the papers that detailed the increased funding for government security.” As leader of the coalition the rest of the members followed suit and signed the papers. Usually, cases like this would be taken to the courts but Mr. Rains decided otherwise, and his subordinates had to follow orders. They hated the idea of giving others in government more power over them, they resented Christopher Rains for his sudden change in belief.
One of the other legislators leaned to another as everyone signed the bill, “I’m not sure what’s wrong with him he is acting delusional. Power deserves to be in the hands of magistrates not in the Security Services, more security won’t necessarily keep us safe.”
The next day Mr. Rains went to the city council and made his case for the bill. After hours of deliberating on the previous topic about funds dealing with upgrading computer systems throughout the city Mr. Rains was next to speak. He was known to be a good speaker and an enthusiastic one at that, but when he began to deliver his speech things went wrong. Stepping up to the podium he started to have trouble talking.
“Thank you, council, for seeing me today.” After his opening line he began to stare into the distance. One of the council members leaned into their mics to engage with his longer than normal pauses.
“Mr. Rains?” she said.
Immediately he began stuttering and tried to hide his inability to talk by searching through his papers to find out what to say. His headache returned and he began screaming. The entire crowd of politicians stopped all their side chatter and watched as Mr. Rains threw his papers at the city council and took off his clothes then ran out of the building. 
Later that week Mr. Rains was shown on television with a blurred-out image of him running down the steps of city hall. Then a recall took place later that day and he was kicked out of office and replaced with a candidate who had beliefs to the liking of Qayin. Mr. Rains showed up on television one last time as reporters investigated his body in the large apartment in which he lived in. After his mental breakdown and his career now over no one would question that his death was anything but a suicide. Another perfect coverup by Qayin.
After hearing that his assignment was complete Vladimir was unhappy with himself even though he was fulfilling the quota. He walked through the city to ease his mind from what he did to Christopher Rains. 
The moon peered out from the foggy and spotty clouded sky. Presenting its yellowish grey gaze down onto the land Vladimir walked away from work at the office with a heavy heart. Like the moon Vladimir was alone in a space no one could touch. Even though he was surrounded by others, emotionally he could not be reached. 
After nearly completing the quota, his heart grew cold and empty as if nothing were in his chest. As if a demon scooped his heart out of his body like a sliced piece of guacamole slipping out of its green skin. Vladimir ’s mind, emotions, and outlook on life mimicked the great void of the blackened sky above, nothingness filled his insides. 
Is this what life had to offer, surviving a dog-eat-dog world by controlling others through technology? Yes, it seemed so. But Vladimir always hoped that there would be something else, something worth doing that would allow him to transcend his daily work that oiled the great machine of Qayin.
Despite his yearning for change Vladimir grew accustomed to the life in Qayin and could never think about living back in the city. Sick with himself he continued to kill and live a life of luxury while the rest of the world lived in poverty. He hated himself more and more as time went on. Yet, as the self-hatred grew Vladimir would blind himself to his way of life with a habit of drugs and alcohol. His life was meaningless as a drug addict, he lived in a deluded and hallucinated stupor while fulfilling his dream as the good soldier; a man that obeyed orders and served his government, his flag, his city state without hesitation or lack of loyalty. 
It was obvious that Vladimir ’s work was unfulfilling. Even though he built himself up to become a Qayin that served the state he lost his sense of self. His identity was gone, and he became lost, more now than ever. After a while everything in life became tasteless and grey. The mood forever somber in everything he did. Eating, walking, working, it all became routine to the point that he went numb. 
That was until his last assignment was given to him. Vladimir would be faced with decisions that could right his wrongs and return that spark of life back into his being and make everything colorful again. But his chance at salvation would not be without danger, for saving himself would make him turn on his allies and befriend his enemies. His destiny, if he chose it, would demand of him deceit and betrayal. The price to pay for his salvation? Everything.
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	Seth Wright was unknown by practically the whole city. Secluded from the general population when he was growing up Seth struggled to come to terms with an overarching set of beliefs that calmed his mind and gave him some sense of meaning and answers to life. He separated himself from his family at a young age and joined an underground school of monks that desired enlightenment from ways that were different from what the church taught. In his illegal group of monks that gave up a life of materialism, a taboo for city culture, they read various scriptures from the old world, and Seth spent all his waking time studying them. The Torah, The Bible, The Quran, The Bhagavad Gita, The Vedas, among other famous writings, he read them all. 
	After years of contemplation, meditation, and prayer he realized that things needed changing, not only within himself but the outside world as well. He believed all men and woman should have the freedom to pursue a relationship with the divine in a way that connects them with God, and in so doing must have the freedom to experiment and understand God, and choose which path they wanted to walk down, which religion, they wanted to subscribe to if any. This process was predicated on the idea that someone must be totally free, uncoerced, to connect with God and not forced into the belief system the church taught. When coming to this revelation he decided to leave his life of solitude and embrace the chaotic world to change it for the better, he would enter politics. His goal was to build a bridge for the people of the city to connect them with a way to reach God and turn away from the system everyone lived in and leave the church everyone followed, since he believed both were destructive and heretical. 
Out of nowhere Seth was the invisible man one day to the most popular figure in city history the next. Besides his newly built centers for universal truth, which were essentially churches that studied various beliefs and connected people with a deeper, esoteric, understanding of the scriptures, Seth Wright proposed legislation during his campaign for office that would threaten the Qayins control over the people.   
Seth criticized the usefulness of surveys, citing thousands of cases where peoples’ locked devices put them in harm’s way. By being unable to call the ambulance during a lockout period it led to increased deaths when citizens had medical complications that needed attention. Additionally, home break-ins and other reportable crimes were unable to be dealt with because phones were locked. Not answering surveys correctly created more chaos than was needed he argued, and the people supported Seth’s idea to ban them. After all, everyone agreed it was intrusive, repetitive, and a burden to answer surveys to do just about anything in someone’s life.
	During his campaign Seth’s support grew more and more. At first his reputation as being the no name candidate made Qayin look the other way but that soon changed when people marched the streets with signs that read, “Seth is the Best,” and “The Wright Way.” His background was unknown, and his rival had no real ammunition to fight against him. But bickering over each other’s history was useless because Qayins always made sure their candidate was going to win, and this time they were going to make sure that Seth would never become a public official.

“We have something that needs to be dealt with.” Jackson said to Vladimir as they had their morning coffee in the breakroom at Pontiv Point.
“What is it?” Vladimir said.
“There is someone that is putting us in harm’s way. His name is Seth Wright. We have had some of our expert computer scientists work on converting his behavior into something more suitable for our plans to aid Qayin, but he is resisting our modules. We need more manpower. You will be added to the team to take him down. You’ll be going out with a bang on this one.”
“What do you mean?” Vladimir said softly as he sipped his all-black coffee.
Jackson took a sip of his own and threw the cup into the trash they were standing next to, “Your quota, you have one person left and then you’ll finally be one of us. Let’s get to work.”
Vladimir held his hot coffee in his hand as he watched Jackson walk back to the computer room. He daydreamed about what being a Qayin would mean for his life. What it would really mean. A full-fledged member of Qayin. Would he continue down the path of manipulating people, controlling people, playing God with peoples’ lives? What would be the alternative? Fail and become a city dweller again. No, Vladimir thought. That old life of being poor and living amongst filthy people that were being played like pawns on a chessboard, living in the three-tiered system of meaningless work for the elite while feeding on mindless entertainment was no longer an option. He would finish his quota to make a life for himself in Qayin with Tori, and the only thing left standing in his way for that better life was Seth Wright.
On a bleak afternoon near the middle of the city where the clouds are replaced by gaseous clusters of pollution by factory pipes that poke out into the sky Vladimir and his sister were having lunch outside on the second story balcony of the prestigious and well-known restaurant Inner City Cuisine. The multitude of people talking filled the many rooms of the restaurant decked out in gold and white fixtures, picture frames, wallpaper, tablecloths, and intricately carved tables and chairs. They order a roasted turkey alongside a dish filled with a variety of vegetables and a basket of buttered bread at a table with four forks, two spoons, and one thick cloth napkin neatly folded underneath a spotless clean white plate decorated with a gold trim.
“Do you know how I do it Vladimir?” said Ashley.
“How do you do it?”
“I have friends that work in the Security Service and I get them to give me criminal records.”
“And?”
“That’s how I get through it. That is how I fulfill the quota each month, I rid the city of criminals. It is my loophole to this madness. When I am making my report of those that die in the city for our quota, I ensure that some of those on the list are people that deserve it.”
“Is that what you did back at the hospital?”
“Exactly, that old man deserved it.”
“What makes you decide between one over the other?” said Vladimir.
“I sift through the files, and I find those that commit the most heinous crimes, rape, child molestation, murder. If you cannot kill those people, then I don’t know who you can kill.” She chuckled and picked up one of the four forks and began to eat her Caesar salad that was brought by the waiter.
“I’ve seen the numbers at the office. Surely you run out of criminals.”
Ashley looked down at her food and picked between olives, tomatoes, and chicken then grabbed several pieces of lettuce with her fork. “I do my best to find them, that’s all I can do.”
It was a long time that Vladimir felt a sense of purpose and after hearing what Ashley had to say revitalized him. It made him feel like he could continue living and no longer felt dreadful and heavy with the idea of his work. He would still be the bringer of death in his eyes, but now it was justified. He would be able to contribute to fulfill his childhood dreams of serving the state all along, even though now he knew too much, and it was not the same. This was a close second. This is all he had left.
“I hear you have been assigned to Seth Wright.”
“Yea, I have. He has been immune to our usual techniques of mind control and behavioral adjustment programs. If we can’t figure out a way to adjust for an outcome that affects him, I am not sure that we will make an impact for the upcoming election.”
“You shouldn’t worry. Everyone’s name that shows up on the desks of those at Pontiv Point are eventually controlled in one way or another. No one can withstand the programming.”
“I don’t know if we will have enough time is all.”

As Vladimir and Ashley continued to eat their food a vibration began against Vladimir ’s leg. Preoccupied with Ashley talking about her job and filling him in with tips on working in a moral way in their immoral environment he left the buzz to fall into silence, knowing that it was probably a sweep was going to take place. A short duration of silence passed, and the buzz returned. Vladimir looked down over the balcony as he reached into his pocket. The streets were filled with people, there was no sweep. Opening his cellphone, the first question:
“Astraea is rising in numbers, what’s the best option?”
Vladimir clicked annihilation. Image flash.
“Family is important?”
Vladimir clicked Yes. Image flash.
“Government protects those that serve. Do you serve?”
He clicked Yes. The phone unlocked.
 “11496 Road. Be there, alone. 7 O’clock. Tell no one.” – Ed.
As Vladimir stared at his phone, rereading the message, Ashley grabbed pieces of her salad together and slowly chewed, paying attention to Vladimir  and no longer her food.
“What is it?”
Hesitant, Vladimir looked at the message one last time before Ashley snatched the phone from his hands.
“Hey.”
Ashley glanced over the message. “Ed! You are getting messages from Ed? Why didn’t you tell me.”
 	“I just read it.” Vladimir said, neglecting to mention his past conversations with Ed.
“I want him dead.” Vladimir said to Ashley for he knew that since his father told him that Astraea was responsible for his family’s murder, and Ed was presumably the leader of Astraea, he knew that it was now his life’s purpose to put an end to Astraea and that meant the end of Ed.
“We all do.” Ashley said, moving her salad plate near the end of the table showing it off to be taken by the waiter.
“So, what are we going to do? Don’t we have some type of data on Astraea members in our system? I mean what is all our equipment and all the cameras for if we can’t even find foot soldiers let alone Ed.”
Ashley clasped her hands together, fingers interlaced, and leaned forward. “You have to understand something Vladimir.” She looked around to make sure secrecy was available. “Astraea is not how do I say . . . completely autonomous.”
 	“What do you mean?”
 	“It’s a cat and mouse game. Qayin picks people of their choosing in the city and programs and sequences them to believe they are members of Astraea. They fill their head with their creed and beliefs and all the mumbo jumbo freedom fighters believe in and make them . . . act out.”
 	“It’s all a lie? Is Ed even real?”
“Oh, don’t get me wrong. Astraea in its infancy was a legitimate organization with members that had authentic beliefs, and I am sure there are still some who do. But with the ever-increasing power Qayin developed over the years we have highjacked their movement for controlled chaos, to benefit our needs and not theirs. You must keep peoples’ mind busy you know. Tame them with a constant assault of murder, rape, assault, uprisings, revolutionaries that deserve death and blah blah blah all the rest of the commotion to keep the attention of the public busy from what we do. But yes, Ed is real, and his cult following are the last line of defense against our iron grip over the city. There is still a part of Astraea that lives in the city but now,” She pointed to the message on his phone, “Soon they will die. Do not worry, we will find him eventually. Everyone that advances in Astraea leadership sooner or later gets caught and put to the rope. And when we find Ed, he will hang too. Then wal’ah,” Ashley spread her hands in the air, “complete control.”
“I thought you cared about keeping sanity to the system. Keeping some type of moral boundaries intact by only killing those that deserve it?” Vladimir said.
“Jesus Vladimir.” Ashley motioned to the waiter by raising her glass for a refill. “I’m reeling you in. That is my job, and it is time that I stopped babying you. Get over it. We are destined to live better lives than those out there and if it were up to them and they had the power that we have they would be doing the same thing to us. Don’t take it so seriously, remember it is a cat and mouse game. And guess which one we are?” She motioned her hand in a clawing fashion outward and said, “Meow.” and giggled. 
“Let’s move on from this. I’ll have my boys in S.S. get ready for your meet up tomorrow night with Ed.”
The insight earlier on by Ashley to target criminals that made Vladimir feel like he could continue his work guilt free was now again taken from him. Qayin brainwashed civilians to become lone wolf assassins and all his years in the Security Services, giving tests to sequenced and targeted individuals, made him complicit. He remembered Jacob and thought that he was probably framed as well. Every time Vladimir thought that he had evidence that he was making the right decisions in life to become the righteous soldier in a holy war against evil always proved the opposite. 
But at least he had Ed to think about. At the very minimum his existence was worthwhile because he had the opportunity to conquer an evil that everyone agreed existed. The government, the people, but most importantly Vladimir personally knew of that great evil: Ed. He pushed away all the wrong doings in his life and focused on, as Ashley put it, roping the man that for the longest had never met justice. 

The chief of police was contacted and the following day a closed meeting took place. The chief, one lieutenant, two sergeants, and a large grouping of Security Servicemen huddled inside the war room in Security Headquarters. Plastered on the wall in front of the room was a mapping of the northwest side of the city where four blocks in every direction surrounding the address given to Vladimir by Ed’s text message was outlined in red on a large flat screen television. Upon further inspection the address was a grocery market across the street from one of the busiest parks in the city. A perfect location for a meetup where the ingredients for a cover was met, escape routes galore, large groupings of people, and lookout points. 
The man leading this assignment was lieutenant Ray and he, along with the rest of the officers there, had been trying to pin down Ed for the last few decades. It was the great riots thirty years ago that changed Ray’s life forever and it was because of Ed. At that time Ed was not well known except among the inner circles within Astraea leadership. But after more and more demonstrations erupting into riots that subsequently led to looting and an increased crime rate Ed’s name was known by every policeman in the city.
Several years after the name Ed started to go around the office, in meetings, and between S.S. men at lunch, the government began heavily monitoring anything dealing with Astraea, for they knew whatever Astraea did Ed had some part of it, if not wholly responsible. 
At first it was because the riots often had signs with the name Ed on them. Then, after a raid on a known hideout for Astraea, papers were found that detailed their efforts to bring forth their idea of justice to the city. In these reports the letterhead always had its approval by Ed along with signatures of the participating leaders. Raid after raid members were caught and the leadership was constantly being dismantled but Ed was never caught. 
After years of research, collaborating between different departments, and painstakingly long stakeouts across a myriad number of subjects, the government’s case against Ed went cold. The omnipotent power of the all-seeing eye of the government’s surveillance program was unable to capture Ed, let alone identify him. They used everything they could to find and capture him. They increased funding to identify and interrogate members of Astraea that were caught and tortured to confess his whereabouts or any information that would lead to his location. None of the information they forced out of their victims gave important information. They sent spies to infiltrate Astraea and spent years on multiple deep cover agents that even rose in their ranks to uncover his whereabouts. But whenever they performed their duties, Ed was nowhere to be found. He became the legend of the invisible man, controlling the biggest crime syndicate known to man with his mighty invisible hand. 
No one had seen him, yet his face was plastered around the city and the signs that accompanied him needed change. No one had ever looked into his eyes, but they saw his vision of a better life, regardless of what it took to get there. No one had heard him speak yet his voice was heard throughout the world by the mouths of the damned, the screaming populace, the yells of those misfortunate beings that lived under the tyrannical rule of corrupt government. No one had felt his touch but everyone in the city, in one way or another, had been moved by his efforts to change the world. Whether it was from recognizing that something was wrong with the way people were living their lives or from participating in the marches, those familiar with his movement had known him.
During those years of constant struggle between the government and the people a fraudulent election took place and Astraea demanded the government to get a third party to recount the votes. But the government ignored them, and riots began again. First it started with angry mobs with flags and posters yelling and chanting made up on the spot slogans that rhymed. Then after hours of getting bored from yelling and knowing there was not going to be any change, they started destroying cars, breaking windows, setting anything that could hold a flame on fire. 
At this time lieutenant Ray was only a corporal but was one of the first responders to the scene with weapon in hand. The government did not play around, they neglected to use non-lethal rounds, pepper spray, or water hoses to keep the people at bay. They went straight for their tactical pistols, rifles, and machine guns to show the entire city that anyone that participated in the riots was going to meet a swift death. The government was hoping that their sheer visuals of strength would deter the growing number of people participating in the fight against corruption. But this decision would only make matters worse all thanks to a last-second decision by Corporal Ray.
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Before there was complete totalitarian rule within the city there was the election of 3060 and it was perhaps the closest thing in the city’s history of a viable candidate that was going to bring some change to the way people lived. Promises of expansionist ideas in the areas of infrastructure, which would guarantee a larger living space per person was a highlight in the election. The push for the average person to have a greater sense of well-being and access to affordable housing was a great focus for the general populace which survived in ever deteriorating living conditions. 
Additionally, there was a proposition that would lead to the creation of new types of jobs, steering away from the traditional three-part system of labor, programming, and government work. These new jobs would allow people to obtain a wage worth living off of, for it allowed an increased disposable income, furthering an individual’s sense of self-worth and freedom. It was different from the status quo, and therefore dangerous. 
Seth Wright was a threat not only because of his views and proposed plan for change but because he was also a sympathizer of the Astraea movement and that gave the have nots a reason to participate in his campaign. Those in power knew that once people were aware that they could change their immediate environment to live a life more akin to those in Qayin, self-governing and free, then they would become more and more greedy and eventually become a threat to the haves and their control over their lives. The wretched poor would want to become independent and self-sufficient. Despite any political differences or family feuds between those in Qayin they all agreed that these thoughts were dangerous ideas for city folk to have. All efforts of momentum must be and would be quashed. Seth Wright’s sprouting tree of reformation would be cut down before it had the chance to reach maturity.
The suppression began with election fraud. Polling stations were monitored by state security and no third party could participate in watching the vote count. Images went online of anonymous figures entering the polling station with unmarked bags, presumably filled with faked voting cards. 
Unfortunately, any attempt to shed light onto the situation was darkened by the government. S.S. officers would seize cellphones and delete the images of tampered voting cites from bystanders and their pictures online would be flagged and erased. Then the individual would be taken and interrogated, which meant harassed and tortured into a false confession of interfering with the election process which was always dishonest but now because of the momentum of the possibility from an evident anti-government candidate the state’s behavior became erratic and lost its composure. Their tactics to suppress the vote were sloppy, nonetheless successful. 
When Mr. Wright lost by a suspiciously large margin the marches began. Defiance and unrest filled the streets with a shoulder-to-shoulder line up of people that demanded a recount of the votes. Signs and slogans provided by Astraea urged and agitated the angry crowds. Once the grouping of people became too large the violence and destruction of property began, then riot control showed up.
Corporal Ray was one of the first S.S. troops to hit the ground and noticed the uprising. Larger than ever before, the horde of protestors tore apart the city one block at a time. After several verbal commands via speaker phone the crowd continued to resist the government’s first attempt at calming the masses. Rocks were thrown at patrols cars, trashcans on fire fell from rooftops, and pipe bombs began to explode. The sound of broken windows became the background noise to every scene of performed anarchy. This is what faced officer Ray when he dismounted from a SWAT vehicle whose duty was to mitigate as much damage as possible. Instead, he added to it.
An hour after pushing people back and arresting several civilians a man with a gasmask emerged from the crowd, reached into his backpack, and threw a Molotov cocktail into the grouping of S.S. officers pushing the crowd into submission. Officer Ray was the first to react to the attack and had the opportunity to taser the man, per protocol, but as he advanced on the subject to arrest him more and more rioters approached him. He stepped back and saw the man stand up and cock his arm back with another bottle in hand. His conditioning set it, don’t think, act. He propped his rifle against his arm and fired. Bodies fell and blood squirted out from their torso and limbs, screaming replaced the sound of broken glass.
Officer Ray thought he did the noble thing, saving his fellow servicemen from death, and to an extent he did. But the aftermath of his deed was not only seen by him and the S.S. but everyone in the city. Pictures surfaced across the internet of Ray holding his rifle spitting out a flash of orange from its mouth and left those in front of it dripping in red. Men and woman laid on the floor dead with the man wearing a gas mask and the bottle alongside them, with flame still burning down the ripped piece of cotton sticking out of the top. But the pictures of this incident did not focus on them, all the pictures that were spread all zoomed in on a dead child with a sign that held a silhouette of Ed’s face on it. The election was the gasoline. That child the match. And officer Ray put them together, igniting a civil war between those in uniform that held weapons of war and those civilians who held onto hope of a free life, unrestrained from their oppressive rulers in government. Enemies who were now exposed for killing children.
 Nonstop unrest continued for several weeks and during this time on a known forum discussing politics filled with people that criticized the government there was an anonymous post online, a ghost story, about Corporal Ray’s life. In it the hackers doxed him, releasing his address, and the angry mob pounced on their opportunity to strike back.  Following church doctrine, they sought an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.  
Unbeknown to officer Ray, his apartment was raided by protesters and his only son killed. He found out the night of the killing when he returned home from a shift that included overtime in which he fought and arrested dozens of protestors. Heartbreak and fury draped over officer Ray’s life. If it was not for Ed, Ray thought, then Astraea would not have created this upheaval which led to the killing he was responsible for during the riots which subsequently led to his son losing his life by the mob. He pushed his mistake to the back of his mind and blamed Ed for his son’s death. 
It was because of this that Ray became violent beyond measure and tortured every member of Astraea he came across, desperately trying to force information out of them to find Ed. But all the pain suffered by both Astraea and officer Ray was meaningless for the government clamped down and stunted their movement and Corporal Ray was never able to find Ed. 
On the night that Vladimir showed up at 1486 Road officer Ray would have his best chance to date at capturing Ed. Ray’s mind was flooded with images when he initially heard the news about Vladimir ’s upcoming meeting with Ed. The child he killed, the riots, his son lying on his apartment floor lifeless in the arms of his crying mother. His entire career was made for this meeting and its plan to capture Ed. He would be the leading investigative agent for the operation, and everyone backed the decision for him to be in charge. Everyone knew what it meant for him to act and avenge the death of his son. There would be no officer that was more dedicated in taking this job more seriously, and officer Ray was tunnel visioned in making sure everything went as planned.
The war room at Security Headquarters was shuffling people in and out as papers were being passed around. Every chair in the room was occupied and there was barely any standing room available. The chief motioned for officer Ray to come to the front of the room and handed him the remote to the television screen everyone was already looking at. The screen zoomed in and red circles marking exit routes for possible assailants appeared around and near the targeted outdoor grocery market. There would be so many agents on this assignment that crime could have risen 100 percent across all other districts in the city and no one would care to respond. All focus was on 1486 Road- Inner City Market. 
“We are going to have our men filter in and out of the market hours beforehand, so our presence goes unnoticed. Our movements must appear natural, filtering in and out of the area like the normal ebb and flow of daily customers.” Mr. Ray controlled the room with his deep voice, even deeper now shown through his blatant determination to get the job done.
Zooming in and out on the screen, officer Ray pointed at different locations on the map. “Here and here,” he gestured with his index finger “there are fire escape routes that lead out of the area. There are three of them. We will have some of our men inside the market with a rotating team always watching these pathways. 
Additionally, we will have men working next door at the bakery to have the outside of the east side of the area’s exits covered. On the west side we stationed a hotdog vendor to have eyes on the traffic there. Across the street above the park, we will have two teams of snipers and their spotters scouting the perimeter of the buildings adjacent to the grocery outlet and the surrounding park. 
To keep things contained as much as possible we have our men and women throughout the park as well. Playing basketball, having conversations on benches, walking their dogs. There is going to be so many of our men that every other person walking down the street will be one of ours. There is no room for failure.”
“What will be the signal?”
“For what?” said Ray.
“To move in on the subject.”
“Our guy will be wearing a red jacket, and he will be carrying an umbrella. When he drops the umbrella that will be our queue. Whoever he is talking to when that umbrella hits the floor will be our target. Until then keep your eyes peeled.”
The time was 6:45 pm and Vladimir walked out from the subway and threw open his umbrella, covering him from the sprinkling sky above. Besides the sporadic rain that fell throughout the city the weather was quite calm and the pollution was slightly clearer than usual. It was the best weather the government could hope for as it provided adequate viewing for the spotters spread throughout the vicinity of Inner-City Market. Nearly every person; pedestrian, street vendor, homeless person begging for money, street busker, panhandler, and the rest that filled the streets and park that day were all part of the show. Government agents were everywhere.
“Vladimir, can you hear us? Scratch your nose if you can hear us.”
Vladimir did.
In his ear would be officer Ray who was perched on a balcony newspaper in hand, fiddling with his cellphone and smoking a cigarette adjacent the market in an apartment building on the 5th floor. A pin needle sized camera was hooked up and set behind one of the top buttons of Vladimir ’s red jacket and the feed was being watched by several officers, some in the apartment behind the window where officer Ray was standing, in a van down the street from the market, and on Ray’s personal cellphone.
“Be on the lookout for a male, middle aged. All other identifying figures are unknown. Will probably be alone.” Vladimir ’s earpiece said.
As Vladimir walked through the horde of black umbrellas towards the meet up point a grouping of students coming back from The Institute made their way down the sidewalk. 
It reminded Vladimir of what life was like when he was younger. When his responsibilities were few and the biggest worry of his life was making sure he studied enough for a test. He rested in that moment of daydreaming about his former years. Back when he knew nothing of the relentless and horrifying ways of what his adult life encountered. When he still had his brother and parents, remembering their weird perks that only family members would recognize and know. His mother’s obsessive need to keep things clean and orderly in the house. After dinner, each plate was hand washed six times clockwise and six times counterclockwise on each side to add up to her favorite number twelve. Reminiscing on his dad’s nightly rumors, gossip, and conspiracy theories about his coworkers and their projects that were technically illegal and sadistic but in no way could provide proof for it. And his brother Jacob, always happy and smiling and asking questions about the world which he would never be able to grow up in.
An excited voice rang into Vladimir ’s ear. “7 O’clock. It’s showtime.”
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Vladimir knew what to do; stand around the front of the grocery entrance for a couple minutes then head into the crammed street with food vendors filled with agents pretending to shop. As he approached Inner City Market, he passed by a grouping of schoolgirls. One of them bumped into his arm and she dropped several books. Vladimir bent down and grabbed one of them to help her. 
Vladimir stared at the book he picked up, I used to study this book he thought. The girl bent down to pick up her books, while Vladimir was stuck reminiscing of what it was like to be back in school. She leaned in towards Vladimir and opened the book that he was looking at and the words in it began to drip and smear and fade away. Instantly, Vladimir remembered Purusha and what he told him about the blank newspaper in the world below, how that inferior realm cannot keep up with reality and things, like pages going blank, are a tale tell sign of its imperfection, its façade. But Vladimir noticed raindrops hit the pages of the book and smear the ink of the words and decided that the water was responsible for the distortion and not evidence of a simulated reality. There was a bookmark on the page, and it was a ticket stub for a movie titled The Redemption of General Butt Naked and the girl picked it out from the center crease of the book’s spine and handed it to him. 
“A message from Ed. You have 60 seconds.” She said as she swung her eyes to the building behind Vladimir. Then she quickly took the book from Vladimir and walked away with her schoolmates. 
Vladimir stood up and looked at the ticket stub. He turned around and noticed the building he was standing in front of, one block away from Inner City Market, was a movie theatre. Vladimir looked down the street both ways then walked up to the window. An employee took the ticket from him, ripped it in half and returned the rest to Vladimir. “That’s going to be theatre seven sir. Take a left here and it will be the last room on the right.” The employee said.
Vladimir walked inside the building and down the hallway and entered the last room on the right. The theatre was nearly full, and it was hard to make out male from female in the poorly lit room. Only silhouettes of heads could be seen looking straightforward at the movie screen. Vladimir sat down in a random chair in the back as people began filling the room to its capacity. The usual movie atmosphere was set into motion. Voices dimmed, the lights shut off, candy wrappers were heard being torn open, commercials played. 
“Vladimir where the hell are you. Get to the meeting spot. We can’t see you.” Vladimir heard officer Ray through his earpiece. 
Vladimir did not have a microphone, no way for him to respond. His camera was useless in the dark. He realized what he was doing was stupid. No backup, no agents following him, no eyes to keep watch here. He stood up and inched his was down the aisle of legs he maneuvered around and headed to the exit. He heard someone say, “He’s alone.” And the entire theatre, like the crowd doing the wave at a baseball game jumped up all at once. A bag was pulled over Vladimir ’s head and several people took him to the ground and zip tied his wrists. 
When Vladimir knelt to help the girl with her books, he put down the umbrella in doing so. This was the Security Service’s queue to move. The grouping of schoolgirls were followed and taken into unmarked vans. Each one of them was put into a separate room in an unknown location. Officer Ray personally dealt with every girl. 
The first girl he approached was tied down to a table, the girl’s hands, feet, and neck strapped down. Officer Ray hovered over her as he began asking questions in a polite tone of voice. 
Unfortunately, out of the group of girls only one of them was an actual member of Astraea. Besides the girl that initiated the hand off to Vladimir the rest of the schoolgirls were innocent. But officer Ray did not know that, and he treated all of them as if they deserved the death sentence. Afterall, he believed one of them to be Ed. What amount of pain did someone deserve for killing his innocent child? Ray would be the one to make that decision, and he would afflict the maximum amount of pain humanly possible. To him this was justice, because getting information out of them to hurt Astraea and their movement was no longer the primary concern. All he wanted was for one of them to admit that they were Ed so he can have his way with her. After initial questioning none of them confessed because none of them were Ed. 
On the other side of the city in an undisclosed location there was Vladimir tied to a chair going through an interrogation of his own. After his hood was removed, he was confronted by several men and women in a small apartment that looked like it belonged to the undeveloped side of the city. A man began to search him. Hands patted around his chest, legs, pockets. Finding his earpiece and camera button he threw them to the floor and stepped on them.
“Who are you?” A woman that stood in front of Vladimir said.
“My name is Vladimir.”
The man searching Vladimir reached into his jacket and opened his wallet. 
“Look.” The man said as he flipped open Vladimir ’s wallet. A picture of him fell halfway out with his signature at the bottom of a piece of paper identifying him as a member of Qayin.
“A fucking Qayin.” A fat muscular man said.
“That’s it we got the wrong guy. We let the wrong person into the theatre damnit.” 
“How are we going to get rid of him?” Another said.
“It doesn’t matter. Just kill him and rid the body. Pig deserves the chair.” The woman said as she looked at her cellphone, no longer interested.
“Are you Ed?” Vladimir said.
The lady looked up, “What do you know about Ed?”
“I received a message from Ed to show up at Inner City Market. I thought you would be Ed.”
“It’s him.” One of the men said.
“It can’t be. He is a Qayin.” The huge man said.
“If he was sent by Ed then we must respect that, it doesn’t matter where he comes from. Ed has never been wrong before.” The woman said.
“How do we know he isn’t lying?” 
“Our men on the outside will find that out.” She said.
“Are you serious about continuing with this?” Another man in the room said.
“We have no choice but to continue. There is too much on the line for us to not take a chance like this. Anyways, even if he isn’t our guy then we can still use him to get back Glen. He has nothing to lose, if he gets caught, he still has immunity, he is a Qayin and can’t get kicked out of the city remember? Let’s use him for what he’s got.”
“What’s stopping him from ratting us out?”
“Nothing.” She said as she turned her attention to Vladimir. “We have to trust him to do this. And he has to trust us that where we send him will lead him to Ed.”
“Who is Glen?” Vladimir said.
“He is the one that you are going to be saving. And God willing you will be saved.” She said.
“From what?” said Vladimir.
She smiled, “Get him out of here.”
At the ninth hour into torture the group of girls kidnapped by the government were all facing devastatingly different levels of pain by different techniques to ensure a confession. Some of them were whipped, some were cut open with knives, and others were suffocated repeatedly by waterboarding. The soft polite voice from Ray was no longer, he would be screaming at the girls to add to the intimidation tactics he had practiced for years. 
“Tell me which one of you is Ed.” He yelled at a girl as he held a hammer above his shoulder, ready to swing. The girl he stood over was bleeding from her nose and busted lip. 
“I don’t know who that is, please stop doing this.” She pleaded.
He let the hammer fall and her bones shattered within the skin of her hand. It was her turn to scream. Defeated by her lack of answering Ray rolled his hand into a first and struck her left cheek, sending her to the floor. He stepped up to her and kicked her in the stomach. 
“Worthless whore.” He said and exited. He walked into the room next door and began questioning another schoolgirl who was crying and holding her stomach trying to relieve the pressure and pain from two cracked ribs and a broken finger.
“It’s ok. Get up.” Ray said to the girl as he gave her his hand. She took it. Ray sat her down at a table and brought in some water. She knocked it over and spat in his face. He flipped the table and with a boxer’s precision and power bent at the knees and cocked his whole body into one swinging motion, delivering a blow to her side. Ribs snapped and she fell to the floor, closed her eyes, and gasped, trying to hold onto a single breath. He walked over to her and pulled out his pistol. He pressed the barrel of his .22 against her kneecap.
“Open your eyes.” He said.
She did.
The pain of a gun shot into the knee would have been a minuscule touch of feeling, a bestowal of mercy compared to the pain she was about to endure.
“Tell me which one of you is Ed.” He pressed the tip of the barrel harder against her leg.
She said nothing.
Ray looked back at the double-sided window and waved his hand in a circular motion. An officer entered and Ray held the woman’s head back as the officer put drops of a clear substance into her eyes. Inorganic tears flowed from the solution then flood lights filled the room with blinding light and the girl closed her eyes. Tightly shut they began producing authentic tears now.
Immediately, her hands covered her face and she fell to the floor to escape the light. Ray grabbed the back of her head, a handful of hair, and snapped her neck towards the beaming lamps. With his other hand he flung her hands away from eyes and pried open one of her eyelids. The light penetrated her retina and agony filled her entire socket with a trembling, seizing pain. As she squirmed and flailed around officer Ray lost his grasp on her and the schoolgirl retreated into the corner, head stuffed in the darkness of her palms.
Officer Ray turned to his subordinate, “Every five minutes I want her to see the light until she confesses. I don’t care if she goes blind, make her talk.” He exited the room to see his next victim. He would not stop torturing them until either they died, in which he did his best to keep them from dying, or they confessed to the whereabouts of Ed. Unless, they professed themselves to be him, in which he would continue the torture for as long as possible. Either way they were doomed. Whatever they said would bring forth more pain. That was until one of the girls finally took it upon herself and confessed to being Ed to save the rest from the demonic practices of the state. It freed the rest of the girls from torture, but not death.
The government was trying to find Ed, Ray was trying to find Ed, and Vladimir was trying to find Ed, all for their own reasons. The government wanted to purge what was left of the authentic die-hard members still willing to give up their lives for their ideals. Officer Ray wanted to find Ed to avenge his dead son. And Vladimir wanted to find Ed for killing his family. Everyone searched for Ed, but he appeared nowhere even though his hand was in everything and his movement everywhere. 
Luckily, Vladimir was getting information from Astraea, and he knew he had to go where he was being sent. Afterall, Vladimir, like officer Ray, knew that his family was sent to the grave by Astraea, and believed that Ed deserved to go six feet deep now. And when Vladimir met with him, he was going to destroy him at all costs, whether it was right or wrong. Succumbing to animalistic instinct to destroy without contemplating the values of morality led him to become a poor man with poor intentions trying to make up for something that could never be fixed. Retribution: a game played by those that have nothing to lose and nothing to gain. A cycle of destruction that rolled the wheel of war along its never-ending road. Vladimir knew he would push that wheel and continue to do so for the rest of his life, that was until he finally met Ed.
The weather quickly shifted from a somewhat clear sky to a windy sky of silver clouds that filled the celestial dark heavens with a floating pool of liquid mercury into a dense snow that shook out from those grey figures of moisture over dark asphalt. Like a bag of salt that spilled out over a burnt steak, the snow immediately piled and stacked over itself, completely covering the dark, charred street. 
Passing apartment complex after apartment complex, Vladimir ’s view transitioned from seeing disgusting and worn-down housing to completely dilapidated pieces of failed attempts at architecture. They were brightly painted like the Favelas of Brazil to hide the fact that they were broken and worn down and were never going to be fixed. Forgotten buildings with either boarded up or shattered windows, loosely patched roofing, and quickly deteriorating walls with hot pink insulation peeping out lined the road they drove down. Traveling on 89th street Vladimir was given a backpack with a gas mask and some papers in it. The cab driver, another member of Astraea, escorted him towards the edge of the city where he would travel alone into the forest to meet Glen.
“You might as well put that thing on.” The cab driver with a heavy-set brown beard, nose ring, and curled mustache said. 
“Excuse me?” Vladimir turned his attention from looking out the window and leaned up towards the front of the cab where a thin piece of plastic separated the driver and the back seat.
The driver tapped one of the gauges at the front of his dashboard with his finger. Click. Click. Click. “Once that goes under 32, you’re going to have some trouble breathing and the closer we get to the edge of the city the level of radiation goes up.”
Vladimir zipped open his black backpack and pulled out the gas mask, pulled it over his head, and tightly pulled on the straps in the back. After a couple minutes the driver stopped at the side of the road next to a slumped over half dead tree hanging beside the sidewalk in front of a row of abandoned apartments. 
“This is as far as I go.” He said as he tapped the gauge again, indicating the atmosphere was now too toxic to travel down.  
Vladimir opened his door and got out then turned around and tapped on the passenger’s side window. As it rolled down, he lifted his mask up over his head to speak.
“How do I know where to go?”
“If Ed sent you, you’ll find a way.” Then the driver smiled, and softly double tapped the dashboard with his hand, signaling his departure with warmth.
It was colder than usual. Everyone was used to arctic temperatures but near the edge of the city the climate was different. The severity of the cutting cold air here would always chill the body despite the number of layers someone wore. The undershirt and long sleeve under a jacket did not matter. The body would constrict its plethora of blood into the main organs and leave the limbs, especially fingers and toes, to fend for themselves. The lungs would suffocate from the constriction and hinder Vladimir walking slower than usual. Even wearing double padded wool socks with boots did not keep his body warm, it would decline to match the freezing temperature outside. Add on the newly thick coating of snow Vladimir would involuntarily shake, hands in pockets, as he made his way out of the city. 
As Vladimir walked down the deteriorated street, he noticed very few people walked around. He approached an old woman that was pushing around a shopping cart full of blankets.
“Excuse me.” Vladimir said.
The lady jerked her head in his direction. Then swiftly moved along, rolling the cart through the broken and cracked ash fault, coughing horribly as she scuttled away.
After a few minutes walking down the street Vladimir saw a man sitting on the sidewalk drinking a bottle wrapped in a paper bag. He crossed the street and approached him.
“Excuse me.” Vladimir muffled through his mask.
The man looked up and his eye sockets were buried and filled with a grey milky tinge. “Huh?” the man said.
“I’m sorry I didn’t mean to startle you. I’m looking for-”
“I can’t hear you son.” The man swigged his bottled against his lips.
Vladimir lifted his mask just enough to speak. “The fastest way into the forest. Can you point me in the right direction?”
“The forest?” He laughed. “Usually, people want to get away from the forest. But I can do that for you,” the man grabbed a long white cane and stood up, tapping his stick on the sidewalk he began walking.
“How do you know where to go?” Vladimir asked without trying to sound offensive.
“I don’t need eyes to find the forest. I can feel it.”
They both walked down a winding road that disappeared behind broken buildings and forgotten torn down factories.
The man pointed in front of him. “The radiation is stronger out there. When I get close to the edge of the city, I can feel it take over.”
“Don’t you have any health problems?” Alluding to his proximity to the radiated woodlands.
The man slapped Vladimir with his cane, “Of course I do can’t you tell,” and laughed.
Becoming comfortable with his humor he let his guard down. “My name is Vladimir.”
“Nice to meet you, Vladimir.”
“What’s your name?”
“I don’t know.”
“How don’t you know your own name?”
“I’ve lived this far from the rest of society the radiation is now a part of me. And with that I’ve lost my ability to recall certain things and remember well . . . most of my life now it seems. Radiation will do that to a man. I don’t know how I got here and where I’m going. But isn’t that life? Born into a strange world only to be left into the unknown. Oh, and don’t mind them,” he pointed at a gaggle of new S.S. officers in gas masks standing around a tin barrel with a large fire in it. “They only care about what comes out from the forest not what goes into it.”
“How did you know-?”
“Sensitive to heat. Like I said I can feel things. My nerves have become my eyes.”
Ten minutes of walking without talking they approached the forbidden sector of society where the untouched lies: the wall. Crossing it would be the end of the supposed civilized world and with that the law of the land. Beyond the wall all rules would be thrown out the window, where anarchy and lawlessness gave everyone the opportunity to conquer one another freely, like those poor souls that lived prior to the apocalypse. 
Vladimir thought their way of life could easily mean his death, and that Astraea was tricking him into exile where he would die for being a Qayin. But if there was a chance of finding Ed Vladimir knew he would have to accept that risk.
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The blind man left Vladimir in front of a cement wall with barbed wire and a metal gate that was guarded by a man in uniform. Approaching the barricaded door, he was stopped by a policeman working overtime.
“What’s the deal?” he murmured through his gas mask.
Without a word Vladimir showed his badge and motioned his hand to open the door.
The man complied by leaning into his small station and pressed a button that let out a large buzzing noise, the gates opened. Vladimir crossed the wall and overlooked the snow-covered forest, miles wide and miles long it spread throughout and into the horizon. Without direction he walked into the trees. 
“I got something.” a man looking through a scope said.
“Is it Smith?” the other said.
“No, I haven’t seen him in weeks. This one is different.”
“Different how?” he said annoyed by his lack of specificity.
“Take a look.”
The other watchman peered into the sights then lifted his head away from the device. The men looked at each other then pressed the alarm. They dialed their radios to a different frequency and frantically spoke into the speakers. 
As Vladimir walked through the forest he was met by more and more snowfall. The once visible horizon turned into a white background spotted with green treetops and rocky mountains. 
 A scout in the forest appeared in front of Vladimir and put his hand up to stop him.
“Are you Glen?” Vladimir said.
“Don’t move. Turn around.” He held a gun out.
Vladimir did.
A hand came upon Vladimir ’s shoulder, and it moved around his body, patting his legs, chest, back.
“I don’t have any weapons.” Vladimir said.
“I don’t know you. So, I don’t trust you.” He pulled out Vladimir ’s wallet and stepped back from him as he kept his pistol pointed at Vladimir, eyeing the identification that flipped out. The man pulled out a small handheld radio and said “Yea. It’s him.” Then some incoherent noises blared from the walkie talkie. 
“Well let’s go miracle boy.” Uttered the man as he turned and high kneed his way through the foot-deep snow.
“Why’d you call me that?” Vladimir said inquisitively.
“It’s not what I call you. It is what everyone calls you. ‘The one who survived the slaying’.” 
“What?” 
“You’re Pontiv’s boy, right? You are supposed to be dead. That is the law. Every first-born male is slaughtered to Samael. But by God you were saved, it’s a miracle you are alive.”
“My father saved me.” Vladimir said pointedly.
“Yes, initially it might seem that way. But you will find out that you were born for things much greater than just surviving that sadistic ritual and living a life of sin with the rest of them. You are more than a Qayin Vladimir.”
How could I be more than a Qayin Vladimir thought. It was the pinnacle of aristocracy. Nothing was above being a Qayin. But for Vladimir there was much to learn. 
Back in Qayin, Mr. Nori stepped into the computer room with his fellow colleagues at Pontiv Point as he read through his daily worksheet. Glancing around the room he ensured his peers were performing the necessary algorithms and modules to ensure their clients in the city were going to get what they wanted. As lead of the program that initiated the software responsible for changing the behavior of their targeted civilians, Mr. Nori was the man everyone looked to when it came to subject compliance, especially for their number one target on their list: Vladimir Churkovski. Direct orders from Mr. Pontiv himself. 
One of the Pontiv family workers entered the computer room.
“We have a hit.”
“Finally, where is he?” Mr. Nori said without enthusiasm, knowing that Vladimir was going to show up eventually.
“He’s a female.” The low-level worker replied.
“What?” Mr. Nori said.
“Ed has been captured. Ed is a woman.”
All the workers stopped working their algorithms, advertisements, modules, and skull penetrating radio wave technology projects and turned towards the conversation.
“How do you know this?”
“It’s all over the news.”
Mr. Nori clacked on his keyboard and the ICN appeared on the screen in the front of the room.
The reporter was standing outside in the frosty streets of the city. In front of an unknown building she broadcasted, “Obeying is promoted folks, and we have breaking news that the notorious mass murderer, leader of criminal enterprise Astraea, Ed has been captured today. An anonymous tip has informed our station that behind me,” She motioned to the building, “is where Ed was supposedly planning another city-wide riot when authorities bravely barged into the booby trapped hide out. Shortly we will have a look at the master mind behind the evil that has been plaguing our city for all these years.”
Pictures surfaced with the female student in handcuffs, bleeding from her lip and newly formed laceration on her cheek, limping as she walked to a police car. Crowds formed around the area as flashing lights covered the scene of her entering the back seat of the vehicle. 
The computer scientists began talking amongst themselves in celebration. Laughs, smiles, and applause filled the room.
“This is all fine and dandy gentlemen,” Mr. Nori said stoically, “but finding Ed won’t save our lives. We need Vladimir to do that. The late stages of our progress for Vladimir must end according to plan. If we do not find him in time and continue his frequency dosages, then his failure will be our own. Stop all active projects and find him.”
The scout guided Vladimir to a large redwood tree. There was a tall black light pole next to it with a lantern shaped headbox spitting its green light onto the floor beneath in an umbrella arcing fashion. The vibrant color within shined out of the metal casing with a solid glow, as it neared the ground it dimmed and fell apart into evaporated cloudy lines.
 Surrounded by brush around the bottom of the trunk, the scout began weaving his hands through the branches. Leaning forward up against the tree he finally snagged something with his hand, a twig snapped, and the front of the tree opened. Behind the brush a doorway appeared, and the scout motioned for Vladimir to enter. After walking into the dark Vladimir fell into the hole within and slid down a brass tube. Tumbling downward, Vladimir eventually met stability when he fell and hit his head on the floor. Stumbling after him was the scout, and on his arrival kicked Vladimir during his fall. They both stood up to a crowd gathered around them.
“Welcome back Vladimir.” The group said.
Swiping dirt and snow from his pants Vladimir stood up and gazed around the room. It was filled with computers, both torn apart and put together, and wires were everywhere. Rows of chairs hooked up to cords were plenty. Numerous people sat in them with helmets on, covering their faces.
Vladimir removed his gas mask. “What is this place?”
One of the children yacked at his question.
“I knew it.”
Another child returned with an even higher pitched tone, “No you didn’t.”
“Every time he comes back, he never remembers.”
An old man, presumably the leader of the group, turned around. “Off with you now.” And shooed the young girls away.
A hand touched the small of Vladimir ’s back.
The scout spoke softly into his ear, “Let’s go. Don’t be scared.” and guided Vladimir to an empty chair from one of the numerous machines in the room.
“What are you going to do to me?”
“Help you remember.” The scout said.
Vladimir passed people that sat motionless in large metal chairs, helmets on, with their arms beaded with white plastic patches. 
“What’s happening to them?” 
“They are being prepared to return to the city.” The older gentleman said.
“To do what?”
“To save the world.”
Vladimir became silent and wondered what was going to happen to him. Were these ragtag group of people that lived underground the lawless members of Astraea he was warned about? Why was he brought here in the first place? They identified him positively as being the guy they wanted, the miracle boy, but for what reason? These chairs looked like torturing contraptions by their eerie set up of old metal frames and meshed, dirty wiring hanging about. But it was too late Vladimir thought. I am already in their territory, their lair, away from the haven of Qayin, the place he called home.
“Go ahead and step on up and sit down.” The elder said.
Vladimir stood contemplating the possibility that this would be the last thing he was going to be told before he would be put down like a dog in a shelter. Just sit down and relax. That is right, nothing to worry about. Then blam, an injection and an endless sleep, death brought on without you knowing it. Pondering his options for escape he looked around the room for exit routes. There were none.
“Go on. Sit.” The man repeated himself in an amiable tone.
As Vladimir sat down busy workers around him prepared him for the chair. One of them swiped down his forearms with an antibiotic swab and then attached paper thin white nodes onto the disinfected area. Another brought out a nano-cranium device and placed it up to his forehead. 
“Negative.” The girl said out loud.
Vladimir ’s feet were placed in a casted mold and his ankles locked into place. Blood was drawn into a small clear capsule from one of the protruding veins on his left arm. As the boy finished placing all the nodes onto his arm the leader of them grabbed a chair and sat directly in front of Vladimir, almost too close for comfort.
As he held out a packet of pages the man began speaking. “Vladimir, do you recognize this place?”
“No.” he said cautiously.
He flipped through some pages then looked up at Vladimir. “My name is Glen. This has been your fourth time here.”
“Why don’t I remember this place. Remember you or anyone here then?”
“You’ll find out shortly. Until then I need to go through all the motions with you again, so you realize what you are getting yourself into. We have always given you that opportunity, and you always take it.” The man was given a syringe with a radiating red substance in it. Glen looked at Vladimir ’s frightened face. “Don’t worry we are not the savages you have been told about. That has been kept for those you know dearly.”
“What?”
“Those back in your world, in Qayin, are the real savages. We out here are only trying to bring justice and enlightenment to the people, so they realize it too.” He held up the syringe with the bright red liquid. “Anyways, we need you to start remembering so let’s get this over with. This right here,” He waggled the injector, “will provide you with 25 years of life in the world below. Now with our equipment that you are strapped to we, unlike those in the city, can monitor your behavior, vitals, and everything important for your safety up here.”
“You are going to sequence me?” Vladimir said helplessly stuck tied down to the chair. 
“No.” He said and handed Vladimir the device. “You are going to sequence yourself.”
“People that are put under against their will are never ready for the life down there. Because of this they are forced into a world where they were never to be sent, thus they are tortured. They are put into a place filled with evil. But those willing to go into that world below, the subconscious, of their own accord are given something special.”
“What is that?”
“They are given the ability to talk to God. The world below is really a plane of existence for change. Those forced there never wanted to be there in the first place, therefore, they end up creating a world around them that reflects their unwillingness for change, and because of it conjures up a world of darkness so it will make people to want to return to their lives in the real world. Ultimately, the cycle keeps them stuck in preserving their desire to live the life they have been creating for themselves in the city. 
They become dependent on their way of life and when faced with the possibility of change they reject it at all costs, because their happy sedated life in the city is comfortable compared to the hell down there. They become conditioned to not want change and forever live according to their corrupted culture of television, obedience, and mindless consumption. 
The world below offers someone’s mind the ability to change from all this, that is if you willingly decide to go down there. You have to understand it is not an inherently good or evil place, it allows the opportunity for growth, that’s it.”
“I’ve seen the effects of people that have been under the drug. It’s terrifying.”
“Did they inject themselves?” Glen said, secure in his own questioning.
“No.” Vladimir said.
“Only those that inject themselves, those willing to go into the world below, into the depths of their mind, will see the opportunity you are about to experience.” He eyed the syringe and nodded his head. “Go on. Don’t you want the truth?”
Vladimir grasped the bottle and held it to his face then glanced at Glen. This is worse than being put down like a dog, Vladimir thought. This is worse than all the ways that animals die: mice in mousetraps, rabbits in snares, dogs in shelters. Those animals all die by being trapped and then killed, whereas I will be brought down by my own hands. 
An autopsy of my body will show nothing but a small injection site on my arm, and their diagnosis: suicide. Just like everyone else back in the city. No one will ever question my existence and all that will be remembered or known about me will be forgotten. My entire life: struggles, laughs, bouts of depression, excitements, love for Tori, every experience and all my knowledge will be represented by just another victim on the news to show the world that another soul has left. 
Another individual who was too weak to keep their promise to God to fulfill their destiny here on Earth, as workers of the divine his ancestors would weep at the failure of their most evolved form- Vladimir, and for what? For all those years of evolution, evolving to reach their collective and greatest opponent, their toughest enemy, but it was one that they did not see coming. It was himself. 
From time in memorial humanity fought against, in the beginning until now, the elements, the need for food and shelter and eventually advancing to their greatest enemy; against each other through barbaric behavior shown through wars. But Vladimir thought my ancestors would cry in Heaven because none of that was going to ring true for him. He was not going to fall prey to an animal or the elements or even war against his fellow man. They would cry, because there was a piece of him that wanted all his pain to fade away, and they would find out that it was his fate, created by himself, that he wanted that needle to hold a poison in it, and he would fall prey to himself, bow down to his depression and let it decide that life no longer served him. 
Vladimir was the prey to his own mind, but who set the trap of having his thoughts think these things? A trap of psychological manipulation brought on by Vladimir ’s childish sense of curiosity for finding out what was real and what was right. But if that was a trap what was the punishment? Was it death? Sometimes, Vladimir laughed in his head, that seemed like a reward. But what if that was the biggest trap of all. A trick by an unknown actor that was controlling his thoughts and controlling his mind to want an absurd outcome like this. It was not out of the realm of possibility for he controlled the actions of those less fortunate beings in the city through technology to do exactly this. What if someone was doing this to me? Vladimir thought. Afterall, who would really want to die when all human nature, history, and behavior has shown that it is the exact opposite, life, that we struggle to keep every day. 
It was an unnatural state of mind for someone to be in when they yearned or thought of death as a pleasant thing Vladimir realized. But then he thought more about the state of the world he was brought up in. The city with its ever-growing population barricaded into a compact lot of land away from radiation in a world that was destined to rot and wither away. Peoples’ routine lives of mindlessly slaving away in the mines or programming on computers in offices with synthetic lighting and fake greetings, “How are you doing” followed by a fake answer, “Good and you?” Watching television screens with talking heads that spoke of injustices he knew to be lies. Everything he knew about the world seemed to be unnatural, and perhaps death, it at first seeming an unnatural desire, was the most natural thing someone could want. 
Vladimir further rationalized his thoughts as he contemplated what to do as he sat in the chair. 
So, if at first death was only unnatural due to its comparison with this world that was supposed to be natural, then it would turn out to be the opposite when faced with the facts that life in the city was anything but natural. Everything was fake. Thus, in relation to what was natural death seemed like the only thing to be so. An escape, the turning away from what was unnatural, was the best course of action one could take if they sought things to be true with form, something natural. Death was calling Vladimir and he wanted to answer it, follow it.
Vladimir thought, I am my own trap, and my punishment was the endless suffering of trying to find out what was the right course of action to take. Perhaps, nothing is, and everything is a game for the sake of a laugh by an evil entity that allows all of this to happen for some obscure reason I am too stupid to understand.
The hell with it. Vladimir surrendered to his mind, racing with these corrosive thoughts, and let himself act on his own, without thought.
He placed the needle on his arm and pressed the metal tube hard into himself. He prayed, if it is death let it come, for anything else I wish to know the truth. Shortly after Vladimir dozed off. 
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Vladimir opened his eyes. Sitting legs crossed on a small pillow he looked around. A cool soft breeze flowed through the room as he watched cherry blossom leaves float in the air and sprinkle across the bamboo floor he was sitting on. Small one-inch circular candles set up against the Tibetan styled walls glowed and gently swayed to barely audible oriental music. Different colored prayer flags hung across the doorways. One of the doors in the room slid open and Purusha appeared. Holding a tray of tea leaves and a boiling hot kettle he approached Vladimir.
“You’re awake.” He said as he gently put the tray down on the floor in front of Vladimir, sitting down he began preparing their tea.
“Purusha?” 
“Yes?”
“Where am I?”
“Home.”
“What is this place?”
“A retreat.”
“For what?”
“For people like you.”
“Who are ‘people like me’?”
“Those who have found their way to their heart.” He poured the steaming water into one of the cups on the tray and stirred the tea leaf within it. Giving a cup to Vladimir and one to himself.
“Why do I feel like this?”
“What do you feel?” Purusha smiled.
“Happy.”
“What questions do you really have for me?”
“How do I find Ed?”

“Ed isn’t a person. He is a force from above that works in tandem with different beings to bring about peace and justice. Ed cannot be captured because he does not dwell in your world. That is why he has never been caught, because he cannot be caught. But the government and their cronies do not realize that. And if anyone told them about the force of Ed then they would not believe it anyways. Ignorance is in their DNA, they believe they are the rulers of their world because they have the physical force to make anyone comply with their rules, with their way of life. But, unbeknownst to them, there is a force that is much greater than any physical one. You see all the matter in your world, from the moment of its inception, begins to disintegrate like sand through someone’s hand. But there is a place where nothing falls apart, nothing disintegrates, nothing fades away. This is where Ed’s power comes from.”
Vladimir was shocked to find out that most of his career was wasted on trying to find Ed who never really existed as a human but a force. That his search for the man that was responsible for the death of his family was no man at all. With this answer another question popped into his head. Who really killed my family? Something within him knew it was his father’s doing.
Vladimir noticed a sign above the doorway that was open, it read “God is the Devil.” He had seen the sign in the main plaza of the city before.
“What’s with the sign?” 
“The signs in the city do not lie, God is the Devil.” He laughed and transformed into a wretched, scarred being with faces of the damned screaming and clawing their way out of his skin. Images of people being killed surrounded his flesh. Constantly disappearing and reemerging with different scenes of death floating throughout his being. A layer of sweat stuck to his face and dried over it which made his skin gritty like the groat between tiles on the floor. His age showed through the wrinkled grooves around his eyelids, crusted and cut by hardened skin like the top of a drought ridden salt flat. A pair of lips that were cracked and saggy as if it were an expired and dying pair of grapes. He spoke softly with the raspiest voice of his charred throat that mimicked sand grinding against stone. 
“I am what comes after the four horsemen of the apocalypse. I am the judgement at the end of days. I am the great curse that people have put on themselves. I bring disease and rot the inside of men that have decided to give their lives to me. I am the tempter that allows men to fall prey to their own pitfalls. I bring out the snake in humanity and lead it to consume itself for eternity.

“But I am not the Devil in the way the church makes people think. I am not a being that requires people to sacrifice others because of their perverted message. I am the Devil because I hold all the power above and below. I give people the opportunity to create chaos and tempt them to do evil things, to ultimately test if they are worthy. I am the being that you will see whether you make it to the highest realms of heaven or the bottom layers of hell. I reward those that have climbed the ladder of righteousness and I destroy those that step on others for their own benefit. God rejoices in the day for those who call on him and the Devil relishes those who work in the night. But what people do not know is that these two people are the same being. And that is the meaning behind the sign in the city. Not that I am evil but that I control evil in order to allow people to make their own choices, even if they are bad ones, and if they abuse that power, it will come back ten-fold and retribution will annihilate them. Evil is necessary but the way the church makes it out to be is a twisted version of the reality I have created.
“Remember that when you return to your world, do not fall into the temptation that I serve to everyone. Do not eat from that plate because even though it might look delicious it will poison you, because this is my job; to invite people into peril to see if they are brave enough to reject the falsehood of this side of me. This is the only system I know to work to ensure that those I let into heaven will be good enough not to taint the purity there. 

“I really do not know why things happen the way they do anymore. This cruel system replaced the system from what I used to have.” He changed his tone from a powerful one to complete weakness, “I didn’t know the world would end up like this, please forgive me.” His body changed back to Purusha.

There I was, Vladimir thought, standing before God Almighty, or was it the Devil, and it is him that is asking me for forgiveness and not the other way around. He was not sure what was the truth or what would have been weirder; God asking for forgiveness or the Devil asking for forgiveness. In the end it did not matter because he was still stuck in the position to fight his fight in the real world, to fulfill the quota in Qayin, lost without a future in sight and his adopted family that he so dearly loved lost to the past.
“Why is this happening to me?” Vladimir said.
“You had to endure all the pain and hardship. Everyone has the chance to finish what has started and it is you that asked for this. After all those years of being lost and without purpose you have, through prayer and action, become the savior of the drama you call your own life. And because of that you will have the opportunity to save the rest. You’re not here on Earth because you were forgotten or left behind, you were sent here to liberate the blind. Those unable to see how far they are from me, trapped and controlled by their own vices and corrupt leadership.
“Why are you helping me out of all people?”
“I help those that are seeking help. Those who genuinely reach out to me are whom I respond to and over your life you have done that. That is the part of me that is helping you. There are two parts to my being Vladimir. There is the part that is selfish and will destroy everyone and everything for my own benefit. Then there is the true side of me, the side that willingly gives myself up, my power, my love, my knowledge, to everyone. That is what I have been doing with you and you will have that opportunity to spread this message with the rest of the world when you return. To show the world that they have been accustomed to the false side of my being, which their church preaches.”
“What happens to those people that won’t accept the message?”
“Unfortunately, not everyone will return here. At least not anytime soon. They are trapped there in the city unless they seek help from within themselves and leave their world of materialism, false idols, and blind faith and return to their heart so they can experience me like you are doing now. All anyone needs to do is find refuge in their heart and we can communicate with each other, and I can guide them in their journey by escaping from their world to this place. But as far as what happens now who knows how or when people will save themselves.”
“Why are things like this?”
“A long time ago I decided to give up my omniscience, it made me unable to have a sense of well-being. Nothing was new since I knew everything that was going to happen. Nothing was interesting because I knew everything about everything. Nothing made me happy, and I decided to do something that changed the course of everything I have ever created; I made an extension of myself to hold on to all the knowledge that I once knew and chose to fall into the world of ignorance, to have new experiences, to be like you.”
“You’re God?”
“I’m a version of God. I gave up that title in its entirety when I decided to fall. But there is an entity that is above me that I made. The being that I created does not have the power that I do, his only purpose is to hold all the knowledge ever to be known, and I hid him from myself, never to be found. And because of this decision no one, not even me, can know God in his entirety now.”
“How am I supposed to know God, have a relationship with him, if you can’t?” Vladimir said worryingly.
“Learn about yourself. Everything that I once had you have on a smaller scale. Knowledge, power, love. I had all these to the highest extent possible.”
Vladimir looked down while his lower lip and chin began to quiver, a frown developed. 
“Don’t worry it is better this way. It is not a negative thing to know that you will never be able to fully understand or know God. It only means that there is a never-ending journey to know him, it never stops and that way you will be able to have a relationship with God that cannot end. If you were able to know him fully then you, like I once had, would say ‘that’s it now what?’ and you would get bored.” Purusha poured more water into Vladimir ’s cup of tea and told him everything was going to be alright. 
“Close your eyes” He said, “And just breathe.”
Vladimir closed his eyes and took a large breath.

A buzzing noise sounded. Glen removed the helmet that was put over Vladimir ’s head.
“How was it this time?” Right when Vladimir was about to speak Glen held out his hand, “Oh, wait don’t say anything just yet.” He pulled over a table and placed several objects on it. Scissors, pliers, goggles, wires, screwdrivers, among other gadgets.
“Without telling me what you saw while you were under, I want you to pick an item.”
Vladimir glanced over the objects spread about and pointed at the small black piece at the end of the table.
The rest of the workers, waiting for their other subjects to wake up, watched for Glen’s reaction to Vladimir ’s choosing.
Glen turned to the crowd then walked to the table. He picked up the USB drive and exclaimed, “He’s got it.”
Cheering ensued and everyone ran towards Vladimir.
“God told me-”
“It doesn’t matter what God said. Keep it to yourself. What he said is for you to know alone. Everyone’s experience is their own. All we needed to know is if you were going to be one of the chosen to save the rest in the city.” He eyed Vladimir with delight, “To awaken the masses.”
Half an hour later the rest of the group that was in the same room as Vladimir awoke to the same test that Glen gave Vladimir . All of them passed. 
“We have a good group this time.” One of the workers said to Glen.
“That we do.” He said.
Glen grouped his team of workers to his side and sent them on their way to their living quarters within the bunker to gather their belongings for their trip into the city. Several minutes later everyone had their gasmasks on as they walked through the forest towards the city.
“When we all get across the wall there is going to be someone ready to pick us up.” Glen said to Vladimir as they saw the flickering lights of the city.
“I was only told to get you into the city.” Vladimir said.
“It has to be all of us.” 
“If Security Services catches me with more than one person crossing it is going to be obvious that I am smuggling. I’m not doing it. People get sent to custody for things like that.”
“What’s custody?” one of the others in the group said inquisitively. 
“Well, technically I don’t know but I’ve heard that they torture you and people become a slave to the government, a type of advanced citizen with a new personality that adheres to their every command.”
Glen gaffed, “Everyone is a slave.”
“What do you mean?” Vladimir said.
“Everyone is a slave to something Vladimir. Drugs, alcohol, work. They all have chains that shackle people into one lifestyle or another.”
“What are you a slave to?” Vladimir said combatively.
“A slave to God.” He then peered over at Vladimir as they walked, “Everything you do demands a sacrifice. Whether it be with drugs and alcohol you sacrifice your health for happiness or your energy for work or time for your family. Everyone sacrifices something.”
“What do people in Astraea sacrifice?”
“Ourselves.” He paused for a moment. “You need me.” He held up the USB drive.
“I don’t need you or whatever is on that drive.” Vladimir said.
“The only way that you can live with yourself is if you expose Qayin for who they are, we know that about you. Especially, since you are awake again. Everything will work out trust me.” Glen said reassuringly.
An unknown amount of time that felt like hours had gone by. Only the crunching of footsteps through the snow compact grass could be heard. Continuing their journey toward the city one of the workers held out a book to Vladimir.
“What’s this?”
“A piece of the truth.” The woman said.
The book’s title was carved into the book in a foreign language. She flipped open the book.
“Dharma is the way, and the way is the path, and the path is the line that goes between order and chaos. The one they worship has perverted the message of salvation. They demand worship when the true living God never wanted that, only a being that is filled with ego wants to be worshiped and the true God is egoless. 
“The path towards spiritual enlightenment is to be a follower of the one that was taken from us. To truly do that is not to put him on a pedestal but to take on his role in this never-ending cosmic drama. You will have to apply his teachings within yourself to become one with the Being that has no name. 
“You were never supposed to worry or consume yourself with the environment you live in. All of it is supplemental to teach you one thing; it is all just a reflection of what is going on within you. All the pain, all the struggle, and all the destruction it is because you have not conquered the beast with many names. He is alive because he dwells inside. When you have applied spiritual principles, and not simply read them or believe in them, then you will obtain the weapon that can slay the beast. Until then this entire world will be under his reign, and you will fall prey to his wickedness.”
 Silence. 
She stopped talking so Vladimir had a chance to digest what she had said. Everyone continued walking towards the city’s wall, talking amongst themselves about what they were going to do when they returned to civilization.
“Do you know what the apocalypse is?” The lady said.
“You mean was? It already happened with the end of the old world.” Vladimir stated.
“Yes, but that is only one aspect of its meaning, the physical one. What about its true intent?”
“What is its true intent?”
“Look” she held up the book, “The text is a holy scripture. Thus, its domain rests in the spiritual realm meaning the true sense of the text should be applied to one’s spirit, to find connection to the heavens above and not in the physicality of life here below. 
“Anyway, the true apocalypse is the one that happens to the individual and not the entire human species. Although the destruction of the world happens from time to time what should be taken from the book is a focus on the destruction of oneself. 
“Some people have their apocalypse when they are young, some when they are old. Most have it as some type of crisis in their life. The word apocalypse means revelation and it is through these changing times of trouble that show us where to go and change the things that need to be changed within us. Chaos is used to change us and push us into, eventually, perfect union with God. This is what we must do when we return to the city. We must work with Astraea to create chaos so people will change. So, people will wake up to the world they are living in and decide that something is wrong, or they will forever live and be comfortable with their destructive lifestyles in the city ran by the evil one.” 
The group climbed and reached the top of the cliff. Slipping through a hole in the fence the twelve of them came upon a grouping of stones that hid them from the lights of the city. Vladimir turned to Glen, “Alright you’re in, hand it over.”
The group hugged each other glad to have made it to safe haven. Then a large light fell onto the group from above. A group of men stood on top of the rocks and began yelling at the group to get on the floor. More men from behind the rocks came out and started shoving the group of men from the forest against the fence that they slipped through. 
Glen looked at Vladimir, “You bastard. You’ve been awakened and you betray us? Has all their programming been successful?” Scared of being caught, Vladimir pulled out his badge from his jacket and showed his credentials. “Qayin.” 
One of the officers snapped it from his hand, glanced at it then compared the picture on the card with Vladimir ’s face. He handed his I.D. back to him and said, “Good job.” and handed Vladimir a rifle.
The men from the forest lined against the fence had no-where to go. If they wanted to make a run for it the height of the cliffs would kill them. Overtaking a group of trained men with rifles was not an option either. 
The Security Servicemen stood across from them.
“What are you doing?” Vladimir asked the man that gave him the rifle.
            “Cleaning up the city.” He said as he turned Vladimir around by his shoulders and put him in line with the other officers.
With military precision timing the Security Servicemen jolted their rifles in against the socket between shoulder and chest. Then the leader of the group began.
“Ready.”
Vladimir was stationed right across from Glen and mouthed I’m Sorry.
“Aim.”
Vladimir lifted his rifle and stared down the iron crossed sights.
Glen looked at Vladimir and with his helpless and somber face swallowed a nervous swallow, crossed himself, then closed his eyes.
“Fire.”
Each body was picked up and thrown over the cliff. One by one bodies fell out over into the silent night. The attempt at breaching the city to inject some sense of rebellion and justice failed. But as Vladimir helped to throw them off the edge he bent over and slipped Glen’s USB from his pocket and put it in his jacket. Then he grabbed his ankles and stutter stepped his way under the fence and with the help of another soldier threw him down into the forest. 
They would belong to the endless group of people that would be forgotten fighting against the system. A group of people that would have no impact on the history of humanity and left the world without acknowledgement. 
There was an absence of the white medical bags that accompanied death that night, but the snow would cover them with its own blanket.
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To Vladimir it was obvious what needed to be done. Avenge the deaths of those men and women that lost their lives that night. For those people that lost their lives against the struggles of the city. All those people that died to the systemic plague brought out not by the radiation but by the practices of Qayin. But most importantly, still, Vladimir was going to avenge, like he had always promised himself, the death of his mom, dad, and younger brother. The best and only way to avenge everyone touched by the icy fingers of the hands of Qayin was not to defeat them himself, because that was impossible. He would bring forth the USB drive to his computer room in Pontiv Point and film the material on that drive to the city. In this way he would wake up the world to their masters. Remove their blindfold and unleash the light of the truth into their being and show them that yes, it is the ones who you thought were feeding you and sheltering you from evil were the ones that were poisoning and imprisoning you. Then when the masses have awoken, they would, together, bring down Qayin.
 	Everything Vladimir had ever felt that had meaning in life paled in comparison to his now new feeling to expose Qayin to the world. Especially since he was sent by God to do this. His whole life, searching for meaning and purpose was finally fulfilled when he got the message to spread the truth. The truth was inside the USB drive. Nothing else mattered now except to get those contents out into the minds of every citizen in the city. He was going to make sure that every advertisement, commercial, and survey would be replaced with whatever was on that drive. A true revolution would happen against Qayin. Vladimir thought this time it was not going to be Astraea responsible for an uprising, it was going to be I, the one that fought against Astraea my entire life and now I am seeing the truth, accepting it, and joining hands with those I have been told were my mortal enemies. 

Hurrying and worry filled the computer room at Pontiv Point.
“Pontiv’s condition is worsening to a breaking point. We have no more time. Our only hope for his bloodline to succeed is to find Vladimir now!” Dr. Yuen said.
During his fury and panic another scientist blurted out his finding, “Sector 87, southeast wall. I’ve found him.”
Dr. Yuen ran to the screen. Relieved to be looking down at Vladimir from a camera mounted on the wall of a building near the edge of the city. He ran back to his desk and dialed on the phone pad. 
“Sector 87. Yes. Now.” Click.

As Vladimir left the group of S.S. officers to write their reports about their work, he parted to find a taxi. In the distance was a yellow vehicle and Vladimir jogged to catch it. As the cab approached Vladimir noticed another car roaring down the street. An all-black SUV cut the taxi off and stopped right next to Vladimir. 
Vladimir stepped towards the window and looked in. 
“Ashley?” 
Gripping the steering wheel Ashley waved Vladimir inside, “Get in. There isn’t enough time.”
Vladimir was thinking the same thing. There is no longer enough time to delay the justice that is about to happen. Happy to have found a familiar face in all the chaos that surrounded him Vladimir jumped into the SUV, ready to change the fate of the world. 
“Dad is dying.” Ashley said.
“What?”
“He has cancer, and its development is too much for him to bear now.”
“What can we do?” 
“No one can do anything, except you.”
“Me? What can I do?”
Ashley swerved through traffic, quickly weaving through cars on the highway. Zig zagging through the flow of traffic made it apparent that whatever needed to be done could not wait. 
Red brake lights from every car were seen in front of them. Up head the steady flow of traffic slowed and trickled down into the crammed 5-lane standstill all freeways in the city experienced daily. Ashley pressed a button underneath the steering wheel and red and blue flashing lights started. Ashley veered across three lanes then cutting off the fast lane rode onto the shoulder. Speeding, kicking up the muddy slush of snow on the side of the road she returned to and maintained a frightening speed.
“Jesus Ashley slow down.”
Ashley repeated herself with steadiness in her voice, “There isn’t enough time.”
“Enough time for what?”
“I need you to get back to Qayin, to finish the quota before dad dies from his cancer. He doesn’t have much time left. We will be forced to live back in the city if you don’t finish the quota. Everyone in the family is counting on you. Without you there is no Qayin for us. Our Pontiv name will mean nothing if we don’t have an heir. Dad chose you as his successor to the Pontiv fortune, if dad dies before you complete the quota every man and woman that holds our name will be kicked out of Qayin. You are the one that must continue our namesake. Dad can only pass his inheritance to you if you are an official member of Qayin. You know what that means. Finish the quota.” Said Ashley desperately. 
Despite whizzing past cars at a neck breaking speed her foot continued to press down on the peddle.
Vladimir turned to Ashley as she did her best to keep the steering wheel steady and the SUV from sliding out from under the snow. 
“You don’t understand.” The sense of accomplishing what God told him to do was emanating throughout his being and he felt the need to express his eagerness to fulfill God’s wishes. “You have it all wrong. Qayin’s system is a problem. I don’t know how to tell you this.” He turned back and stared out the front of the windshield, watching the lights of the cars passing by turn into a stream of red, white, and orange. “I have something that is going to change the way we live, the way we all live.” 
Ashley peeked over at Vladimir as she tried to pay attention to both the road and what he was saying. “What do you mean the way we live?”
Vladimir held up the USB drive to Ashley. 
“What is that?” She said.
“The key to a better future. Where everyone has the opportunity to live a free life.”
“Why would you want that?” Her voice deepened.
“It’s the right thing to do.”
“The right thing to do is finish the quota.”
“I’m not finishing the quota. To hell with it.”
“You’re making a mistake by saying things like that.”
“The only mistake I made was to accept and sign my life away to live in Qayin.” 
Ashley shook her head in silence as they passed through the gates of Qayin. Vladimir got out of the car and said to Ashley before he left, “It’s the right thing to do.” He disappeared behind the wide red doors of Pontiv Point.
For Ashley that was enough. She was trying, along with all the other scientists working on Vladimir, to make sure he was going to develop, on his own, into the merciless ruler that her father desired. But after what she heard she knew that was no longer an option. There was no more time to run any more modules on Vladimir. The last available route needed to be taken was now. 
As Vladimir walked into Pontiv Point his father was there and happy to see him. He looked weak and he was showing signs of fatigue the way he walked, slow and in pain. “Where have you been Vladimir? We thought we lost you back at that mission trying to capture Ed back at the market. Are you alright?”
Vladimir reassured his father, “Nothing to worry about.”
His father, being blinded by his focus on Vladimir to complete the quota bypassed any questions regarding his whereabouts. “Did you hear the good news? We got him, er, I mean her.”
“Who?” Vladimir said as they walked down the hall into the computer room. 
“Well, it turned out that Ed is a female, a student at The Institute, nonetheless. It surprised us all.” He smiled and patted Vladimir on the back as they walked down the hall and into the computer room. “I’m glad you’re back for work.”
Vladimir knew he was alluding to the quota. He knew that Mr. Pontiv was escorting him to finish what he had always planned for him. Vladimir felt an incredible weight across his body. As if he landed on a different planet and gravity sucked his body towards the ground with twice the effort of Earth’s. His anxiety increased as he sat down in his chair in that red-faced cubicle, where he had ruined the lives of so many prior to his awakening. His father stood behind him as he turned on the computer. 
“Seth Wright has been completely weakened by our modules while you were away. I’ll give you the honor of finishing him off for us.” Mr. Pontiv said with a soothing voice. “And you will finally become a part of the family.” He let out a sigh of relief and touched Vladimir ’s shoulder and gripped softly, “To pass on one’s name is for a man to become immortal.”
There was a part of Vladimir that knew that if he finished the quota then all the rest of his humanity would leave with him. His sequencing changed something within him when he was in that bunker with Astraea out in the forest. It made him decide that he would no longer obey Qayin’s rules any longer and fight the urge of his conditioning for wanting people to die. Instead, he was going to help the world and serve that which was greater than his life-long dream of government service, his duty to God.
One of the scientists grabbed Mr. Pontiv’s attention. Showing him notes and printed sheets of material that Vladimir was unable to see. Vladimir only looked for a second at what they were doing because he knew that this short time was his window of opportunity. 
He stuck the USB drive into the socket on the side of the tower of the computer that was sitting beneath the desk. The files began downloading. Vladimir opened different windows of software that connected him with various files. His work at the Security Services years ago proved to be useful because he was familiar with the networks to penetrate the city’s vast commercial-based advertising back-up system. He rewired their programs to display what was on the USB. Every screen in the city was about to be changed from their custom advertisements that manipulated humanity’s consciousness to the message from God via the USB drive. To release them from their mental chains, truth was going to set them free.
Vladimir ’s leg shook up and down as he watched the files download.
A commotion outside of the computer room could be heard.
“What’s that noise?” Mr. Pontiv said.
One of the scientists opened the door. Qayin’s police force barged in and quickly spread and searched throughout the room. When they reached Vladimir ’s cubicle, they pulled him away from the computer and put handcuffs around his wrists. Vladimir yelled as they struggled to put him to the floor. A knee went to the back of his head as he lay there, but he felt no pain because all his concentration were on the files being downloaded. He peered upwards and saw a woman pass the guards that stood protecting the front of the room. Ashley.
“What are you doing?” Vladimir said.
“You should have listened to me Vladimir.” 
“You’re too late.” He said.
“What’s going on?” Mr. Pontiv said, trying to use his booming voice to gain control over the conversation.
Ashley jumped over Vladimir ’s body and bent over to look at his computer. “No. No. No!” She knelt under the desk and frantically, with all her effort, pulled wires from their sockets. 
“What the hell are you doing Ashley?” Her father said.
She stood up and swiped the hair from her face. “Vladimir has been compromised. Astraea got to him. He is a double agent.”
Mr. Pontiv shook his head with disappointment. He swung his head over and down at Vladimir. 
“There is only one more thing to do. Given your condition father.” Ashley said.
Mr. Pontiv continued to shake his head. “After all we have been through. Thirty-three years, wasted.” His voice trailed off and he moved his arms and held them behind his back and began walking away from the scene. “Get him ready.” He said with defeat.
Vladimir was escorted by the Qayin police into the back of a van with caged windows and steel seating that lined the walls. He sat down and looked around, empty. Chatter could be heard from the front seats and then the van’s engine turned over and they began moving. Vladimir sat against the wall, wrists throbbing from a loss of circulation from tight handcuffs and thought about the future. Where will I end up? Would the Qayin’s system really fall and lose its seemingly impregnable power structure? But he knew that the USB drive, a gift from heaven, was going to change things. 
Despite his imprisonment in Qayin, ratted out by his own sister with the aid of his father, Vladimir felt a calmness sooth over him. I have no need to understand the plan, if I know that I am fulfilling what needs to be done he thought. It was at this moment that Vladimir no longer held solely onto reason, he began to believe in the unknown forces that were guiding him. That things, despite their appearances, were going to change for the better. He recalled what Purusha had told him. Like sand is their power, fading away through the hands of time. But there is a place and a power that never fades away. 
It was at this time in his entire life Vladimir understood the power and significance of faith and the power from above. A chill ran up his spine and a pressure began tapping in the middle of his forehead. He thought back to when he was being interrogated by Astraea for the first time in the run-down apartments. The woman questioning him said Ed had never been wrong and that they must trust his plan, even if that meant following him into the unknown. Vladimir had trusted the plan and was now being sent into the place he had never gone to before.
The van came to a stop and the back doors opened. Vladimir and the two guards entered a building that Vladimir had never seen. Thinking that he was going to be sent to prison he embraced a life of solitude, where he was going to live a life caged in the walls that Qayin surrounded him with. He laughed in his head. Isn’t that what I have been already living in my entire life? The walls of the city are yet a different prison, an expanded cage that everyone lives in. There ought to be no difference in the place they are about to put me, he comforted himself with the agony of his future living conditions. 
Vladimir thought back to when he was put into the unmarked cell underneath Security Service Headquarters. I wonder if I will see Henry again, he pondered. He looked down at his untouched forearms thinking if he would have to become the masochistic freak, he had become to normalize the pain they were about to put him through every day. A concoction of slop food and everlasting torment brought on by unlimited trials of sequencing. Where the rest of his life would be spent in his head because the sequenced world was in the mind. Then after each life being tortured in the world below, he would wake up back in a cell in Qayin only to realize that death was not an escape but a return to more slop food and sequencing. 
Upon entering the small gray building there were no signs of guards, prisoners, or cells. Only a chair in the middle of the room on a platform no higher than one’s knees. Across from the chair was a large steel table with several monitors on it that connected to the chair via a conglomerate of wires. To the adjacent wall was a blank white covering and in front of that a projector. A man in a white jacket came out from behind the monitors, a doctor. Then it hit him. He was in custody. He was going to be tortured to become one of them, against his will. His entire personality, mind, emotions, gone and replaced by a model that was predetermined to fit the needs of the state, the needs of his family.
The guards uncuffed Vladimir, guided him onto the platform, and strapped him to the large chair. Mr. Pontiv entered the room and began talking with the doctor. After a small interval of back and forth chatter his father walked over to Vladimir.
“All you had to do was finish the quota.” He stood over him like an enemy on the battlefield ready to kill a wounded soldier stuck in the mud.
Vladimir said nothing.
Mr. Pontiv resumed with an upbeat tone, “That’s ok my son, after this you will have no problem with finishing it. In matter of fact, you will enjoy it. But I did want to let you know before you are reprogrammed that I always gave you the opportunity to grow naturally. To become the man, you were destined to be. Unfortunately, your behavior showed the opposite. It must have been from growing up in the city, or with those foster parents of yours, sympathetic creatures they are.” He patted Vladimir on the head like a dog, “That’s the price I paid for saving you. Remember, if it weren’t for me, you would have died a long time ago.”
“I’ll rebel at any chance I get.” Vladimir said defiantly.
“Oh, you have no choice. Everything we have here,” He looked all around the room, “will make it impossible for you to go against anything we say ever again. You won’t have another chance to rebel.” He turned to the doctor and gave him a thumbs up. The lights dimmed and the projector turned on. Screaming could be heard from the outside.

. . .

Later that week Vladimir was on stage with all the other members that were invited to Qayin for that year. They had all met their quotas, including Vladimir who helped bring down Seth Wright and his progressive platform. The night was a celebration, they were being given their welcome for becoming official members of Qayin, off to live their own lives with their respective families that had chosen them. Expect, of course, for Vladimir because his life was not going to be of his own but a manufactured one. To rule.
“I would like everyone to know, that being an official member of the family now, I have made a decision that might surprise or even shock you. But after careful thought I have made up my mind and it will be taken with acceptance, for I demand it.” Vladimir said as he stood at his family’s dinner table. Standing proud, exuberating confidence.
His family looked around at each other as feint whispers scratched at the ears of everyone around. The group of scientists that worked on Vladimir for his entire life looked at each other, slowly nodded their heads with a secretive smile, and listened intently to Vladimir ’s message.
“I have decided that I will wait before taking over as head of the family. I decided that I will return to work inside the city. After enough time I will return.” 
Vladimir ’s mother butted in, “God Vladimir why would you do such a thing?”
“To rule over an enemy means that you should understand their way of life and what better way is there than getting so close of an understanding that I live right there in the streets alongside them.”
“We have our technology to understand them. There is no need to go back to the city.” Tori said.
“It must have been from my upbringing, growing up in the city, that makes me want to return. Plus, there must be someone on the front lines to defend against the riots. And being a man with experience in the field, and a man of duty, I have no hesitation to protect my family, Qayin, and our control over the city by fighting against the animals that are trying to overthrow our empire. Don’t worry no one is expected to leave Qayin and follow my footsteps, after tonight’s celebration everyone will be able to return to their normal lives of luxury.”
The scientists began to clap, knowing that their work in custody had paid off. Everyone followed their lead. They brainwashed Vladimir into thinking a return to the city was a good thing, in a mocking humiliation ritual to make the boy who survived return to where he had lived, amongst the low life scum of the city. They never saw him as royalty, especially since his entire life was accustomed to living with the weak and poor. He would have no trouble returning, they thought. 
After the speech ended everyone returned to eating and talking. Mr. Pontiv hurried his way to the group of scientists drinking at the bar.
“What the hell is going on? I thought custody would-”
Dr. Yuen said, “Don’t worry sir. This is part of the conditioning. Since he has had a pattern of unresponsiveness to our programming, we have put him in a familiar environment. So, our desired outcome, his behavior, will flourish naturally like you have always wanted, and what better a place than his old job?” He smiled and turned around and looked at the other scientists. They all murmured in agreement.
“You want him to go back to Security Services?” Mr. Pontiv said.
“It’s a perfect fit.” One scientist said, “Ashley works in the city, why not Vladimir?”
Mr. Pontiv paused and gave in. “Yes. I suppose.”
“He will be cleaning up the mess he made to begin with after all sir.” Alluding to the city-wide revolution that Vladimir had ushered in.
“A fitting punishment.” Another scientist said.
Mr. Pontiv nodded, convinced the seasoned scientists knew what they were doing.
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Two years later and the winter snow was still heavy. It continued to fill the sky with its daunting power to soak the world with its color, and everyone, day and night, was at the mercy of the sky’s constant falling of white. Footsteps were seen in the snow throughout the city’s sidewalks. From office buildings above the markings along the sidewalks looked like pepper sprinkled about on the floor below. 
Creating his own line of footprints was Jeffery Flats, the newest patrol officer for sector 84 of the city, and as he walked through the city, he noticed someone giving out fliers at the corner of the block, an illegal activity. All paperwork was to be distributed via the government at either their jobs or school programming sites such as The Institute. He approached the man, and he ran away. Flats chased him around the corner to see a mass of people he was so often used to seeing, the uprising of citizens. 
Ever since Vladimir ’s release of the contents of the USB went online it changed everything. The videos within it released information that awakened the masses and expanded their consciousness about every facet of life that needed to be changed for a just society. When they were exposed to the information, they woke up from their slumber put upon them by the indoctrination of favoring big government, all due to the works of Qayin and their endless pursuit for power and control. 
Endless riots and fighting by civilians and Astraea were an everyday event. Judges began to change their course of rulings in favor of citizens and away from government favoring verdicts. Companies stopped paying taxes to Qayin and the economy collapsed as a result. What was left was the scrounging of justice starved people that tried to finish off the system that was about to collapse. The power structure of Qayin over the city was about to lose its influence, people were now unaffected by their media outlets. The news, the surveys, the commercials. All of them had no impact on the minds of the populace anymore. All lies were exposed.
As Jeffery turned the corner after the man, he witnessed the man run into the large grouping of people.
“Be on the lookout,” Flats said into his radio strapped to his shoulder, “Male, in his early 20s, red hair and black jacket, blue jeans running down 85th street. Back up required.”
 Locating the man was no longer an option, he slowed his run into a jog then stopped. If Flats proceeded into the crowd, he would surely die. As a government employee he represented and worked for the haves and the have nots were in front of him, angry with the intent to destroy anything relating to the haves and their past control over them, including pawns like him. Thankfully, they had their backs turned to him and they were focused on breaching the outer wall of Qayin. Bottlenecking the elites into a dwelling they now felt was a cage, after their entire lives living without fear they, for the first time, felt claustrophobic in their large apartments and mansions. 
The riots, for years now, had been a trouble Qayin tried to suppress. But each day the crowds grew larger and more violent.
From an alleyway out came the suspect as he was being roughhoused by another officer. He threw him against the wall and flicked his head towards Jeffery, indicating his need to come closer.
“Heard you on the radio. This your guy?” The officer said.
“That’s my guy.” Jeffery patted him down as the man stood up against the wall.
“What’d he do?” 
Officer Flats looked back at his colleague. “Distributing propaganda.”
The officer leaned into the man’s ear. “Aiding Astraea, are we? That crime is punishable by death.”
“We’ll see what the courts have to say about that.” Jeffery started to handcuff the man then was interrupted before he could cuff the man completely. A hand over his wrist from the other officer stopped him.
“What are you doing?” 
“Take them off.”
Officer Flats, being the younger officer, complied after noticing the officer out ranked him. The officer brought the man around the corner away from the crowded street. Away from their cameras. Flats followed him.
“Are you taking him to your patrol? My reports tell me I have to write down the reason for arrest and location he is sent to.” Jeffery said as he pulled out his untouched notepad proving that this was his first day on the job.
The officer pulled out his .40 Glock and shoved it out in front of himself and shot the man point blank. 
“Put him in a graveyard.” He said. The man looked at the young officer. “His efforts are aiding those that are trying to destroy the city. Our way of life. Even our families if they had the chance. Don’t let the courts decide his fate. They’ve lost their touch with what the government needs.”
 He began to take out a cigarette and lit it. 
“Besides, his fate was already made when he decided to distribute those papers.” 
He inhaled his cigarette and then spit on the ground at the dead man on the floor. “Clean this up. Write on your report his defiance for arrest. You will be cleared of it. Self-defense, right?” He winked and walked away.
Jeffery Flats was shocked and appalled at what he saw. But he had no rank in the Security Services, and he was told by his recruiter that the best thing for him to do to keep the job and to get a promotion was to follow all orders by everyone above his rank, and that meant everyone. The scene of that officer killing the man that lie before him on the sidewalk would always stand out in his memory for the rest of his life and the polished golden badge on the officer’s breast with the last name Pontiv who shot him.
Vladimir walked down the street away from the crime scene with the passivity of a man that had no more zest for life, like a new father that never wanted children and now walked around without energy because his kids sucked it out of him. Vladimir stood behind his cigarette and leaned against a wall, shoulder against worn brick, and sucked nicotine and tar into his body, which even though it brought him closer to death it ironically was one of the few things that made him feel alive.
 He held his cigarette in between his lips and puffed it while his hands were tightly curled in his coat pockets. He looked around and watched as the revolution grew before his eyes. Nothing could stop what was happening. But ever since being sent to custody Vladimir was now programmed to fight against their rebellion, even though he started it. All he could do now was watch from the inside of the chaos that he created, in hopes that it would break the system he, as before and did now, defend with his life. Like a patient in surgery that awoke from anesthesia but unable to move, Vladimir was aware of his surroundings but was unable to change them. Ultimately, whether he liked it or not, Vladimir got what he always wanted, serving the state. His childhood dreams were fulfilled.
Vladimir turned away from the crowd and decided to gear up for riot control, meaning his return to the office. As he approached his vehicle, he took one last smoke from the butt of his cigarette and threw it to the ground. Left to die in the snow, much like the citizens he was about to combat. 
As he was finagling with his keys, the front window of a television store behind him caught his attention. A row of screens televised the same station, and a commercial was playing. Out of all the commotion around him Vladimir felt a draw towards the commercial. Screams of the rioting, the hustle and bustle of city life, the honking of cars all drowned out by his fixation on those television screens. 
He approached the window and stood in the middle of the walkway. People passed in front and behind him as they continued their way through the city. Vladimir tilted his head like a dog after hearing a weird sound. Intrigued for an odd reason, a reason that he could not understand hypnotized him to watch the commercial. 
Scenes of a man holding his newborn, family eating dinner together, father and son playing catch. It was the commercial he was shown every night when he was younger by his father. Then, like an explosion of mental dexterity, Vladimir ’s mind was flooded with the memories of his life. 
His father’s commercial, due to his expertise in the advertising business, was stamped with a special broadcasting signature that only he knew about, because he put it there. The radio wave frequencies coupled with the color scheme of the film would always affect the watcher with memory. His father’s nightly routine to watch that video was not because he was a self-centered business mogul wannabe personality obsessed with his own work. It was because he was cleansing the minds of his family. Fighting against the other advertising businesses and the side effects of radiation that permeated throughout the city both affected the mental health of the people. 
Vladimir ’s mind suddenly became aware of the clarity he had in school. The drugs the government had been using against its civilians had tampered with their memory and cognitive ability to excel in demanding subjects. A reason that explained why so many people had jobs in the mine, and subsequently why he tested so well at The Institute which made the government want him to become a programmer. His paranoid father had always protected him from the abuse of his superiors and Vladimir never knew it until now, 10 years after his death, murder.
More images of his life sprang into his head. His younger brother in the morgue, Ashley injecting the old innocent man in the hospital, his conversations with Ed, his encounters with officer Smith, his time in prison with Henry, the programming modules to make Christopher Rains commit suicide, the time with Purusha at the retreat. But most importantly what had returned was his humanity. A shedding of the layer of conditioning from custody had fallen off. His personality had returned, and he felt the beat of his heart come alive. The breeze from the forest that swept through the city. The cold air pecked at his neck, hands, face. But more than any of those he felt purpose again.
As memories continued to flood his mind an expensive all black four-door SUV pulled behind his patrol car. Mr. Pontiv stepped out and approached him. 
“How are we doing?” He smiled and stopped a few steps in front of Vladimir and awaited his response. 
“What are you doing here?” He said rashly.
Mr. Pontiv had been for months now monitoring Vladimir ’s progress and Vladimir was nearing his completion of Pontiv level psychopathy. 
“Just checking in on you. Seeing how you are is all.” He looked around as the snow fell heavier. “Say, let’s get out of this weather and head inside,” He began walking, “Are you hungry?”
Vladimir ’s flashbacks created the utmost anger out of him as he saw his father. Knowing that this man was responsible for everything that had gone array in his life a shaking, heart elevating frustration boiled inside him. The dead bodies of Astraea falling out over the cliffs and into the blackness of the forest flashed inside his mind. His hand began to twitch as his brows crunched together and he scowled at the man before him. His mother and father’s bodies lying on the floor of his old apartment, gutted with blood everywhere flashed inside his mind. Rage struck his nerves, and his hand began to shake. Vladimir thought that he could end Mr. Pontiv’s life right now. He gripped his pistol’s handle. Then a digressing thought entered his mind. What would killing him really do? Qayin would surely find me and put me back into custody he thought. Perhaps even longer this time to the point where maybe my father’s commercial would no longer be able to awaken me. 
After realizing he had the opportunity to change his ways from a conditioned state drone to one of a free man Vladimir thought of the escape of death. The fastest way from the pain of the city. The pain of struggle against the system and his family’s wrongdoings. He knew he could no longer serve Qayin and their agenda. So, what was the answer? An end to his father with a bullet to his head and then back to custody where he would be brainwashed to die protecting the state? Or the sweet escape from it all with a single bullet to his own head? 
He watched as his father stopped walking and turned around. “Coming?” he said.
Vladimir took out his gun from its holster, lifted it up, and squeezed the trigger.
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All the scientists in the room at Pontiv Point shook their heads. 
“He did it again.” One said. 
Dr. Yuen said, “Start with module 32 this time. See if that works. We don’t have much time Mr. Pontiv’s cancer is beginning to spread.”
Another scientist began switching nobs, dialing different frequencies into his computer.
Dr. Yuen walked over and sat in his office chair, dialed on his work telephone. 
“Mr. Pontiv hello sir-”, “No sir. Are you sure sir? Yes I understand.” He hung up the phone and proceeded to stand in front of his colleagues.
“I was informed that we are going to administer module 33 to Vladimir Churkovski.”
The entire room stopped what they were doing, turned, and looked at Dr. Yuen.
After a few seconds of silence someone spoke up, “Sir that module is our last chance.”
Dr. Yuen began switching nobs at his computer as the rest of the scientists surrounded his desk.
As he continued to finagle with the frequencies to administer module 33 he talked without turning around. “Mr. Pontiv’s cancer is worsening. This is our last hope. There is nothing we can do except pour all our effort into this module. 
“What if Vladimir doesn’t survive it?” 
Immediately, Dr. Yuen turned around and yelled, “Vladimir? What if Mr. Pontiv doesn’t survive? Then we all be forced to live back in the city to fend for ourselves. Get back to work.”
All the scientists dispersed and frantically ran to their computers, working quickly yet diligently. 

Vladimir was standing in line when he felt a nudge on his back.
“Line is moving.” The young eighteen-year-old said to Vladimir.
 Above him was a sign that read Programing and across from him read Security Services. 
“Look at them,” the man in front of Vladimir stared at the line across from them, “they’re probably going to be killed off fighting savages. That is what happens when you have low test scores, animals fighting animals.” 
Vladimir had always wanted to serve the government. He had no desire to sit down on computers coding for the state all day. He did not know why but there within him was a passion to fight against the enemies of the state. To become an alpha male protecting the city from crime.
Vladimir looked around and peered over at the line with the sign above it that read Security Services. He took a step forward towards the line then after looking around paused and hesitated to take the next step. 

