Prologue: Father-turned-Betrayer 

Austria, 1994 

T

he flickering mellow light from the candle danced over the rough contours of his skin. He pulled away the blinds, staring out into the darkness, eyes grazing the dirt road weaving between the rolling forest. The moon glowed in the sky, moonlight scattering over the dense leaves of the trees, reflecting off the small pond in front of the farmhouse, trickling through the tall, wispy stalks of wheat. Behind him, his wife put a hand over his wrist; he pulled his arm away. In the distance, pinpricks of light signaled the oncoming cataclysm.
Yanking the shades down, he turned to his wife, in luscious Austrian saying, “I need to leave. Stay here. Protect the kids and the baby. I will be back.” He headed for the door; she grasped his arm in agony. He ripped it away, glaring at her. “I have no choice! Unless you want your husband in a noose swinging from the rafters, get the kids and approach them. Tell them I am not home, I am out on business. And make sure the kids don’t talk.”
He rushed into the hall, down the steps. His wife called, “Who’s coming!”
He pointed to the window; grabbing his coat, he heard her gasp. He snatched up the pistol on the kitchen counter and bolted out the back door, stumbling over roots poking from the grassy knoll as he ducked into the forest, past the garden, ducking from shallow branches, jumping over fallen, rotting logs, grimacing as his body was barraged with whipping twigs and thin branches. He staggered into a clearing, a shadowy barn in the middle, the grass overgrown for a reason; he dove inside, shutting the door; through the darkness, he found the piled bales of hay, crawling in through a hole he had created. Plugging the entrance, he flicked on the flashlight and laid back, a pillow and blanket already made. His eyes listened for the faintest sound, mind horrified at the coming revelation. 

((
The wife left her kids in bed; the baby started crying. She picked him up, went downstairs, filled a bottle with warm milk. Rocking back and forth in a homemade rocking chair, she acted ignorant of the coming storm, feeding her baby while singing soft Austrian lullabies. Vicious knocks from the door shattered her complacent dream; setting the baby in the living room carriage, its wailing filled her ears as she moved into the entryway and swung open the creaking door.
Horses reared and bucked, a band of law enforcement officers at her door. In the distance, thumping helicopter blades could be heard, drowning white light flooding over the house from searchlights. Mortified, she covered her eyes; the officers held automatic rifles, Austrian issue; they had ridden horses and carried torches in the hope their target wouldn’t hear them coming.
“Excuse me, ma’am, is the Mr. home?” one asked.
“No, he’s not. Business.”
“I see,” the officer replied, unconvinced; “Can we come inside?”
“My kids are asleep, and—“
“Wake them,” he snarled, shoving her to the side; she was hurled against the wall.
She hurriedly snatched up her baby as the men poured into the house, tearing up downstairs furniture and overturning tables and chairs, running bullets into the wooden cabinets, checking for corpses. The closets were peppered with acid spray, then strewn with bullets; screams came from upstairs. The wife bawled, tears peeling down her face; she pleaded for her children, but she was tied down to a chair; her baby was dropped to the floor, the head thumping madly. She screamed even louder at the sight of her groping child; the officers left the downstairs, leaving a few guards, and went upstairs; she could hear them destroying priceless antiques, the echoes of piercing bullets tearing into her mind.
One of the guards sneered, “You’d better hope your beloved husband returns soon.”
“He’s on business!” she screeched. “He’s not coming till next week! Please!”
The guard sighed for effect. “He’ll have a message when he returns, then.”
“What are you going to do?” she demanded, eyes bulging in rage, fear, sorrow.
The officers came down the steps with her children, their arms grotesquely squelched behind their backs. The leader ordered the children to be found and gagged, and whilst they fought against them in fear, they were thrown to the floor, unable to move and bubbling in agony. The officers stood around for several moments; the leader checked his watch, ordered something in a foreign language; a couch was torn in, the stuffing shoved back inside. The wife was untied from the chair and thrown onto the couch with her 12-year-old daughter. The two sons were placed against the wall, assault rifles pointed at their faces; they stared down the barrel in downtrodden terror. The baby was thrown onto the chair, high-pitched screaming.
“Shut her up!” the leader bellowed. He turned to the wife. “Tell her to shut up!”
Her face was moped down with tears, hair frizzled with tension. Shaking her head, she groaned, “She’s a baby, she can’t understand! She needs food! She needs food, something to eat! Let me get her food from the kitchen, and she will—“
“Shut up, you whore,” he coughed. The leader unholstered his pistol, raised it, fired; the baby’s skull blew, and it lay quiet. The wife leaped forward, screaming hysterically, shaking like the great Babylonian queen. Blood trailed down the torn fabric of the chair, dripping onto the floor. Chest heaving, the mother rolled onto her side, vomiting all over the floor as her insides revolted against the terrible slaughter.
The leader smiled. “Hopefully your husband returns, eh?” 

((
The helicopters disappeared, the floodlights off. Pale light danced outside the windows of the farmhouse; the walls were broken in several places, chiseled through with bullet holes. From the forest a dark silhouette appeared, gracefully striding across the lawn, across the charming garden, from the left hand dangling a weapon, long and narrow, bulging at the end. The figure raises it as he walks onto the porch, the boards creaking under his feet. Outside the dark windows he passed, the sounds of weak cries and moans burning at his ears. The figure’s face was hardcore, dressed in agony, but placid and destined for eternal justice; resolve flared in doused eyes.
The door stood before him; raising the weapon, he calmly opened the door, stepping into the light. In front of him, a man gasped, leaping back, shocked at his sudden, fearless arrival. In front of the surprised officer, another appeared, carrying a son; the barrel of an assault rifle was pressed against the young man’s forehead. The figure stepped forward, eyes hollow, unfeeling; he stepped forward again.
“I’ll shoot!” the threatening man warned, the gun against his skull. “I’ll shoot!”
The man continued walking, unhearing. The son looked into his father’s eyes, pleading; he walked right past, as if he didn’t even exist. The officer turned around, confused, perplexed. The leader fell back against the wall, groping for his pistol; the man turned his head, saw his son up against the wall, gun pressed into his temple. The baby was cold dead on the chair; his wife and daughter were stripped nude, bleeding all over, groaning and moaning, two guards holding their rifles, staring in guilty horror at the newcomer.
“As you can see,” the leader said, drawing his pistol, “you are surrounded. Drop your weapon and surrender, and your family will be spared.”
He glared into the leader’s bloodthirsty eyes. “You have murdered my youngest child; you have raped my wife and my daughter, scorned my bloodline for eternity, stained it with your filth, the filth of you hate mongers, you invalidators of the truth. You all deserve to die.”
“You are in no position to speak,” the leader snarled.
The man nodded. “You are right in what you say.” Swinging around, he fired into his son’s chest, ripping him open. Howling, the young boy sagged from the grip of the stunned officer, too stunned to react. Finger dancing over the trigger, he dropped his other son into a pool of blood and gunned down his wife and daughter, leaving their bodies riddled with bullets, covered with steaming wounds. “You are right in what you say,” he snarled, swinging back to the leader, and he gunned him down, drilling his chest like Swiss cheese.
The other officers raised their weapons, but he swung about-face, lacerating the trigger. They were thrown back, torn apart; falling to the ground, they writhed and groaned, choking and drowning in their own wastes. The father-turned-betrayer draped the rifle over his shoulder, gave it not one last look, and—stepping over the bodies of a whimpering, dying law enforcement officer and his trashed son, he disappeared out the door, vanishing into history, and—poof—he was gone.
 

Chapter One: Dawning Hurricane 

Three Days Earlier
H

arsh light filtered in through the duo small windows planted above their heads. The walls were solid concrete, etched with cracks and pockmarks; a thin layer of grime rimmed the bottom, and the ceiling dripped wet, the plaster of the drywall crumbling under the liquid erosion. Two tables had been erected, one in the middle of the small room and the other in the back; a chair sat behind the farther table, the back facing the filth-soaked wall. Two chairs were thrown behind the other table, facing the tall, erect, dark-skinned Austrian sitting in the oversized cerulean chair. 
His fingers drummed against the rough wood of the table, a Skorpion machine gun off to the side, within close reach. Jet-black hair cropped against the scalp of his head, a few rebellious wisps dropping down over his scrunched, scowling forehead; round, seeking eyes sunk deep into the sockets embedded with thin flesh; the brown pupils stared lazily at the front door of the basement held deep beneath the suburban of Cincinnati. Strong and fit, he played many sports and competed with malice; in Austria, he’d played in the Olympics and had won three gold medals. But that was his past and he could care less for heavy medallions of gold. He prized authority, control, power. And he’d get it.
For two months he’d worked behind the government, out of reach, slowly manipulating a plan that would send the government and the nation as a whole into turmoil and the entertainment industry would crumble in several places, opening wider gaps for those who would follow. In one day, the nation of the United States of America would be cast into a burning lake of terror; and it would only be the beginning!
To an untrained eye, Jesse Graber was just another simple terrorist, working with suicide bombings, kidnappings and mass murder. But he wasn’t. No, he was the forefather of a new breed of terrorists, a new method of terrorism. No more suicide bombings or flying planes into buildings, and no more mass murder or kidnappings. When terrorists struck, there would be nowhere to hide, and anyone within reach would be caught up and placed at their mercy. With hundreds of hostages, the terrorists could ask for whatever they wished from the government and they’d be paid; or people would die.
Graber grinned at the thoughts. He’d planned for this day since the beginning of his career in international terrorism. His lifelong dream was to bring the world to its knees. And now he was doing it! Three years of careful, delicate planning, stealth procedures and intelligence-gathering missions, they were ready, and would strike tomorrow. 
But such dangerous and unpredictable terrorist operations could be torn apart in seconds by the government, and so no one – and that meant absolutely no one – could be allowed to possibly speak to the law enforcement authorities. Preparing the way of the coming terror had to be done with secrecy and foreboding ruthlessness. This meant he had to expend the enemy, no matter who they are.
No matter who they are.
The door to the room abruptly opened, the bottom carving a line over the earthen floor, spreading filth and disgust to the side. The two newcomers wrinkled their noses at the foul stench; one coughed, covered his mouth. From outside, warm air wafted into the basement, mixing with the stale, stagnant atmosphere of the room. However Graber didn’t notice; he motioned the others to come in, to sit down. Both obeyed, the tallest to the right, the stocky one to the left. Both were Austrian, dark-skinned and wearing leather jackets.
“I heard the tripwire isn’t in place,” Graber said, continuing to drum his fingers upon the table. Licking his lips, he added, “You know very well that the tripwire is needed. How are we supposed to prepare against government intervention if we don’t have perimeter control?”
The tall man glanced to the stocky, then back to Graber. “Sir, it was our understanding that to put in the wire would be to fail avoiding the security guards, and it would completely jeopardize the entire-“
“What is a security guard going to do?” Graber demanded in his usual placid, curling voice. “I don’t care how you did it, when you did it, why you did it. But you didn’t do it, and so I’m caught with my pant legs down.” He looked over to the Skorpion; the two men tensed, balling their toes, stomachs souring.
“It’s my opinion, sir,” the tall one continued, “that animals or foliage would interfere with the tripwire and then cause us to become agitated and to localize our forces in one end of the park, opening the other ends up for-“
“Dang it, Hans, speak when you’re asked, and keep your blood-sucking opinions to yourself!” he bellowed. With one hand, he gingerly picked up the Skorpion, although it weighed a good several pounds. The light submachine gun sported a retractable shoulder stock and was designed for shooting from the shoulder at ranges up to 150 meters, hand-held up to 50 meters. It was so lightweight and so small – 270 millimeters – that it was hefted around in a holster! Very lightweight, high shooting accuracy, comparable weight to a pistol, high resistance to damage, easy dismantling without tools and one hundred percent interchangeability of parts made this a supreme weapon for any terrorist outfit, and Graber treasured it with his life, even painting his own with red dots for every kill he’d made (his rifle now exercised seventeen red splotches of paint).
Holding the Skorpion with one hand and pointing the barrel in the tall man’s direction, he said, “I don’t tolerate failure, and for every mistake, someone dies.” Without hesitation, he jerked down on the trigger; the gun slightly bucked, the bullet-piercing bullet shooting from the barrel; the man was thrown back to the floor with his chair, the slug ripping through his body, through the back of the chair and plunking into the wall; groaning, he lay with his legs propped up, head cocked to the side, eyes wide, mouth slacked; blood formed a pool of red on the floor, spreading out over the rustic grain of the floor, filling the cracks and staining the grime. Graber placidly stared at the corpse, feeling nothing, no pity, no shame, no guilt. Nothing.
His partner stared horrifyingly at Graber, but the chief lowered the Skorpion, set it back on the table. Standing, pushing the chair away from him, he hissed, “Let this be a lesson.” Looking at his dead brother, he swore and left the room, leaving the stocky man staring pitifully at his bullet-punctured friend.
Graber had to protect the mission.
This meant he had to expend the enemy, no matter who they are. 

1935 Hours 

“Hey, Mel, what’re you doing tonight?” someone asked, standing in the doorway of the office. Behind him, fax machines and printers chattered, computers hummed and the paper shredder roared. Sirens were heard in the distance, going the opposite direction; the office building smelt of mildew; someone needed to spray some perfume or something.
Jackson looked down at his desk, at the dozen packets of paper strewn about all over, the green lamp dumping dim light over his work. Through the open window, the last bursts of evening sun began dissipating, making him tired, nauseous; he couldn’t stand working overtime, especially on Fridays. He gained headaches – which turned to migraines – and a sour stomach. Not to mention all the other crap he was dealing with. “Going home and getting some sleep, that’s what I’m doing.” He added with a whisper, “Or at least I hope so.”
“Cause I was wondering if you wanted to go out and get a bite to eat?”
“No, I’m not feeling too great.”
“Is it Jason?” the employee asked, stepping from the doorway and into the room. The two of them were good friends; Jackson worked as an accountant, and the other did the same. Their offices sat parallel to each other’s, and they ate out together often, sharing their own stories while Jackson’s buddy smoked a cigarette; Jackson hated the things.
Mel Jackson wasn’t a very tall man, but he wasn’t short, either. With square but slacking shoulders, just a small gut and semi-strong legs, he always joked about needing to go the gym more often, although he and everyone else knew it was true. Deep brown eyes were burrowed softly into his head, and thick lips conveyed a sense of extreme calm in his demeanor. He usually wore jeans and a simple t-shirt, wasn’t one of those people who went out and dressed all fancy for a simple outing; he believed clothes didn’t need to look good; they just had to be there. Strong and sturdy, he was an honest family man and contained a deep sense of passion and care towards the human race.
Sighing against the man’s interrogation, Mel Jackson nodded. “He’s falling away, Steve. From me, from my wife, from our family, and from God.” He saw Steve’s eyebrows raise. Placing his elbows on the desk and burying his face in his hands, he breathed, “Religion may not be important to you, but it is to me, and to my family. I used to think it was important to my son, but he’s going completely downhill. It’s that High School we enrolled him into; never should’ve yanked him from the Christian school.”
“You know they always say the private schools are the worst.”
“Everyone wants to be a rebel.”
Steve asked, “Have you tried talking to him?”
“Dozens of times! But he just blows me off and goes outside or something! He’s my pride and joy, Steve, and I love him with all my heart! I brought him into this world, I showed him God and Salvation through Jesus, I worked my rear off doing all I could for his better.” He shook his head in disbelief. “Now it’s like he’s turned his back on me. It’s tearing me up, man.”
“Well, he’s a teenager. They rebel. It’s natural.”
“I don’t care,” Jackson said. “He calls himself a Christian while pouring over Internet pornography, fondling his girlfriend, smoking weed and cursing at school. He’s great around the home – at least when we’re around – but I’ve looked into the history files of the Internet and found websites; I’ve talked to his girlfriend’s parents, and they tell me the whole gig. They don’t care what she does; they encourage sex before marriage, so nothing’s stopping Jason but his religion and morals, which are crumbling underfoot! He’s come home from school and been all whacked up, high on drugs! I’ve had to throw him in bed before his sister arrived! And his teachers! They call in and tell me he cussed them out! He’s not doing homework, has lunch detentions every day it seems, and went in to paint for Saturday School last week.”
Steve swallowed down embarrassment; he always got embarrassed when listening to other peoples’ problems, but he could never figure out why. “I don’t have a son, but we’re working on one. I dunno about you, but I fell away from my father when I entered High School, and it continued on up into College, before it disappeared.” He raised his hands in defense. “Now I love my father, and we go fishing and hunting together. I bought him an expensive rifle for Christmas, and he got me some challenging fishing lures and tackle! We’re great!” He turned solemn. “But during my High School years, it wasn’t so lovely. Jason will return, I can tell you that, it just may not be for a while. They need to realize that life isn’t a game, and once they throw themselves into the ballpark, the baseballs are flying like rockets.”
“How’d your father feel?”
“Terrible. He talks to me about it now. Made him feel torn up and ripped open, bleeding all over. He served in Nam, you know? He said that he’d rather be back fighting than suffering from me leaving him. It’s the worst thing, he told me, that a father can experience.”
“Believe me,” Jackson said, “it is. I just don’t know what to do anymore.”
“Force him to hang out with you, Mel! Force him to spend time with you! Throw him back into the Christian school!”
“We don’t have the money,” Jackson said. “Amy’s been laid off again.”
“Again? Wasn’t she just laid off six weeks ago?”
“Yeah, but she got a job again, and then was laid off.”
“Was she bringing in money?”
“Not a lot, but enough,” Jackson answered. “We had to cancel our YMCA membership. The school’s hiring workers for the cafeteria, and they pay good, but since school will be out in two weeks, she’s just taking the summer off. So we won’t be pulling in any cash.”
“Well, if school’s gonna be off soon, don’t worry.”
“About Jason?” Jackson asked.
“Yeah. He won’t be with his friends anymore.”
“He’ll be getting his license and can leave whenever.”
“Set curfews.”
“He’ll break them,” Jackson crooned. “He’s broke every other law and rule we’ve set, why not this one?”
Steve frowned. “Don’t let him drive.”
Jackson was appalled. “I can’t do that! It’d be taking away his liberties! I’m a father, not a dictator!”
“You do what you have to do,” Steve said. He added with a wan grin, “If he screws you over, you screw him over. You may be against revenge, but won’t it keep him out of trouble?”
“He’ll find other ways into it. It’s no use.”
“Well, you’re a praying man, just pray.”
“I have been, believe me.”
“Pray harder,” Steve said, standing. “I’ve seen miraculous stuff happen that could only come from a god, so I believe there’s one out there. If you’re right about it all, just pray, and he’ll help ya.” Nodding his head, he said bye and left, gently closing the door behind him, dropping Jackson into the dim light brought on by the lamp and the open window. He could feel a headache coming on. 

1942 Hours 

The door opened, evening light shattering the darkness. The man stepped inside, garbed in his black security uniform, with a beating stick clipped to the left side of his belt and a 9mm pistol on the right; a radio hung beneath his flat stomach. Built and muscular, Desmond Rupp owned a history of sin he tried to shove away, but was unable to; so he had a job at the theme park Paramount’s King’s Island, in which he served as a security guard in the Rivertown section of the park. After months of searching for any eligible job, the security guard was the only one he could pull, though the jobs elsewhere had been more suited to his… caliber of expertise.
He was tall and thick, strong as a bull; narrow eyes pierced the darkness of any situation, and his clever mind always found a way through the thick of troubles. Dark brown hair was layered over his scalp, strands dipping down over his thin eyebrows. He let no one get close to him, had no friends, and liked it that way; he hated religion, hated God; he believed both were against him, and he embraced atheism with arms wide open. No rules, just right! With God out of the picture, he could do whatever he wanted, when he wanted—atheism was his own religion.
The phone rang, hidden in the dim light. Shutting the door, Rupp quickly shed of his woolen overcoat and tossed it aside, onto the couch of his hotel room, which he was given from the park’s management. Flicking on the light switch, he moved past a coffee table and to the bookcase, where the phone set on the fifth ledge. Hefting it from the receiver, he cut off a ring and asked, “Who is this?”
“Al, from Rivertown, the security guard?” came the reply, a tad scratchy; he was calling from somewhere distant, and probably from a cell phone. “Look, I work tomorrow, but my mom, she broke her back, and I’m stuck in the Windy City.”
“Chicago?” Rupp inquired. “Sorry about that.”
“Look, can you take my shift tomorrow?” came the quickly reply.
Rupp mentally cursed. He was planning on just chilling tomorrow, ordering some take-out from Pizza Hut and hitting a bar and buying some martinis. But, as usual, the devil had another thing in store. “All right, I’ll cover for you. This is the second time; I ain’t doing it a third, got it? You keep screwing me over on my free days.”
“You got it, Desmond, thanks a lot. I’ll talk to ya later.”
Sighing, he breathed, “All right, see ya.” He put the phone down on the hook. Well, there went another day of relaxation. Last time he’d filled for Al it’d been at the Main Entrance, searching bags and all that jazz. Now, however, at least he’d be close to a restroom. Where did Al work? By the railroad tracks, he believed. He’d get there around ten fifteen and head back; they’d survive without him, and if anyone got in trouble, it’d be Al. He’d be absolutely fine.
Sighing over all the loads of work pounded atop him, he entered the kitchen, searched for a TV dinner, found one, threw it in the microwave. Turning on a small television sitting atop the refrigerator. Maury’s talk show was on; he fell into one of the two chairs at the table, watched in curiosity. People being reunited after several years; very tearing; he was gracious when his food was done and he could watch while he scooped up steaming noodles in cheese sauce. Filling himself, he tossed away the trash and shut off the television, retiring to the bedroom. 
It was only around eight o’clock, but he was dead-tired. Working as a security guard was boring, and tiring, and his feet burned with exhaustion. He was just glad he was allowed to get off at six thirty; the park closed at ten, and he’d be getting to bed around eleven or midnight. Yawning, he got ready for the sack, stripping from his clothes and jumping in the king-sized bed wedged against the wall, beneath a window letting in hazy evening light.
He tried to sleep, but could not; the images of the past kept coming, and coming. He tried shoving it away, but it wouldn’t leave him. This happened often, several times a week, but usually not at night; when it came at dark, he didn’t get any sleep and tossed and turned throughout the gloom. Rupp’s past wasn’t a pretty one; he grew up in a neighborhood where people were killed just about every day. He wasn’t allowed to go outside, and his parents forced him to stay away from the windows, which were often shattered by beer bottles, knives and sometimes bullets. His father was killed when getting the newspaper; his mother died of a heart attack, not enough exercise, being cooped up all the time; his older brother committed suicide; his sister was raped, beaten and shot; his younger brother joined a gang, only to be poisoned to death; a brutal life of violence. He quickly fled the neighborhood the night his brother was killed. He and his brother had been working for food and board, behind their house; Rupp had fled the scene and soon found himself in the inner city, where he got a job… 
He shook the thoughts away. They meant nothing now.
Nothing. 

2021 Hours 

The burgundy Porsche slid into the driveway, the engine cutting down as the car rolled to a stop. Gravel caught under the wheels and lodged the vehicle in place even as he kicked on the braking system. Opening the door and grabbing the briefcase, Jackson emerged from the cool, air-conditioned Porsche and into the dying heat of the dissipating evening.
His house was a one-story, brick with several windows, a wooden porch and ornate front door; a couple rocking chairs held low and abandoned upon the wooden planks of the patio. Shrubs lined the home, two large oak trees planted into the yard, branches flowering overhead, draped in olive green leaves. The sun was setting behind him, sinking over the horizon of tiled roofs. His shadow stretched over the driveway and to the garage door, elongated and narrow. Amy’s cobalt Pontiac Transport was parked parallel to his crimson Porsche; she was probably inside, with Jason and Jessica.
Opening the front door, he was immediately bombarded by the intense odor of baking lasagna; he felt like drooling, the ridge of his mouth tingling in an unbearable fashion. Jessica was laughing off to his right, in the living room; she’d brought Barby home from school today, and she would be going home after supper. Loud rock music floated down the stairwell, from Jason’s room; Amy was fixing supper in the kitchen.
“Hey, Jess, how was school?” he asked, standing in the doorway, propping his briefcase against the wall. His daughter was twelve years old, with silky black hair running down to the ridge of her slender shoulders; her face was chubby, but her body was thin, almost frail; brown eyes exhorted thick, joyous laughter, even as she said nothing.
“We had to give a report, remember, and I did mine on Pluto? I got an A!” Her voice conveyed absolute truth, and her body shook with quivering joy; a glowing aura seemed to envelop her soul. Jessica had been planning on that report for several months; it was a quarter of her grade in Science.
“That’s great!” Jackson exclaimed. “That’s awesome, kid!”
She let out a broad grin. “I know! Barby got an A, too!”
“What’d you do yours on?” Jackson asked, turning to her friend.
“Saturn,” she replied. “Did you know it could float in water?”
“Really?” Jackson asked, intrigued, although he’d learned that in a science textbook.
Jessica cut in, “Pluto is named after the god of Death!”
Jackson laughed; young girls always wanted to butt in with their own bright engagements of knowledge. No matter who you were, they always wanted to inform you of an amazing – or not so amazing – fact. He figured everyone was that way—yearning to impress others with imperfect knowledge.
“And Jupiter is classified as a star!” Barby shouted with a laugh.
“You know what the big red spot is?” Jessica asked. They continued to talk, their voices disappearing into the distance as they tried to beat each other at the never-ending game of intelligence.
Jackson moved away, leaving his briefcase, and went into the kitchen; strong aromas buffeted the air around him, and he felt his stomach churning for just a taste. Amy was positioned next to the stove, swirling a spatula against the current of a bowl of clam chowder. Smiling and biting his bottom lip, he moved in close, silently; his arms moved around her waist, inches away from touching, slowly, slowly; he gripped her sides, frightening her; the spatula dropped into the soup, disappearing into the frothy whiteness; she exploded into laughter, twirling around and embracing her husband. He looked into her shallow brown eyes, her soft skin, and they pulled each other tighter, until they were completely touching, and he leaned forward, kissing her mouth tenderly on the lips. A simple kiss, the usual; he pulled away, asked, “So, what’s going on?”
“Just fixing dinner,” she answered, brushing herself off; a few splotches of clam chowder had dappled her pink shirt, but she didn’t care. “Clam chowder, lasagna and rolls… Which are still in microwave.”
“Microwave?” he asked, grinning. “Aren’t you supposed to cook them in the oven?”
She laughed, playfully slapped him against his flabby chest. “Cool it.”
She continued to stir the soup, carelessly retrieving the soaked spatula from the steaming broth; he moved around the kitchen, scanning the countertops, the bowls of snacks – his eyes locked onto a jar of chocolate-covered pretzels – before he reluctantly asked, “When did Jason get home?”
Amy paused in her stirring, licked her lips. “He didn’t come home on the bus.”
“What’d he do, walk?”
“Some friends brought him home?”
“Who? Anyone from church? One of those friends?”
“Wouldn’t matter,” she said, turning to face him. Despair was plastered over his face; he knew she was feeling the same slaughtered pain he was reluctantly enduring. “All his friends at church are fake Christians. They’re all into the same crap as him.”
He shrugged. “At least their parents are.”
“Some of them.”
“Who was the friend?”
“I didn’t know him. Looked like a pimp.”
“Literally or in a comical way?”
She cocked her eyebrows. “Literal.”
“Great,” he said. “When’s supper going to be ready?”
She sighed, glad to be off that terrible subject. “Ten minutes?”
“All right. I’ll be right back.” He turned and strode from the kitchen.
“Where are you going?” she called out.
“To see Jason,” he shouted down the hall, into the kitchen as he ascended the stairwell, towards bedrooms and bathroom. The rock music buffeted his soul; he heard swear words, and bad innuendoes. Swallowing, he continued towards the front lines.
Amy sighed, turned back to the dinner. “Good luck.” 

●●

Jackson ascended the staircase; his ears felt ready to bleed with the heart-stopping music exploding from his son
s bedroom. His hand grasped the knob; he winced at swear words emanating from the room; the doorknob vibrated, the door itself pulsing as if on fire. Sighing, he let up a prayer and opened the door, stepping inside; Jackson literally felt as if he were swept off his feet and blown out the door, but he was still standing; his son flicked off the stereo, removing headphones.
“Hey, Dad, how’s it going?” he innocently asked. 
Jackson rubbed his ears, checked for blood: all clear. “Why do you blare the music if you’re listening to it on headphones anyway? Supper’s almost ready. Lasagna and rolls and some of your mom’s clam chowder.”
“Will you bring me some up?”
“I think it’d be best if you ate at the table—“
“Dad, I’m working on a report…”
“What report is that, a report on Marilyn Manson and his music’s effect on ear bones? Why do you listen to that trash anyway? It’s nothing but sophisticated guitar mixed with babbling garbage. Why don’t you give the CD to me?”
“That’s all right, Dad…”
“Why don’t you have a seat?” Jackson blurted, pointing to the disheveled bed.
“I’m fine standing, I’ve been sitting all—“
“Sit down,” Jackson growled; Jason eagerly found himself on his rump on the bed.
Jackson took a seat in the computer chair after shutting the door; he rolled it over the carpet to the edge of the bed. Leaning forward, he rubbed his chin before saying, “Jason, I’ve never wanted to do this before. I don’t know how to begin—what father really does?—so I’ll get to the catch. You’re turning into a fool, an idiot. Listening to this garbage, hanging out with those freaky friends of yours, giving in to temptations on the computer and with your girlfriend… Where is my son who always read the Bible and prayed three times a day and before every meal, who refused to do anything God wouldn’t approve of, no matter what? You went from my godly son to one of the vilest things I’ve ever seen! But like God, that doesn’t make me love you any less. You’ve screwed up your world, Jason, you’ve screwed it up bad. From your 15-year-old point of view, the implications are hidden. Implications such as premarital sex or hanging out with brain-dead hippie losers.”
“Dad, come on,” Jason urged, “I don’t make fun of your friends, if I did—“
“All my friends are accountants. Your friends are drunken drug-addicts.”
Jason shook his head. “I don’t believe this—“
“Do you think I believe it anymore? Six months ago I would have laughed if anyone told me I’d have to have this conversation with you. But here I am, heartbroken because my only son has turned away from his family, his real friends, from me, and most importantly, he has turned away from God!”
Jason leapt to his feet. “Shove it, Dad. I’ll eat alone. Thanks for the talk, and I’m sorry you’re heartbroken, but things change. Get over it,” he snarled, and raced out the door, slamming it behind him, leaving Jackson heartbroken and alone, quiet sobs pouring through his veins. 

2032 Hours 

Storm clouds gathered in the opal skies, tension-strung; they burst like woolen shards, torrential rain pounding into the tarmac of the runway. Trees shook and shivered in the wind, stripped of leaves; aircraft came in, mere dabbles of light, shuddering and skidding over the water-slicked runways. The stocky visitor, storage and control buildings scattered about were lit up with ivory yellow light, illuminating the raindrops falling like icy daggers. Men in orange raincoats maneuvered vehicles loaded down with baggage, all the while wiping rain from their glasses with finger-windshield wipers. The controllers in the tower leaned over their consoles, watching the airplanes come in, nervous; even with the blinking strobe light affixed atop the conning tower, the rain was so horrendous the pilots were literally blind. They had no more than their trustworthy instruments to guide them and their passengers to safety.
“Boeing 747, en route San Diego to Cincinnati, landing on Runway Seventeen.”
“Cessna citation, Haines & Haines, positioned for taxi.”
“Control tower, Boeing 747, en route Cincinnati to Boston, in the air, no problems.”
The lead controller rubbed his chin, his eyes, yawning. The hum of the computers and the droning of the rain above and on the sides of the tower would have usually sent such a weary soul into deprived sleep, but the hostility of the situation kept him on the balls of his feet. Someone by a computer crooned, “This storm cell is moving east, lots of rain behind it. It’ll get better, but not without getting worse first.”
“Then keep focused,” the controller ordered. “No slacking. None. Keep it cool.”
The radio slurped, “Hercules Cargo, en route from Canada, landing on Runway 7.” The voice was deeply Hungarian, the controller thought; or Austrian. He wasn’t aware of international cargo being flown down south from the bordering nation. 
He grabbed the radio. “I wasn’t aware of an authorized—“
“Check your sheets,” the voice replied. “My men are going to pick up the cargo.”
The controller snatched a sheet, found the registrar. Frowning, he rolled his fingers together, wondering what was going on. He had just read over the sheet last night before leaving for home; no Hercules had been on the list. Setting it down, he fingered the radio before barking, “I’ll send some of my men to help you out. We’ll meet you at Hangar Thirty-Four…”
“No, thank you, Control. American militia is already carrying the cargo off.”
The controller glanced behind him, to overhead monitors. Sure enough, camouflaged Jeeps had pulled in through the gate with clearance, soldiers in ponchos standing in the rain, hands tucked into their pockets, staring into the sky or talking in little bunches. He looked wanly at the second-in-command before grasping the radio, saying, “I’ll have to authorize this before I allow—“
“Listen, Control, we have some very valuable cargo for the American government. Perhaps you weren’t aware that interfering with International political relations regarding classified government operations is served with a bottle of vodka, a slab or blue cheese and some dressing, not to mention a fine of up to 3,000 dollars. I suggest—no, I demand, for your sake and the sake of the cargo—that you allow us to load and unload, and we will be out of your hands. Understand?”
The controller opened his mouth to protest, but snapped it shut. “All right, whatever. Get out of here fast, and get that airplane off this airfield. I command this airport, and I have the authority to command you to get the heck out. With this storm, we don’t need interference.”
“Of course,” the pilot smirked, and the connection was cut. 

2049 Hours 

Amy set steaming lasagna, moist rolls and creamy clam chowder on the table, pulling out the chairs, an extra for company. Calling like a wild hyena in a windstorm, she almost had to grab for safety as Jessica and her best friend Barby stampeded into the room, throwing themselves into their chairs. Jason appeared; he took some food and went out the front door. Jackson appeared on the steps, rubbing his eyes, and entered the kitchen, plopping down with an indigenous sigh.
“No luck?” Amy whispered into his ear as they sat down.
“None,” he said, scooping some food onto his plate, and helping Jessica with hers.
“He might need some more time,” Amy said. “I talked to Emily from church…”
“We don’t need outside help, Amy, okay?” Jackson stewed. “I can handle this.”
“Great job you’re doing. Our son just left the house.”
“At least he stopped by the table,” Jackson groveled. “Amazed he did that.”
Amy helped with Barby’s plate, then dug into her own. “Didn’t hear any yelling.”
“Yeah, we pretty much just snapped back and forth. He doesn’t listen. I swear his brain produces chemicals that block out my voice, not to mention the voice of reason! He sees nothing wrong with prancing around with that slut of a girl, and eventually that under-the-bra deal he’s pulling is gonna end up with herpes. Naturally, he doesn’t see that one coming. Far as he can count his marbles, things are great. Where did his passion for righteousness go? Where did his passion for God vanish to? I just hope it hasn’t gone completely.”
Amy sighed, taking a swig of soda. “Maybe we should talk to Mike...”
“No, leave Mike out of it. He’ll just convince Jason to rebel more.”
“Mike does have experience. Jason respects him.”
Jackson glared at her, spitting, “More than his Dad?”
Amy leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms. “That’s not what I meant.”
“We’re falling apart, Amy. We used to be… the best of friends. Now he treats me like I’m an unwanted, vile, degrading, dog-licking, yellow-bellied, bloodsucking, sorry piece of monkey crap destined to rot forever in hell.”
Amy’s eyes went wide. “Wrong idea, nice choice of words.”
“I just want… I just want things to be better, Amy. Things to be normal.”
“He’s a teenager, Mel. This is normal.”
“No, Amy, this isn’t normal. It needs to change.”
Amy offered, “Well, tomorrow is King’s Island. How about we switch up. You go with Jason and I’ll go with the girls, into Hannah Barbara land. The place where dreams come true. I think I can handle it; you’d die there.” She laughed. “How’s that sound?”
“Knowing Jason won’t be up for it… Why not?” 
Amy reached over, draping her hand over Jackson’s. “Don’t worry. Things will be great. You can bond, get to know each other more, and hopefully it won’t deteriorate when you step out of the park, but with God’s help that won’t be a problem. What could go wrong?” 

0534 Hours 

“Synchronize watches,” Graber said; the men around him tapped their digital wrist-watches, taking breaths as they ticked. Everyone was tense, worried, anxious, but willing. All except Graber; he pushed through the doors of the Cincinnati based apartment complex, out to several boxy white vans. He jumped into the driver’s seat; Arnold Grueber took a seat next to him, checking inside his brown vest to make sure the pistol was still there; the others loaded into the other vans, in the cab or the back. Graber ignited the engine, and under the slowly rising dawn as the sun climbed into the sky, stretching tickling-orange tendrils over the drifting cirrus clouds straddled in the opal blue heavens.
“Do I sense fear?” Graber demanded of his best man, Grueber.
“Not at all,” he replied, taking a breath. “You?”
“Don’t screw us up. You know the answer. Shut up and let me think.”
Grueber took a swig from a bottled water. “You a praying man, Kommandant?”
Graber shifted gears as they sped onto the freeway. He leaned back, hands on the wheel, and firmly groveled back in Austrian, “Den ich nicht glaube an Gott” I don’t believe in God.
 



Chapter Two: The Hellfire 

0831 Hours 

J

ackson’s ears burst with electrifying intensity as the alarm blared in his ear. Rolling over, he flicked the switch, turning it off, and laid back in bed. It was rare for him to sleep in the mornings; he had to awake at five for work on weekdays, around seven thirty for church and on Saturday’s he mowed lawns for some extra spending cash [he was up around eight, done around noon]. Now it was 8:30, and he wanted to set a record for sleeping in, but the sound of feet rushing up and down the steps in the hallway lulled him from his sleep. Opening the bedroom door, he told her to knock it off, then took a pee in the bedroom’s built-in restroom, showering and dressing for the day. Before he went downstairs, he woke his wife.
Jessica had poured herself a bowl of Oreo-O’s and was gobbling them down like a drunken bird in a sea of worms. Jason hung up the phone, glanced over at his dad, left the room. Jackson turned as he walked out the kitchen entry, asked, “Who called? Or did you call someone?”
“Nothing, Dad,” he said, and jogged upstairs.
Jackson poured himself a bowl of cereal, slurped it up, threw it in the sink. “Where’s your mom?” he asked Jessica as she finished her food and tossed it into the sink. “We have to be leaving soon if we want to get there in time to beat the rush traffic. Amy!” he called up the stairs.
She fumbled down, already dressed, fingering the insides of her purse. She took one look at the sink and glowered, “Put your dishes in the dishwasher, Jessica. You know not to just toss them into the sink. You’re not the only person, got it, so show some respect?” She pointed a finger to the sink, and Jessica—grumbling—began putting the dishes away. Amy looked into the sink, demanded, “You had two bowls for breakfast? You know the rules, Jessica: one bowl of cereal for breakfast; we’re on a tight budget.”
Jackson hurriedly left the room. “I’ll get the car ready.” Outside, the sun had crept high into the sky, melting the shivering coldness of the night into oblivion. He nestled into the driver’s seat and started the Porsche’s engine; it sputtered and spat a few moments before turning. Jackson honked the horn a few times until Jason came out, followed by Jessica and Amy together, in a ferociously deep argument. They quieted when they jumped into the back; Jason rode up front.
“Don’t forget to pick up Barby!” Jessica sang. “Do you know where her house is?”
“I do,” Jackson said, pulling out of the driveway, accelerating down the road.
“Dad?” Jason asked; Jackson glanced over at him. “Some of my friends are meeting me there, so you don’t have to pick them up. We’ll pretty much just be hanging out all day, at the water park. So you and Mom and the little kids can be together. Is that cool?”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa, who approved this?” Jackson demanded.
“Jessica’s having a friend! And you don’t even have to pick them up!”
“What friends are these? Are they fellow tear-drops?”
“Dad! They’re not gangsters, all right? Jeez, grow up.”
Jackson scowled. “Grab the cell phone and tell them you can’t make it.”
“Dad, I’m not going to do—“
“Look, this is our time, Jason. You and me. Not you, me, your friends.”
Jason swore; Jessica gasped. Jackson snapped, “Watch that feisty tongue.”
“I can talk how I want to, got it?” Jason barked. “I don’t need permission.”
“You don’t need permission to be my son, that’s right! You are my son!” He revved up the highway ramp, looking for an opening to squeeze inside.
Jessica squealed, “Barby!”
“Sorry!” Jackson wailed as he got onto the interstate; he would get off at the next exit.
Jason folded his arms. “I’m going with my friends, Dad. You made me go on this darned trip even though I didn’t want to. Don’t spoil it by hanging out with me. You’re the last person I’d want to hang out with.” He stared grimly out the window, steam billowing from every pore in his body.
Jackson stared forward, working hard to keep down the tears. His rugged appearance on the outside was a mere mask; those killing words had stabbed right through his heart. Spots flew before his eyes, tears watering at his eyelids; he felt choked, dismembered; his own son had cussed him out and told him—in a way—that he was the scum of the earth. His wife put a hand on his shoulder, feeling his heartbroken, shattered pain; he felt rejected and abandoned, alone, his own son—his own flesh and blood—abandoning him for anything he could grasp at. Amy squeezed his shoulder; Jackson blinked back tears as they got off the highway to pick up Jessica’s best friend. 

0924 Hours 

A trio of white vans turned into the park entrance, going down the workers’ lane, parking close to the park entrance. Stepping out, all were garbed in black leather or tan leather jackets; all appeared rather chubby around the waste; they wore fat suits, underneath being the weaponry for the attack. The fat suits had been Grueber’s idea, to extinguish suspicion. Graber looked at his watch, said, “Approximately 36 minutes till everyone needs to be in their positions; that gives us 46 minutes until we begin. Gewinn.”
The rustic war-time veteran Tomahawk and his co-conspirator Kall slugged up to the gate, where they had been assigned to let cars in and out of the park; sweat dripped down their faces from the furious heat underneath the fat suit; they had gotten the jobs three weeks earlier, always wearing the fat suit, but today their true intentions would show through. Grueber and Hawkeye flipped their staff I.D. cards to take a position at the Group Sales entrance, stepping inside to allow people to buy tickets from behind a plexus-glass window. Hawkeye and Harbal were close to them, under the large overhang where people showed their member passes or handed them the tickets; they would also stamp peoples’ hands to allow them to go out of the park, then come back in later. Janus and Lesley carried staff cards that allowed them to be inside the main buildings, where they would gain access to the Control Room through whatever means necessary. Graber ran Eiffel Tower guard duty—the Eiffel Tower was the monument of the King’s Island park—atop in the crow’s nest, and would watch the proceedings with binoculars. The other terrorists would be scattered throughout the park, posing as visitors, waiting for the sign to initiate the assault.
Graber took a deep breath. “Let’s ride.” 

0952 Hours 

Jackson was still a fuming toilet bowl as they pulled down the street leading to the park. Dense trees to the left were filled with wild animals such as squirrels and rabbits, and hotels rose like stocky skyscrapers to their right, with swimming pools shaded by dangling trees. The traffic was light, surprisingly; they pulled into the King’s Island entrance. A sweating, fat German took their tickets, directed them on; they found a place to park and got out, Jackson stretching—as he did so, he let out a shriek and fell against the door of the car, scaring the daylights out of Barby.
“Mel!” Amy yelped, running to his side. “Are you all right?”
Some other visitors rushed to the scene as Jackson fell to his rump; they were elder people with their grandchildren, asking if he was fine, offering to go find a medic if it was needed. Jason stared on, a dumb-founded look on his face. Jessica and Barby hovered over, Amy kneeling down next to him.
He shook his head. “I’m fine. Muscle sprain or something. My back is killing me.”
“You’ve never had back problems before,” Amy crooned. “It could be serious.”
The man asked, “Are you sure you don’t want any medics? Cause I could get some.”
“No, I’ll be fine,” he said, standing, wincing in the process.
The grandma dug into her purse, handed him a warm blue packet of gel, a metal plate on the inside that strapped to the belt; it covered the lower back area. Jackson thanked her, said he’d return it, but she said it wasn’t needed, smiled, and she, her husband and the grandkids headed back to the park. Jackson strapped it on tight, said, “Well, I should be fine. No running for today.”
Jason grabbed his gold-member-plus card. “I’m going to go on in.”
“You’re staying with me,” Jackson said.
“Sorry,” he said, and ran off, knowing his dad was in no state to chase.
Jackson lowered his head in defeat; Amy tugged him towards the entrance. “Come on, Mel, there’s always tomorrow I know God has a plan for his life, and he’s going to bless you. He’s the captain of the blessing business, and he ain’t gonna shirk out on you. You’re the greatest blessing I’ve ever had.” They wrapped around each other and kissed, Jackson’s sorrow genuinely melting under her captive kiss.
Jessica and Barby sighed.. “Come on! I want to be on Adventure Express when the park opens! It opens in, like, two minutes!” They ran for the entrance, Amy jogging after them, yelling for them to stop; Jackson rubbed his back, thankful for the gel pad the lovely angel of a grandma had given him, and teetered after them in a drunken trot, getting more than a few looks from passing cars. 

1002 Hours 

“You’re here?”
“Don’t get too excited,” Desmund Rupp said as he flashed his I.D. and entered through the water park entrance. To his left was a building draped in phony beach grass, built of plastered bamboo; a trio of harrowing water slides called Fasttracks, speed slides, was right next to it. The water park held such attractions as the glistening wave pool, now silent, Surfside Bay, WipeOut Beach—the only surfing beach in the Midwest—, Ultra Twister, and the looping King’s Island and Miami Valley Railroad. Rupp wasn’t exactly unfortunate when he served duty in the water park, with the dazzlingly gorgeous women in two-pieces walking around, feeding his luscious eyes for hours. But he would be running post in Rivertown; he wasn’t exactly excited, but money was money.
“Who you filling in for?” the entrance guard asked.
Desmund sighed. “Al. He’s in Chicago. I havta work Rivertown for a while.”
“Well, have fun. Did you contact the boss?”
“Yeah; he says Al is walking on thin ice as it is.”
“You know it. Have a good day, Desmund.”
“You too, Alec.” Rupp barked back, on his way. He left the water park, taking a weathered path past picnic tables and scattered trash cans. Through Splat City he passed, abandoned until the gates were officially opened; they always opened a little late. The kiddy’s all time favorite section, Hanna-Barbara Land, was adorned with wild colors and statues of cartoon characters; some dress-up costume men in cartoon character dress stood around holding their head masks, talking and drinking sodas, complaining about the head. Northward he entered Rivertown: The Beast roller coaster looped in wild swirls through the forest, White Water Canyon—usually a churning chasm of water in a harrowing gorge—was quiet and unmoving, a still river littered with nighttime waste; the Back Porch Stage held bluegrass artists and country singers on the weekends; Rivertown Old Time Photographs was a classic, and the General Store sold paraphernalia and souvenirs. The Rivertown Mining Company sold gems and precious stones to eager buyers, forcing them to pay high over the base price.
Rupp leaned against an ornamental tree, the branches shadowing his form, bringing shade from the scorching heat. The Rivertown Goldrush Game was abandoned; Rivertown Basketball behind him was occupied with a high school student making sure the stuffed prizes were lined up in excellently-placed rows; the King’s Island and Miami Valley Railroad was staffed by two lovely young girls talking, whom Rupp was eyeing with bad intent. The train rumbled past, the engine warming, the horn tooting; the driver of the train waved out at the girls; they waved back. Rupp grunted, closed his eyes, thought of his bed, and was filled with agonizing fury for always having to take over that Al’s imbecile place. 

1002 Hours 

Graber looked out over the park from his perch in the Eiffel Tower, feeling the breeze wafting over the rough contours of his face. His dark, piercing eyes watched as visitors filled the space before the beautifully-adorned reflecting pool; from the Eiffel Tower, he could see the tower’s reflection in the water. The edge of the reflection pool was lined with decorative trees and picnic tables; shops and restaurants lined the walkways surrounding the pool. People milled about in bunches, groups, heading out for separate ends of the park; guards held back the visitors at certain points until the park ended. Graber grabbed his radio as the barricades were removed and people stormed into the park; most walked, others ran for their favorite, most popular attractions.
Graber flicked on the radio, spoke into it, “The park is open. Alle Einheiten berichten.” The radio was filled with chatter as all units reported; everyone was in place; the operation was green light. “Tomahawk, Kall, close off the front gates and get down here. Make sure the parking lot is empty before you join us down here. Everyone else, once Tomahawk and Kall reach the front gates, close down the park and proceed. Over and out. I’ll be watching. Remember, nicht annimmt Ausfall.” Do not accept failure. 

1003 Hours 

Kall glanced into the other booth, looked straight into Tomahawk’s eyes. Tomahawk stepped out, dropped the closed sign. Drivers cursed and turned around under Tomahawk’s direction; Tomahawk walked to the entrance in his fat suit, placing the barricades there.
One of the staff workers jumped from her perch. “What the heck is he doing?!”
“His job,” Kall said, ripping open his jacket; with a knife, he slit down the middle of the fat suit, tearing it up into two pull-away sections. Reaching inside, he withdrew the rustic M4; the girl opened her mouth to gasp, but caught several bullets in her chest, thrown back, dead on the spot. The other staffers leapt from their posts, crying out in shock; Kall raised the weapon to fire, but Tomahawk appeared, slapping a hand down on his shoulder.
“Let them go,” he growled; with his M4, he motioned the other staff members to bolt. They stumbled away from the park, tripping over their own feet as they lurched onto the road, running like wildfire from the scene. “You needn’t have killed her, Kall. She did nothing. She was worth nothing.”
“Those fools are going to blow it all!” Kall exclaimed angrily.
“No one can be frightened if no one knows,” Tomahawk retorted. “Let’s go.” 

1005 Hours 

Hawkeye tore a last ticket in half as the last visitor poured inside. People were wondering why no one else was returning, including staff members, but he and Harbal weren’t in question. Tomahawk and Kall entered, flashing I.D. cards, their weapons tucked under their jackets.
Tomahawk said, “The parking lot is empty. Close her down.”
Hawkeye nodded, announcing to the other staff at the gates, “We have been ordered to close down the park! A special gift to the newcomers. Shut them down.” The people stared at him as if he were kidding, but when he activated the first of the metal grills to be dropped; they realized he wasn’t shooting bull. They activated their own grills, and the entrance was closed off. Across the park, the other entrances were sealed.
“Did it come straight from Control?” a nerdy staff member asked.
“You could say that,” Hawkeye grinned. “Just don’t get too comfortable.” 

1007 Hours 

Janus and Lesley pushed through the crowds, joining Grueber at Group Sales. Without speaking Grueber abandoned the post; they walked down a brick cobblestone path; Grueber opened a door against the building with a key; the hallway was dim. Stepping inside, Grueber shut the door, locking the three of them inside. Lesley and Janus stripped of the fat suits, tossing them to the side, grasping their M4s like precious jewelry.
Grueber stripped of his own, led the way down the hall. Their beating hearts echoed off the corrugated pastry-white walls, ringing in their ears; veins bulged with the pulsing chasms of blood coursing through their half-panicked body. Grueber swung open a door to the Control Room; overheard monitors showed dozens of views of the park, while computers and radios were mounted onto the walls. The technicians turned—and threw themselves back, repulsed at the sight of three muscular Austrians with assault rifles.
“Everyone down,” Grueber commanded; the technicians dropped to the floor.
Janus moved inside. “We’re in control now. You will do as we say or you will be shot. Understand? Follow Lesley to the room where you’ll be held.” He pointed to his friend. To Grueber, “Give me a hand.” Lesley pointed down the hall; the technicians clasped their hands behind their heads and followed, shoved into a locker room. The door was locked and Lesley positioned himself outside.
The control building for the park wasn’t large; it consisted of some offices, a small private gym, and a few Control Rooms, interconnected with each other. Grueber and Janus had cleared out the Control Rooms, and Lesley was clearing out the offices, dragging the officials from their small enclaves, tossing them into the locker room under the threat of a bullet-riddled corpse.
Lesley entered the Control Room. “I’ll be guarding.”
“Is the building secure?”
“We’re secure. Tell Graber we can proceed with the take-over.”
“Give me a second,” Janus snapped. He worked hurriedly on a computer, flicking through screens, disabling communication systems in and out, ruining the radio servers between park radio units; they wouldn’t interfere with their own radios. He screwed some systems up, made sure all the entrances were sealed and locked, the only way to get in over a twelve-foot-tall barbed wire fence. The video feeds on the monitors above showed the park, the helpless civilians, the unknowing and powerless guards and security officers. “All right, we’re clear. No one gets in and no one gets out. And everyone but us is cut off from calling for help. The emergency systems are disabled; we’re in the green.”
Grueber snatched the radio; Lesley left. “Graber? Control Building secure.” 

1010 Hours 

Amy covered her eyes from the glare of the sun. “Mel? They closed the gates.”
Jackson sat down on a bench, wanting to rest his back; it hurt like a deranged monkey. “That’s strange. I’ve never heard of them closing the gates. Well, whatever, at least we got here on time. Man, my back hurts.”
Jessica begged, “Daddy, we want to go on the Adventure Express!”
“Give me a minute,” Jackson pleaded, “Daddy’s back hurts.”
“Daddy!”
Amy grabbed her hand. “Mel, I’ll take them to the Adventure Express. Wait for me at the exit, okay? I know you weren’t always the type to love roller coasters. Anything too fast makes you queasy.”
“Sounds good,” Jackson said; his family left. He found his eyes wandering for his son among the crowds, but he couldn’t find him. Images of his son in god-awful acts plagued his mind; he got to his feet, needed to use the bathroom, felt like he was going to vomit like a dog. The bathrooms loomed up at him as he swaggered inside, back cringing in pain. He fumbled into a stall, overhanging the bowl, chest heaving, mind swimming. What was wrong? He hadn’t felt so sick for years… 

1014 Hours 

Harbal walked up to the door into the control building; Stevenson joined him from the other direction. They stepped inside, shut and locked the door, threw their fat suits aside, handling their submachine gun Skorpions. Lesley had a bead on them the minute they entered, now sided up with him, holding the M4 in his hands.
“The negotiations will probably be through a backup communications generator. Janus shut down the main generators, but a lone backup can translate messages between outside sources and inside sources. Unfortunately it can tap into our radios, so we’ll have to keep quiet when it’s activated for negotiating. Just stand next to it; grab some hostages and threaten to kill them if we don’t get what we want.”
“I didn’t know we had demands?” Stevenson garbled. “This mission was to merely inflict terror and get out at the last minute, to shake the knees of Americans everywhere, to bring them down like the savage September 11th attacks. Instill terror in the hearts of everyone, young and old, to show them that their stubbornness is worthless. To pave the way for new generations of terrorists to take control and bring America to its knees. We’re a welcoming committee, not the buffet. So tell me, Lesley, what am I supposed to say? I was told I would be watching video cameras, not babysitting hostages and chatting with the police.”
“Things change,” Lesley barked. “Get used to it. I’ll show you to the room.”
“But what am I supposed to demand, dang it?”
“Make something up!” Lesley snarled. “Now hurry it up.”
Stevenson swore, glared at Harbal. Lesley opened the door to the locker room, dragged out a pair of technicians, forced them to prostrate over the ground. Slamming the door shut and locking it from the outside with a padlock and chain, he showed Harbal and Stevenson where to go; the hostages were slammed against the wall, driven out of their sanity. Stevenson and Harbal sat down next to a computer and a ten-foot-tall mainframe as Lesley left, shutting the door behind him.
Stevenson smiled at one of the hostages. “How you doin’?” 

1018 Hours 

Tomahawk got the all-clear from Graber, bolted through the crowds, Hawkeye and Malone on his tail. To their right was people eating and drinking; sprouts of flowering water billowed into the air, soft breezes of prickling water causing small children at the edge of the reflection pool guardrail to laugh. The terrorists carried their weapons under their vests; Tomahawk leapt onto a stage where a band was setting up to play; Hawkeye scattered to the left, Malone to the right. Tomahawk drew his M4, firing into the air; people screamed, falling back, the area suddenly deathly silent. The band members leapt from the stage, one falling down a patch of grass, rolling into the reflection pool. Men all over the park raised their weapons, firing into the air; the sound of firing could be heard from every direction. The terrorists screamed for everyone to get down; the people fell to their stomachs. Security guards drew their weapons, only to be taken out as bullets pierced their bodies; most security guards surrendered, throwing down their M9 9mm pistols and falling onto their chests.
“Can I have everyone’s attention?” Tomahawk said into the microphone. “Please stop screaming.” The screams gently died down. “My name is Tomahawk. I am going to be your father for the next couple hours. You are to do as I command.” His voice suddenly echoed all over the park, Janus feeding the transmission through the P.A. system. “For the moment you are under the control of a group of terrorists known as the Hammer of Light. Do not try to call for help; your cell phones will not work, and telephones and radios belonging to the security guards have been shut down. All entrances—and therefore exits—have been sealed, and we have the upper hand. We are spread throughout the park and will not hesitate to fire on you. Do as we say and you will not be harmed. Now, stand…” They stood, shaking, eyes wide with anxious fear. “Follow the men with the rifles. You are being herded into the Outer Limits: Flight of Fear building, where you will follow an underground storage tunnel to a gym approximately three floors under the park. There you will be held, under guard. Get moving!” 

1018 Hours 

Rupp’s fantasizing was shattered with the bullets that clipped over his head. Falling to the ground, he withdrew the M9 pistol, swinging it in the direction of the assailant. He was a German, it looked, or an Austrian; people screamed and dove out of the way as the man fired. Rupp rolled over the hard concrete, diving behind a Dip-N-Dots machine, fearing for his life and knowing he couldn’t protect himself or anybody just flat-out in the open. Bullets continued to spray through the air as he sprinted across the Miami Valley Railroad boarding ramp; he leapt behind the towering gate, over the railroad tracks, and disappeared into the forest, falling to the ground in shock, heart racing, pounding; through his ears he could hear announcements in a deep Austrian accent being made. People began stubbornly moving away, the place emptying. Smoking bullet holes had been clipped into the concrete, lead slugs nestled into wooden benches, piercing holes through flimsy metal plates behind concession stands. Rupp kept completely still, sweat stinging his eyes, M9 packed tightly in his one hand, the other pressed against a soil-flicked root for support.

The security guard watched as men, women and children were led at gunpoint away from the area. Rupp realized the weapon was an M4, a military-issue rifle, and he knew immediately that these weren’t mere disgruntled, depressed kids on crack. These guys were serious, lethal, and determined—but for what, Rupp couldn’t imagine. What psycho terrorist would even think about overtaking an amusement park; the very idea sounded impossible, but lo and behold, it was being done.

Rupp made sure the area was completely empty; the foreign terrorist scanned the trees, the train tracks, the shops, stalls, and checked the bathrooms. Rupp lowered his eyes and stayed still; the man turned tail and left, holding the M4 at the ready; Rupp could hear voices in the distance: barked orders, crying and whining, spurts of gunfire. No one lived close enough to hear them and be concerned—Paramount owned most of the land surrounding the park, for future expansion. Rupp unlatched his radio, flipped through channel after channel on the frequency, but only got static. Swearing, he tossed it to the ground—it was deadweight. They had also ruptured the communications lines between the radios. It would take severely sophisticated equipment and a highly-evolved plan to carry that single thing out, and yet it was crucial for the terrorists if they were to keep the park under their fingernails. Once again, Rupp’s image of them being narcoleptic teens suffering from I’m-mad-at-my-father-and-I-want-to-kill-someone syndrome dissolved into a fiery realization that he was witnessing a cunning and elusive plan activated by mortifying professional killers—he prayed to a God he didn’t believe existed that no one would be hurt, but he couldn’t imagine that being the truth.

Rupp rolled onto his side, back beginning to hurt, and tried to figure out what to do. Just sitting around was pointless—he had to do something. His dark past simmered into his mind, but he shoved it down, vowing to never go there again. But now this had happened, and his resolutions flew out the window, sucked from existence into a vacuum of insanity. The thing he needed to do, he figured, was call for help; his radio was dead, and the only phones that could not be switched off were in the Headquarters room in the complex; that was secret information not even the terrorists would know, placed there by security reasons. It would have to be switched off from the outside—he feared they might have already sacked the phones from the outside, but couldn’t risk it. He shakily got to his feet, still utterly unsure of what to do, and emerged from the trees, holding the pistol in hand. Making sure no one was around, he left the train station, sneaking into the park, hoping to God no one would see him, but knowing it was inevitable.

The past was about to be relived.

1020 Hours 

Jackson had been hunched over the toilet, shaking hands on his knees, as he puked into the toilet. He vomited again when he saw  his own mashed-up insides floating carelessly inside the bowl. Flushing and feel flushed himself, he wiped beads of sweat from his brow with the tail of his shirt, then drank some water directly from the faucet, getting strange looks from people entering and exiting. He had such a hard time working to release the gel pack, he went insane and locked himself into the large stall, prancing around like a wild knight on a bucking steed; every time he reached for the packet his back screamed in agony. He fell against the wall in pain, mad at himself for his own idiocy.

As he had been fuming against the wall next to the toilet, his ears were riddled with the screams of panicking people and plumes of gunfire. Terrified, he rushed out of the stall and into the street; people were streaming for the exit, plodded along by a soldier at the far end of the reflection pool, next to the beautifully, articulately-trimmed gardens surrounding the base of the mock-up Eiffel tower. Horrified and filled with the greatest lack of common sense even the devil would give him, he bolted back into the bathroom and threw himself into the stall, slamming the door and cowering behind the toilet, heart madly cracking through his ribs as his mind raced to the well-being of his family: Amy, Jessica, Jason, and the girl he was responsible for, Barby. Two other guys rushed into the bathroom, standing next to the sinks in fear, telling each other to shut up.

Outside the bathroom, it grew deathly quiet, the life sucked from the streets, now littered with uneaten food, abandoned strollers, bags of merchandise and fluttering papers briskly flapping about the cobblestone pavement. Jackson kept completely silent, breathing slowly through his nose, nearly asphyxiating from the lack of breath. The two guys started talking; he figured it might be all right, but as he got to his feet, bolts of electrifying pain shooting up and down his spine threw him down. Suddenly a shadow lacerated the floor outside the door, and against the silhouette of a man was a long, narrow barrel of a gun. In deeply accented Austrian accent, English words were spit at the two men at the faucets.

“Get down!” the Austrian screeched. “Down on your knees, hands behind your head, or I shoot!”

Jackson’s mind went blank for mind-numbing fear; the men were protesting.

“Down, I said!” the terrorist belched. “Get down! I no say it again!”

The two men shouted back; one spat, “There is another man in here, in the stall, kill him!”

“In the stall?” the Austrian asked; suddenly bullets chewed through the door of the stall, splintering the wood and ricocheting all over the inside of the stall, plinking into the tile and leaving smoking craters in the toilet and plumbing; Jackson didn’t make a squeak, his voice lost; a bullet whizzed right past his head, singing his hair, slamming into the wall, hurling chips of burning tile against his neck, scolding the skin. The Austrian snapped, “No more man in stall,” and the sound of screams and gunfire shook the room; two thumps, and footsteps as the terrorist left, leaving Rupp alone in shock and stupefying terror.

He watched as blood ran in streams between the tiles of the floor; he got up onto the toilet, closed his eyes, and cried.

1023 Hours 

Graber descended the steps of the tower, racing down the abandoned streets, into the Headquarters building. Lesley was already there, and grinning to make a point. Graber demanded to know how it was going; Lesley proudly admitted things were running as planned. “The entire park is now being completely loaded into the underground gym; some of the guys are checking the shops and rides, clearing them out; anyone who refuses is shot.”

“Any problems yet?”

“None… Except for a couple reports of people being exterminated, not obeying.”

“Petty stuff; they should know better,” Graber said. “Any calls in or out?”

“None out, I can tell you that,” Lesley grinned. “Some attempted inside.”

“Any suspicions?”

“They couldn’t get through, said they’d try back later. Won’t work, of course. All communications has been shattered. Eventually they’ll wise onto something being wrong, but by then, the package will be blown and we’ll be out of here.”

Graber evilly grinned. “Have the plastic charges been placed?”

“He’s getting started, at all entries and possible places of opportune entry. The SWAT team will be slaughtered if they try to get in here.”

“Amen to that,” Graber snarled.

“I thought you weren’t religious?” Grueber asked, standing in a doorway.

Graber shook his head. “I’m my own God.” 

1025 Hours 

Rupp moved stealthily, silently, moving behind trees and shrubbery, ducking under abandoned stalls and moving through shops to avoid walking in point-blank on the dusty, wide streets. He hadn’t seen a soul for what seemed decades as his heart rivaled the heart of the world—thumping so madly they echoed louder than his footsteps over broken glass as he passed below a shattered window, bullet holes laced around the room. As he moved around a cabinet holding merchandise, his blood chilled at the sight of blood; he followed the trail to a corpse behind the register, the hand still wrapped around a small pistol, the head all over the walls and floor. Rupp’s stomach turned sour, vile biting at the roof of his mouth; he went into storage, through a back door, and continued walking through connected stores, off the streets.

The security guard stepped out of a side door, into an alleyway blanketed with dappling trees and empty trash cans. The dark alley opened into the sunlit street; unmoving children’s roller coasters, mini-drop zones, desolate carts for hot dogs or dipping-dots, Cartoon-Character rides. An entertainer’s Yogi Bear suit lay strewn over the ground, the fur rippling in the wind, the trees whispering. Rupp peered around the corners, made sure no one was around, and hugged the left wall that loomed over the parking lot, flitting about buildings and rolling ironworks of steel and heavy bolts, comprising complex rides that thrilled even the purest of thrill-seekers. Above, the risen track of the elevated children’s ride cast illicit shadows over the concrete. Rupp leaned against a pillar supporting the elevated track, peered around the edge, saw nothing, the road stretching past a Medical-aid center and the entrance to a haunted house, and then emptying onto the wide streets and the reflection pool, the Headquarters on the other side of the—

The crackling of whipping bullets seared past; he dropped to the ground, rolling to the left, up against a bench. Smoke rose from puncture-wounds where he had been standing, but the firing had stopped. Rupp’s arms shook as he crawled behind a mini-log ride, hiding behind the steel perimeter gate; he peered between funnels of water, saw a soldier running towards him, holding an M4 in his hands, his radio clipped to the belt. Rupp raised the pistol, aimed between the two funnels, but knew the shot would be off; he cursed as the figure disappeared to his left, slowing as he rounded the side of the log ride. Rupp readied to fire, lining the sights over where he supposed the terrorist would appear, expecting—

A shout pierced the air; Rupp was driven into the ground, the assailant jumping from a funnel in construction, not filled with water. Rupp’s pistol slid from his hand; he was wrestled onto his back, glaring up into the face of the barrel of an M4. The terrorist knelt down, murky smirk on his face; he shoved the barrel into Rupp’s uniform; Rupp raised his hands above his head, surrendering; the terrorist said something in a foreign language, pulled a hand from the gun, reached for his radio—Rupp jerked his leg into the man’s crotch; the M4 fired, spraying into the concrete next to Rupp’s armpit; the security guard wrenched his body to the side, throwing the terrorist over the fence; the man yelped as he slid down a musty embankment, splashing into water; the M4 lay dangling on the fence.

Rupp got to his feet; the terrorist was already climbing the bank, soaking wet. Rupp grasped his pistol, turned to the fence—the terrorist grabbed the rifle, raised it, fired from behind the fence; bullets danced around Rupp’s feet. Rupp dove around the side of the log ride, landing hard on his side; he rolled onto his back, fired into the fence; the terrorist dove around, hiding behind a funnel. Rupp spun onto the balls of his feet, leaping over the fence, losing balance over the dew-ridden grass, sliding onto his rump, into the water, half-soaked. He dove under the shallow—but dark, murky, brackish—water, hidden, leaving the pistol on the bank; he swam slowly forward, not even a ripple brushing the surface of the water. The terrorist appeared, hailing the ground where Rupp had been standing with a vigorous spray of volatile lead. Smoke rose from craters; much to his amazement, the security guard was gone. He put a foot into the water, confused—and was wrenched under, flailing, gasping for air before he was torn under.

The two rolled over each other, kicking and punching, the water covered with foam and spray as they battled. Rupp’s face was battered with rock-hard fists; he bashed his head into the soldiers’ lip, splitting it right open, down the middle. Rupp rolled on top, lifted his head, gasped for breath, holding the terrorist under, the man’s fingers clawing at the security guard’s arms. Rupp groaned as he was kicked in the crotch; the terrorist leapt out, jacking Rupp in the jaw; Rupp fell backwards, into the water. Before the terrorist could pin him, Rupp grabbed the rim of a funnel above his head and pulled himself up; the terrorist got to close, caught a lead-toe in his nose; he fell back into the water as Rupp rolled into the dry funnel, swearing: he didn’t have his gun!

The soldier emerged from the water, blood streaming down his face, mixed with brackish water. He grabbed the M4, swung it around, fired bursts into the steel of the funnel. The steel shuddered violently, but the bullets didn’t pierce. The firing ceased; the terrorist reached for a new magazine; Rupp leapt from his hide out, slamming his feet into the chest of the soldier before falling to the ground. The soldier was thrown against the fence, M4 flying over, chattering over the ground. Rupp kicked him in the shins, then gave him a swift elbow in the back of the neck. The soldier collapsed, groaning and writhing. Rupp left him, climbing onto the abandoned platform, grabbed his M9 pistol, and left through the entrance, jogging down the street, leaving a trail of water behind him, jaw aching.

The terrorist slowly got to his feet, body battered and echoing with pain. He lumbered onto the platform, out the gate; he picked up the M4, leaned against the building, raised the rifle with weak arms; it suddenly seemed so heavy; he fired, the gun bucking into his shoulder. He dropped the weapon, the pain to much, and stumbled into the street. Rupp swung around on the balls of his feet, aimed, fired—the terrorist screeched, shoulder burning in pain; he thrust a hand over his wound, blood seeping through the cracks in his fingers. The terrorist cursed in Austrian, fell to his rump, breathing roughly; he unlatched his radio, flipped the switch, spat, “There is someone loose! Someone loose, heading for the reflection pool, from Hannah-Barbara! Malone reporting! I’m shot in the arm, he friggin shot me in the arm!”

The radio sizzled: “Hawkeye reporting: stand ground, Malone! I’ll take care of the freak.”
1028 Hours 

Graber opened the door inside the shop, descending several flights of stairs; Amanda Young was waiting, M4 in her hands. Graber pushed past the doors she was guarding, stepping onto a catwalk raised thirty feet above the oversized gym below. Daniel Hamlin and his prized Skorpion were on the other side of the room, the weapon trained on terrified crowds below. Graber slid his own Skorpion into the holster, leaning over the iron railing, eyeing the mortified crowds below. Approximately 380 people, crowded into the room, sweating, crying. Some had already begged to go the restroom, but Hamlin’s remark had been: “Pee on yourselves or don’t pee at all, you proud Americans.” 

Graber heard his radio crackle: “There is someone loose! Someone loose, heading for the reflection pool, from Hannah-Barbara! Malone reporting! I’m shot in the arm, he friggin shot me in the arm!” Graber’s eyes went wide; he locked eyes with Hamlin, then turned swiftly away, passing Young in the hallway, racing up the steps. The radio burst again, “Hawkeye reporting: stand ground, Malone! I’ll take care of the freak.”

Graber burst into the sunlight outside the shop, staring directly at the legendary roller coaster, The Beast. His mind was in a fury: how could anyone have escaped detection? And how hadn’t Malone, an expert combat operative, not been able to kill him? And how, in the name of all things sacred, had Malone made himself a clean target in the shoulder? His mind fumed; he unholstered his own Skorpion, stood outside; in the distance, sporadic gunfire rippled through the shattered quiet.

1028 Hours 

Hawkeye was inside the small outlet building underneath the base of the Eiffel tower; he emerged through the door, nestling down behind articulately-sheared shrubbery, raising the M4, aligning the sights over the road that emptied next to the entrance to the park, now closed down. “Come on, baby, come on…” Hawkeye growled; a figure appeared, jogging across the pavement; he wrestled with the weapon, splaying the sights over the figure, and yanked on the trigger. An evil grin splashed over his face as his eyes burned with a murderous passion; the figure continued to run as bullets laced all around, spraying scorching-hot shrapnel against his legs, even his face; some missed entirely and passed through the grilled gates, into the parking lot. The figure disappeared around the corner of the building to the far right; Hawkeye roared in anger, throwing his M4 to the side, unlatching the radio; he splurged, “The target is not hit! He is nearing the Control Building! He may be trying to call for help. Someone get the snot!”

1029 Hours 

Grueber stared at the radio, then burned bullets towards Harbal. Words were not needed; Harbal grabbed his Skorpion from the counter and raced out the door. Lesley was standing in the hallway; he shouted to know what the heck was going on, holding his own M4 at the ready. Harbal didn’t answer back as he threw his shoulder against the door, exploding onto the pavement; straight ahead, a figure stood against the door, loading a magazine into a pistol. He looked up as the terrorist stumbled from the building; Harbal nearly wet himself as he raised the sub-machinegun, prancing across the trigger; the bullets danced over the walls as Rupp dove into bushes; he grabbed a ladder against a tall fence and climbed, firing blindly over his shoulder with the newly-armed pistol; Harbal ducked inside the Control Building as bullets laced the door; Lesley leapt out, firing, but Rupp disappeared over the wooden fence. Lesley fired into the fence for good measure, but heard the footsteps disappearing.

“You moron!” Lesley roared. “You let him get away!”

Harbal was shaking so badly he could barely hold the Skorpion; Lesley raced across the pavement, climbing the ladder; he peered overhead just as pistol bullets sizzled the air around him; he ducked back down. A moment passed; he peered over, saw no one, climbed down the other side, standing amongst several dumpsters and rubbish-smelling trash. A door was held open; Lesley peered around the open door, into the dark of the hallway; it led into a storage room of a shop; shirts were in boxes and caps hung on the wall. Something rang in his mind: something wasn’t right. 

WHAM!
He hurled forward, thrown against the wall in the corridor; he swung around as the door slammed shut, locking from  the outside. In the daylight, Rupp sprinted away; Lesley banged on the door; he fired into the metal of the door, but couldn’t break the lock. Swearing, he turned and raced to the other side of the shop. Outside, Rupp found all the other doors to the other shops locked from the inside; he ascended a small metal ladder on the side of a building, holding low to the roof; suddenly bullets splashed all around him, Hawkeye firing from the base of the Eiffel tower. Rupp fired into a small grate near the corner of the roof; it caved in, tattered with bullet-holes; Rupp dove inside, smashing into a vent; it creaked and groaned; the bolts holding it up couldn’t stand the weight of his body and collapsed; the vent was torn in three pieces, Rupp in the middle section, torn from the two severed ages. Rupp’s let out a shoat as the vent smashed into the ground, breaking apart; he got to his feet in a cloud of dust, throwing himself against the wall; someone grabbed his pant leg; he swung the pistol around, finger around the trigger—but relaxed.

Jackson stared up at him in terror, thinking him to be a terrorist.

“Don’t hurt me!” Jackson shouted. “Please! I surrender!”

Rupp swore. “Who are you?”

“Don’t hurt me…”

“Who are you?” he snapped.

“My name is… Mel Jackson… Please, sir, don’t hurt—“

“I’m not one of them,” he growled, helping Jackson to his feet. “Now shut up. I’m being chased.”

“By who?” Jackson demanded, relieved to be in the presence of someone with slight protection.

Rupp rolled his eyes. “Who do you think? Stay here,” he said, and left the stall.

1033 Hours 

Graber heard the spots of gunfire in the distance, trying to imagine what was exactly going on, but things were so distant it was impossible. Suddenly the patches of single fire was blown away with automatic fire, then silence. He warily unhooked the radio, held it to his mouth: “Somebody, anybody, report. What’s going on? Is the target down?”

Grueber: “Lesley went after him, but he’s not back.”

Hawkeye: “The target disappeared into one of the buildings. Dove in from the roof.”

Graber pushed the talk button: “Lesley, are you there?” Silence. “Answer me, dang it!”

Static, then: “Lesley reporting. I’m inside a shop.”

Hawkeye: “The target is around there somewhere. Be careful.”

Graber: “Take care of that rodent problem, got it?”

Lesley: “I’m gonna blast his rear back to the Stone Age.”

Graber: “I suggest you do that…”

Hawkeye: “I’ll cover—Dang it!” He threw down the radio; the sound of bullets firing, then silence.

Graber cursed, disappearing inside the shop.

1034 Hours 

Rupp glanced around the side of the wall, the Eiffel tower’s shadow cast over the street. He reloaded the 15-round magazine of the pistol, made sure the safety was off, took deep breaths… He leapt out into the street, sprinting towards the entrance. At the base of the tower, Hawkeye was speaking into the radio; he cursed, threw it down, raised the M4, but Rupp had dove into a window, the glass webbing and breaking as he dropped through; he landed in a sea of flying glass, rolling into a case of mugs; the case teetered, then toppled over, the glass mugs shattering; from the other side of the room, Lesley dropped the radio and raised the M4.

Bullets sprayed through the window, thrown against the walls; Lesley screeched, throwing himself back into the other room as slugs burnt holes through the walls. Rupp covered his ears as he got to his feet and stepped over the fallen case, boots crunching over shattered mugs. He was well out of range from the M4 firing inside from under the tower; Lesley was hugging the ground, crying into his radio for Hawkeye to stop, but the rumble of Hawkeye’s M4 shut the pleas from his ears. Rupp situated himself behind an erect case, aiming at the doorway Lesley had come through; the M4 firing stopped; Lesley was yelling in the next room.

Rupp loped down the aisle, jumped over the counter, tackling Lesley as he emerged into the doorway. Rupp pitched over Lesley’s head, tearing him off his feet; Rupp did a flip in the air, carrying Lesley with him; he slammed onto his back, Lesley flying across the room, into the wall, gun flung in the other direction. Lesley had fallen against a pipeline in the wall, his back gored in pain; he raised his arms as Rupp gripped him by the collar; the security guard shoved into wooden crates, which broke as Lesley fell into them. Mugs inside the boxes broke and shattered, piercing Lesley’s clothes and digging into his skin as Rupp angrily smashed his foot into Lesley’s chest. The man howled in agony, right arm convulsing in a seizure.

Rupp stood above him, let him be; he holstered the pistol, picked up the M4; Lesley lay groaning, left hand wrapping around a piece of shattered porcelain, long and jagged. Rupp moved around the stack of barrels, faced Lesley, the M4 in his hands. He lowered the barrel, aligned the sights over Lesley’s chest. “You tried to kill me, you tried to screw me over,” Rupp snarled. “No one screws me over.” He pointed to the radio on his belt. “Give me that and I’ll only shoot you in the legs instead of the chest. A good trade, I think.”

“You wouldn’t kill me,” Lesley growled; he grabbed the radio.

“Tell them to get out of my park,” Rupp demanded. “Or I’ll kill you. And I will kill you.”

Lesley swallowed, seeing the imminent anger in his eyes, realizing the security guard was for real. He pleaded, “Please don’t shoot me… And they won’t just abandon everything for just one man. It’s not how it works. I’m just an expendable token in a game of chess.” He paused. “If you know what I mean…”

”Tell them,” Rupp roared.

“You don’t under—“ Lesley leapt forward, swinging the jagged shard through the air; Rupp ducked back, grabbed Lesley’s arm; Lesley kicked him in the crotch, sending him barreling onto the floor, the M4 sprawled at an angle. Lesley hurled himself atop the downed guard, thrusting the jagged blade down; Rupp reached up with one arm, grabbed the hand with the dagger; his other arm reached up, fingers gripping the wrist of Lesley’s other arm. Lesley pushed himself harder and faster; the blade was sinking, sinking, the tip nipping into Rupp’s neck, drawing a slight prick of blood; then the tables turned. Rupp fought harder and stronger; his right hand overpowered Lesley’s left, and he was able to twist his wrist around, the tip of the blade now aimed at his throat. Lesley’s eyes were wide, tearing in suspense and agony; he couldn’t move his right hand under Rupp’s furious grip; blood was draining from his hands, the guard’s grasp was so strong. The blade moved closer and closer; Lesley leaned back, flopped onto the floor; now Rupp was over him, and with a swiftness like nothing ever seen, he thrust his body into his arm, and the blade dove low, stabbing Lesley in the throat, piercing all the way through, breaking the skin at the rigid spine of his neck.

Rupp jumped back; Lesley’s arms went limp, thumping about, his eyes sagging in death. Blood pumped from the wound as he suffocated, lungs filled with his own wastes. Rupp watched as Lesley’s body went lifeless. Looking away, his heart went cold at what he had just done. He hadn’t wanted to kill him; he hadn’t killed Malone, he didn’t want to kill Lesley, but it was inevitable, an act of defense. Now the terrorist lay amongst broken crates of mugs, covering the floor with his own blood, eyes blank and shallow, chest unmoving, throat a riddled mess.

Rupp gathered the radio and the M4, left the room, shutting the door behind him.

1038 Hours 

Graber stood with Young at the door to the catwalk above the gym. He grabbed his radio, asked, “Lesley, is the target down?” Both he and his female counterpart leaned closely to the radio, hoping for an affirmative. They got no response. “Lesley? Are you there? Answer!” Nothing, not even bits of static. “Does anyone know anything?” he bellowed.

Hawkeye: “I saw the target enter a shop. No one’s come out yet.”

Graber: “Has anyone heard from Lesley? Speak up if you have!”

Suddenly static issued from the transponder, and an unfamiliar voice crackled, “I’ve heard of him. I heard his screams and pleas as I sucked the life out of his tattered corpse.”

Graber’s eyes went up in confusion. “Who is this?”

“Why don’t you tell me who you are, herding people away like cattle and killing those who refuse?”

Graber, infuriated, snapped, “You have no authority—“

“You’re wrong. I do have the authority. Don’t screw with me again.”

“Who in God’s name is this?”

“Your rodent problem,” the radio sizzled, and then it went blank. 

Young stared horrified at Graber. “Lesley’s dead? Lesley was an ex-Green Beret! He was a pro!”

“This rodent problems has a radio… He could call for help if he wanted, from the police, or Feds…”

“He’d screw everything up!” Young burst. “The TNT hasn’t been placed yet!”

“Get a hold of Grueber. Tell him to cut all radio communications until this guy is exterminated.”

“That’ll screw us over, sir. That’s not a very good idea, if we stuck to the plan, it’d be—“

“The jerk that just killed one of our men screwed the plan over! Now do it!”

1040 Hours 

Rupp slid the radio into his pocket and the pistol into his holster; he managed to go around the back of the building, and pick the lock to the back door of the bathroom, not wanting to get stuffed with bullets from that gunner on the base of the Eiffel tower. He stepped into the bathroom; he opened the stall, saw Jackson sitting on the toilet, head leaning against the wall, torn rubbish from the vents scattered all over, the vents above dangling like torpedo tubes.

“What was your name again?” Rupp asked, leaning against the wall, wiping sweat from his brow.

The man looked up. “Mel Jackson.”

“Jackson? Okay. How’d you manage to live. I saw two bodies near the sinks.”

“They didn’t know I was in here. They shot the other two, didn’t even give them a—“

“I know, I know,” Rupp said. “They’re all over the place. They’ve completely taken over the park.”

“Are they killing anyone else?”

“Only those who don’t surrender to them, I think,” Rupp said. “Why?”

“My family is here… I’d be destroyed if my family were to be killed.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Rupp said. “What do you do for a living?”

“I’m an accountant.”

“Then you’d better take the pistol,” he said, handing him the weapon. “You know how to work this?”

Jackson threw it at his feet. “I have this thing with guns, you see, I don’t kill anybody.”

“Ethics change, my friend. I’m not giving you a choice.”

“I’m not going to do it.”

Rupp picked up the M9. “It’s already loaded for you. Take it.” He held out the pistol, but Jackson waved his hands, beckoning it away; Rupp threw it into his lap. “Don’t screw with me. I am very, very fragile right now. You want to know why? Because I just killed someone. I don’t enjoy killing people. It’s not my right as a mere animal to take peoples’ lives, you understand? But I did it or else I’d have been killed. And I’m promising you, these guys don’t care about peoples’ lives. They’re terrorists, got it? And terrorists kill innocent people. It’s already been done to those who have refused. And they won’t stop there. They’re naturally bloodthirsty. You are going to shoot whoever I tell you to, whoever tries to kill you, or your family could die, do you understand?”

“God won’t let—“

“Shut up about God, he doesn’t exist.”

Jackson took a deep breath. “Whatever. But I seriously can’t kill anyone.”

“Look, I’m leaving,” Rupp spat, “and those terrorists are going to come looking for me. And when they find you, they will probably kill you thinking you’re me, and you’ll reap the harvest I’ve sowed. I’m leaving. Keep the pistol, come with me, and cover my back. I’m not asking you to kill anyone right now, all right? Just make sure no one sneaks up on me. Can you do that?” Jackson didn’t reply. “Can you do that?”

“I don’t have to kill anybody?”

“No.”

He stood, back aching. “If I don’t go, I’ll be shot?”

“Shot dead on the toilet. Come with me if you want to live.”

Jackson bit his lip. “I don’t have much of a choice, do I?”

“Not a bit. You have a chance of living if you come with me, and so does your family. If you won’t do it for yourself, if you won’t do it for me, then at least do it for your family, all right? Because they could very well be victims, along with you, and your entire family will be broken apart no matter what. I’ve seen it happen before.” He took a breath. “So what are you doing?”

Jackson shook his head. “Just don’t get me killed.”

Rupp took a deep breath. “Let’s get going. We may not have much time.”

“What are we going to do? They probably far outnumber us, and they’re professionals.”

Rupp held open the stall door for his new partner. “They’ve shut down all communications between the park and the outside. They were able to do that from the Headquarters. My plan was to access some of the phones unable to be shut down from the park, but they’re in the Headquarters and heavily guarded, so we’re going to go to the backup station. It’s not even in the records for the park, but I discovered it one time when using the bathroom—pardon the chance—and from there we’ll be able to call for help. That’s the plan.”

1045 Hours 

“What the heck?” Grueber barked; he glared at Janus. “Why are the radios out?”

“Graber ordered it,” Janus replied. “Probably because that terd has Lesley’s radio.”

Harbal stood in the doorway. “Do you think Lesley is really dead?”

Janus shook his head. “He was ex-Green Beret. No one could kill him. Whoever it is, he’s bluffing.”

Grueber ordered, “Go find Lesley and bring him back. And find out why he doesn’t have his radio.” Grueber couldn’t pass off the feeling that something was very, very wrong, and that they had dug up an anthill one too many. Lesley was ex-Green Beret, and had been considered probably the most lethal of them all, except for Graber, and maybe Grueber. So how in the world would he lose his radio if he wasn’t killed? He couldn’t help but feel sorry as Harbal left the room, as if a dark, ominous cloud was closing them off from all hope… all hope for hope.

“Everything is going to heck,” Janus growled, and watched the monitors on the wall.

Chapter Three: Blood and Tears 

1047 Hours 

T

hey exited out the back door, into broad daylight, the sunlight warm and compassionate on Jackson’s olive skin, a mere hindrance to the determination surpassing all greatness over Rupp’s edgy wrinkles and lines, making him appear as a rustic grandfather more than a security guard. Rupp opened a door leading out from the enclosed-back area of the shop, and they passed behind a few trees before hugging behind the back of another shop; ahead was the magnificent Adventure Express, a weak roller coaster mainly for children and preteens. Jackson kept looking down at his pistol, swearing to never use it, shaking at flashing images of his family in graves, or even at his own body being lowered into the ground. Rupp stopped them at the end of the building they were traveling behind, making sure everything was clear. Off to the far left, a mock-up water tower, ringed with a platform, stood against a backdrop of the ghastly Son of Beast, Drop Zone, Bungee Jumping, and to the upper right, the Go-kart tracks. And upon the ringed platform stood a man, his back to them; in his hands was the silhouette of an M4.

Rupp pointed to him, forced Jackson to look; Jackson nearly panicked at the sight of the gun, but reluctantly followed Rupp across the street to the other side; the man never turned or faced them, and they stood quiet underneath spreading branches from oak trees; Jackson sat down on a bench, but Rupp wrenched him to his feet, allowing no rest—Jackson was winded merely by the whole frightening reality of the event—for time wasn’t on their side. No matter what Rupp would say into a radio, nothing changed the fact that the terrorists were in complete control. He knew that cameras were probably watching them—and those cameras would feed into monitors where they would be watched by the enemy. Rupp just prayed they wouldn’t have to fight off fifty terrorist with one rifle with barely any ammo and a small 9mm handgun.

1049 Hours 

Grueber glared at the screen, enraged; two figures could be seen inching along the side of The Racer roller coaster, the ivory white iron beams rising high above them, the track deathly quiet, unmoving. He grasped the radio in his head, but knew it was dead; he desperately wanted to activate the radios, but knew it would probably cost them the entire mission if the two men found the right channel and spoke up. He could feel Janus’ tension also; both were sweating like hoardes of swine in scorching tropical heat. Harbal wouldn’t be finding those guys anytime soon; the nearest man they’d be encountering was Jared Bastion, who was at the entrance to the helipad, where the escape route was. Grueber hoped to God, Satan, the angels and demons that Bastion would see the two guys before they passed; he handled the radio harder, hearing the bolts and nuts creak under the strength of his fingers and sweating palm.

“I wonder where they’re going?” Janus asked. “Do they know where the Gym is?”

“That’d be a stupid move,” Grueber growled. “The fugitives would be mowed down by our guys.”

“Then what do you think they’re doing?”

Grueber rubbed his eyes. “I just hope Harbal makes sure they don’t get past The Racer alive.”

1050 Hours 

All the game booths were abandoned, the doors held silently opened; a basketball rolled over the ground, pushed by the gentle wind; the branches and leaves whispered harmonious sonnets, oblivious to the torturous world around them. Rupp led them between two large arcade buildings; he gazed around the edge of the building to their right; between the white iron bars holding up the track of The Racer, he could make out a figure walking back and forth, holding an M4 in his hands; he looked their way; “Don’t move,” Rupp said; Jackson obeyed. The man’s glare shifted, and he continued pacing.

“He doesn’t know we’re here,” Rupp said. “And I don’t want anyone to know we’re here.”

“If we try to run across the street, he’ll know,” Jackson said.

“We need to get rid of him.”

“You need to get rid of him. I’m not killing anybody, remember?”

“Of course,” Rupp said smartly. “Wait here.”

“Don’t get killed.”

“Thanks for the heads-up.”

1047 Hours 

“He’s going through the bars of The Racer,” Janus said. “The other one’s staying behind.”

“He’s trying to get to Bastion,” Grueber glowered. “See? He’s coming out the other side of The Racer, climbing over that fence. Now he’s on his belly, crawling around the fence behind those bushes. He’s smart; Bastion won’t be able to see him. So now what’s he do? He doesn’t shoot—he goes around the large silo of the Outer Limits, around the main building… See, he’s doing just what I predicted. He’s looking over the fence, watching Bastion. Bastion doesn’t notice him. The fool is probably in a daze. So now he’s going to flat-out shoot—“ He stopped speaking; over the monitors, Rupp propped his rifle against the gate, then continued to move; the small sight-seeing helicopter rested unmoving on the tarmac. “He’s going to try and jump him,” Grueber said, grinning. “But Bastion will notice—he’ll take him out in an instant. He’s peeking around the edge—he’s getting ready to run…”

“Grueber,” Janus said, “look at the other guy… What’s he doing? He just picked up a trash can and tossed it up against the bars. Now he’s diving back around the side of the arcade. What was that for? What an idiot…”

Grueber shrugged; he looked back at the other monitor—and nearly choked on his own throat. The first guy was already leaping through the air, slamming into Bastion, sending him to the ground! “It was a distraction, a bloody distraction! Curse him, curse those two freaks! Who’s the nearest one of us to those guys, except for Bastion? Tell me!”

Janus’ mind swam, then, “That’d be Aaron Kall, at the entrance to The Beast.”

“He’s too far away to hear anything… Bastion has two guys on him… Well, one is a coward.”

“He can handle them,” Janus told himself as he watched the screen. “He used to be Special Ops.”

1052 Hours 

Bastion’s rifle had scattered across the pavement; Rupp jacked him in the face, over and over; Bastion hurled him away with his strong arms, sent him rolling over the ground, up against the opposite side of the fence to where his own M4 was lying. Bastion leapt atop of him, pummeling him into the ground; Rupp gasped for air as he struggled to free himself. He wrapped his legs around the man’s waist, and jerked him backwards; he fell to his feet, jumped back; Bastion lay flat on the ground, squirming to get up as Rupp kicked him several times in the side; the third time, Bastion howled in anger and rolled into Rupp’s legs, withdrawing a knife and stabbing into the boot; the steel plate protected his foot. Rupp jumped back, the knife embedded into his shoe, and he dove for the rifle; Bastion was right behind him; he assailed from behind, kicking the security guard in the small of the back, crippling him to the ground. Bastion leapt over his writhing form and dove for the rifle, but Rupp grabbed his ankle; he fell short, grunting on the ground. Rupp crawled on top of him, grabbing the man’s scalp and driving his face into the ground repeatedly, the terrorist sucking for breath under the blows. Rupp felt a stab in his leg; the man had kicked him with his knee; Rupp slid forward, grabbing the end of the M4; as Bastion towered overhead, he raised the rifle, squeezed the trigger; Bastion dove to the side, the bullets slicing through the air.

Rupp rolled onto his side, the man ducking behind a small beverage cart; Rupp got to his feet, fired several bursts into the metal hull of the cart, punching holes, but not catching any flesh. He backed up the ramp to the entrance of Flight of Fear, and backed into the doorway, into darkness. Outside, he heard swearing as his pursuer raced for the doorway. Rupp turned and ran through the darkness, the room not even lit; he stumbled over poles and cloth dividing markers that made up the queue line. He finally stumbled around the large, ornamental, phony flying saucer, which held the entrance to the ride; he got onto his belly and rolled underneath, standing on the other side; he leaned against the cold steel of the saucer as he heard a click, then a rolling.

The sound was all too familiar. He dove behind some storage crates as the grenade exploded; hot air whistled in from underneath the saucer, scorching at his legs. Brilliant light filled the room, the blast echoing in his ears. He ducked onto his stomach and stared underneath the saucer—the cloth dividers were on fire, sprayed around, lighting up the interior of the room with a sulfurous reek. The shadow of a moving figure could be seen through the smoke, approaching the saucer; Rupp slid the sights of the rifle underneath the saucer, let off a silencing burst. The man screamed as his feet were shredded with high-caliber bullets, torn apart and dismantled; he fell onto his side, screaming and writhing in agony. He slowly got to his feet, legs shaky but able; Rupp yanked down on the trigger, but the magazine was empty, and he didn’t have any reloads. He grabbed the rifle as he rushed forward, sliding under the saucer the way he had come through.

As he launched to his feet, Bastion delivered a blow into his face; Rupp sagged against the saucer; Bastion’s feet left puddles on the floor, but his ex-military determination went beyond the physical realm; it was life or death, and he played the pawns to his liking. Bastion hollered out as punch after punch, blow after blow was sagged into his jaw; it dislocated, and in the next instant, Rupp jabbed the butt of the rifle into the man’s crotch. Bastion stumbled back; Rupp tore the butt of the rifle into the man’s face, sending him onto his back. Rupp bashed his face in once more, and—trying to run—slipped on the blood from the tattered feet. He fell onto his tailbone, pain shivering up and down his spine. Bastion was already getting up, slowly, in a daze, battered; Rupp scrambled to his feet; at the sight of the terrorist unlatching yet another grenade, he jumped the burning patches of cloth and staggered up the steps, into a small room filled with engraved, alien-like writings. Bastion appeared at the foot of the steps; Rupp swung around, into the other room; slamming into a large glass canister filled with green water and holding a phony mummified alien corpse.

“Come here, you chicken-crap!” Bastion snarled, hurling a grenade.

Rupp propelled himself through the air, falling down into the pit between the roller coaster train ready to be loaded and the one behind it, in the tunnel. As he landed roughly over the trimmed tracks, the grenade exploded, the blast sending flame overhead, the heat unbearable, the echoing blast ringing in his ears. All the tanks against the far wall exploded open, the plastic corpses falling to the floor, water gushing everywhere, pouring down onto the tracks, puddling over the electrically-run steel bars the trains ran across. Rupp raised his head, pulled himself over; the bottles on the far wall were cracked and frail, water leaking in streams, miniscule waterfalls. Rupp pulled himself onto the ledge; Bastion appeared in the doorway, standing in the puddles of water; the walls were licked with flames, climbing higher and higher, soon to engulf the entire building.

“There’s nowhere to go,” Bastion groveled. “I’m going to kill you, you mother-licker.”

1055 Hours 

Kall had heard gunfire; knowing the radios were off, so he couldn’t find out what was happening, he risked it and began running towards the sound of sporadic gunfire. He scampered past a roller coaster to his right, the large moving theatre, and found himself sprinting past game booths the beloved Racer to his right. The gunfire had disappeared, followed by a muffled blast that had sent shockwaves rippling through the air, and he stood facing the Outer Limits, when suddenly he heard a brief explosion, the walls of the building holding the inside-roller-coaster seeming to shake and shudder; spurts of light poured from the doorway.

Something crashed to his left; he gripped the M4 even tighter in his hands, and moved towards the first arcade building; the lights inside were on, and the door was opened. Movement to his left! He turned his gaze, saw Hawkeye with his M4 standing next to bumper cars, under the overhang. Hawkeye pointed, told him to enter and check things out; Kall took a breath and stepped into the arcade; Hawkeye sat down on a bench and readied to fire if anyone other than Kall came out.

Kall moved through the game booths, the slot machines, the massage-your-feet-for-a-dime contraptions. One of the lights flickered and sputtered; he approached the front counter, where you could turn in tickets to purchase cheap merchandise. Something inside told him someone or something was below; far to the right someone emerged, flung towards the wall; he turned and fired, only to find his bullets ripping through the cloth of an overstuffed toy bunny. A figure leapt from behind the counter, tackling the man to the ground; his hands wrapped around the M4, trying to steal it from the man’s grasp. Kall tore the rifle from his hands, kicking Jackson to the ground.

“You fight like a sissy, it’s a wonder anyone’s made a big deal out of this,” Kall murmured.

Jackson raised his hands to protest, but was kicked in the side; he screeched, rolling onto his side.

“Thought you could take out Lesley, huh, and so you could get the rest of us?”

Jackson’s heart skipped a beat as the tip of the man’s shoe whipped out over his face, splitting his lip. Jackson tasted blood as he lay propped against the counter. The soldier  tossed his rifle to the side, drawing a knife, tossing it between his hands. “Do you know how this crap works?” he growled, letting Jackson’s wide eyes bore into the flickering knife. “I’m gonna kill you, you know that? Kill you like a sorry, soft-butt fish, you homosexual butt-monkey. I’m gonna do what you and all Americans do—suck the lives out of everyone who tries to feed a family!” He kicked him in the ribs; Jackson rolled onto his side, gasping for air, seeing spots.

The terrorist laughed. “I’m gonna take pleasure in gutting you, freak.”

1055 Hours 

Rupp pushed himself against the far wall, next to the control console, a pair of webbed-glass containers holding alien corpses, slowly leaking, to either side of the control console. His eyes glared at the terrorist as he slowly climbed onto the train, gingerly heading forward to choke the life from Rupp’s dangerous body. Rupp stared at the train tracks, at the water, at the train itself, and at Bastion. The train tracks were steel, the train was steel, water was forming dense puddles between the tracks and the wheels of the trains. The control console was some sort of plastic, and fragile containers of water were to his right and left, ready to be poured out; Bastion took one step from the train, eyes burning as coal, thirsting for bloodshed.

Rupp’s mind exploded with creativity, with perfection; he leaped to the right, slamming his balled fist into the glass of the container; the glass broke, spilling; he ripped his hand out, glass shards wedged into his skin. With the other hand he did the same to the bottle on the left; the water gushed out, glass blown in every direction. Bastion climbed down from the train, only to be barraged with water; he lost balance and shouted, thumping down on the train, then sliding down the slender nose of the train, into the hollowed-out cavity for the tracks.

Rupp jumped atop the console, leaning down; both hands stung and burned, tiny glass shards engraved into his skin. Tiny streams of blood flowed along the contours of his hand; he looked up at Bastion, who was practically swimming in a current of water gathering in the cavity with the trains. Bastion’s arms were dangling over the edge; Bastion’s determination was sucked with the color from his face, as if in a vacuum, as his eyes laid on his hand, the switch above the Activate button lifted.

Bastion croaked, “Don’t—“

Rupp bellowed, “Who’s the mother-licker now!” He pressed the button; Bastion opened his mouth to scream, but was silenced as electric currents from the track laced up and into the water, seizing his body, jerking it back and forth. He screamed, teeth chattering, shredding his tongue; the water bubbled and steamed from the trains beginning to move, the gears under the water; Bastion went silent as smoke poured from every pore on his body; vacant eyes stared upwards as the rolling train began humming, gears shifting. He somehow cocked his head to the side, stared dazed at Rupp atop the control, and then the train shot off like a rocket: Bastion was instantly dragged under, torn to shreds under the fading electrically-charged water. Rupp hit the emergency button and the trains stopped, grinding to a halt; the electric generator snuffed, the water back to normal.

Flames now ascended and descended the walls, climbing over the ceiling, blocking the doorway. Rupp realized with horror that the building was going to burn to the ground—he rushed forward, leaping over the sloshing water in the cavity in the floor, now stained with traces of blood and floating flesh. He spun out of control over the watery floor, sliding down to his rump, shooting through both doorways on a current of slick water, thudding down the steps.

The entire room was engulfed in flames; timbers from the ceiling fell in showers of sparks. Dangling cables and electrical wires swung back and forth, hissing in dying torment. Rupp tossed the M4 rifle behind, dodging falling metal beams and timbers; the metal of the fake saucer began to melt, dripping to the ground, smoking. Pitch black smoke hovered at the ceiling, almost as if night had gathered above the flames. The heat was unbearable; Rupp felt his skin crawling as if on fire; not a square piece of the room was untouched. He launched himself up against a flaming wall; it was so weakened by flame that he fell through, stumbling into cool, open sunlight; he slammed into the railing, buckling over; he landed hard on his back, bashing his head; opening his eyes, he saw the entire wall up in torrential flames, shaking as if in an earthquake, stained charcoal-black. The awning over the side of the building had already collapsed, the timbers burnt, the metal poles melted into smoking pools of glistening silver.

Dazed and confused, Rupp somehow found footing, and scuttled away from the burning amusement park ride. He fell against the wooden fence, gasping for breath, as flames completely engulfed the building, tearing down the walls. As the tunnel leading to the silo cracked apart, water gushed out onto the grass and pavement, knocking over concession stands and sending beverage machines onto their sides, fire splitting and cracking their metal hulls. The first train slowly fumbled down from the tunnel as the tunnel was turned to brimstone; the silo began to burn, a magnificent sight, the main building collapsing in a fury of sparks, smoke and towering flames; the debris flew in every direction, Rupp diving behind the cart he had driven full of holes earlier.

1101 Hours 

Hawkeye had forgotten all about Kall and the arcade, and was staring up at the burning Outer Limits. Abruptly his thoughts of sorrow for Bastion, who was probably locked inside, turned to worries that the burning building would bring in the firemen, or at the least arouse suspicion if no calls for help were made. Hawkeye then felt rage, rage that some petty refugee that escaped their grasp could execute Lesley and take out an entire building. The entire plan was falling apart! He considered telling Kall that the real refugee was inside the Outer Limits building, causing a fire, but knew there wasn’t time: he’d make sure Bastion got out alive and that coward of a man would eat his own blood for his execution meal.

He loped underneath the overhang from The Racer, seeing the building shudder. With a roar it collapsed, the shockwave sending him to his feet. Hawkeye’s rifle went flying with the blast; he skidded over the concrete, back torn up and lashed with the ride over the concrete; his shirt was tattered and torn, back raw and bleeding as he stood, eyes staring into the fiery inferno engulfing the scorched, parched, destroyed building; the silo continued to burn.

Hawkeye panted under his breath, leaning forward, hands on his knees, shocked and in awe at what had happened. He was sour at Bastion’s death, but exuberant over that mangy mutton’s extermination. Without a doubt, Hawkeye figured, he was dead in that building. As he began standing to tell Kall of the win/lose deaths, he smiled, knowing he’d get credit for taking out the pest, for avenging both Lesley and  Bastion’s gruesome deaths. As he turned to shout to Kall about his excitement, the color paled from his face as a rock-solid fist slammed into his gut.

Hawkeye doubled over, falling to the ground; Rupp kicked him in the side, rolling him over. Hawkeye swept out his legs, tripping Rupp to his feet. Both jumped up at the same time; Rupp swung, Hawkeye ducked, the swift delivery flying overhead; he pummeled his fist into Rupp’s chest, sending him buckling over in pain, sucking for air. Hawkeye kneed him in the face, shoved him over, and grabbed his M4, which was lodged between rubble from the burnt-out skeleton of a building. He swung the barrel around; Rupp was right there, bashing his arm against the barrel; as the gun fired, the bullets missed, burning the air by Rupp’s ear. Rupp grabbed the M4 with one hand, and the man’s throat with the other; Hawkeye gasped as Rupp squeezed hard, making the terrorist’s eyes bulge; he jerked his hand back, tearing out his jugular and throat, along with bleeding flesh. Unable to breath and with half his throat missing, Hawkeye released the rifle and fell to the ground, slowly suffocating to death as he writhed for a few moments on the ground, then lay still.

Rupp stepped over the body, carrying the rifle over his shoulder as he approached the arcade.

1106 Hours 

Minutes had passed; the terrorist was bathing in his glory, mocking Jackson while kicking and punching him repeatedly. Jackson’s eyes swam in the back of his head as he was lifted by the collar of his neck and thrown atop the glass counter, casting a shadow over prizes inside the case. Kall pressed the blade of the dagger against Jackson’s throat, hissing, “No more fun and games, you happy-to-be-filled butt-hole. You’re gonna scream through your throat now!”

Jackson’s left arm danged behind the counter; as the terrorist positioned his arm to slit the accountant’s throat, Jackson gripped the handle of the pistol, which he had placed behind the counter when he had hidden, because he didn’t like holding guns. Now all that fear was drained, replaced by the fear of his life; suddenly he no longer cared for his patented ethics; he raised the 9mm up and over his body, the barrel staring Kall in the face. Kall’s eyes went wide with shock as the pistol roared; the terrorist was thrown backwards, face impaled, blood spurting in every direction. His body fell to the ground, left leg thumping over the ground.

Jackson rolled onto his feet, back still aching, the gel pad not helping too much. His clothes were stained with hot blood from the man he had just blown away. He stared fixated on the corpse, knowing that was his handiwork. He had sucked the life from another; he turned his eyes as someone appeared in the doorway. He raised the pistol; Rupp raised his hands, letting him know who it was.

“You all right?” Rupp asked.

Jackson swallowed. “A little sick to the stomach, but fine. You?”

“Fine,” he answered. “You killed someone.”

“I know,” Jackson said, walking past him, outside. “Don’t tell me about it.”

1111 Hours 

Grueber and Janus stared unbelieving at the monitors, their minds trying to grasp what had happened. The one who had moved around the Outer Limits: Flight of Fear building had fought with Bastion—an ex-Special Operations officer—and had been chased into the Outer Limits building. The building had been burnt to the ground—that man left, without Bastion. When Hawkeye approached the burnt-out building, he had his throat ripped out, and then the second guy walked out of the arcade moments after the one entered; they were both now heard northwards, towards the motion theatre. Bastion, Hawkeye, and Kall were assuredly dead—and all by two men, one who wore a mere security uniform and another a fugitive civilian, if the monitors didn’t lie.

“Who the heck are these people?” Grueber pondered angrily.

Janus stared wide-eyed at the screens. “A security guard and a civi…”

“I know that,” Grueber snarled, leaping from his seat. “But who are they?”

The door opened behind them, Harbal entering. “Lesley is dead. He was stabbed in the throat with a piece of pottery, it looked like. A coffee mug shard. And—don’t think I’m crazy—but it looked like something was burning, towards The Racer?”

Grueber glared at him. “We just lost Hawkeye, Kall and Bastion. You get to Graber and tell him what’s going on, and go fast. They’ll be reaching his position fast. They might be heading for the Gym, ridding of any opposition along the way.”

Harbal nodded and raced out the door.

Janus shook his fists, muttered, “Satan help us!”

1115 Hours 

“So why is it you’re so against killing in defense?” Rupp asked as they walked along.

“I just don’t like to kill people. But when you’re about to be killed, your mind shifts gears.”

“Yes, it does. So tell me: why do you believe in God, especially when this is happening? I used to believe in God, until I saw all the evil and bad in the world. I figured that there couldn’t be a God with all the terrible things that have happened. My experiences in my old career only drained me more of the belief in God, and I just think that anyone who does believe in God hasn’t really seen all the evil in the world.”

“How can there be bad without good?” Jackson asked. “I mean, you can’t say something is evil if there’s nothing to compare it to. The Scriptures says that we are automatically ‘installed’ with the knowledge of right and wrong, hence what we see as evil and good. But if there is no God, then we have no installed system, so how could one determine what was evil and not evil? And don’t say that its just something society installs over time as a young child; how could that be true if cultures from all around the world, separated for thousands of years, all have the same instincts and beliefs on what is good and what is evil? In order for there to be an evil, there must be a good, and vice versa. You yourself believe in evil… so why not good? But who would set the boundaries between evil and good? God would—God is the rule-maker, the installer. You can’t say a line is curvy if a straight line doesn’t exist.”

Rupp sighed. “Well, he left me a long time ago, if he does exist. My life has been terrible.”

“Good things don’t automatically happen to good people, that’s in the Scriptures also,” Jackson said, warily watching as they passed a large game booth, the open windows dark and forboding, imagining a terrorist leaping out with a sub-machinegun and literally tearing them to pieces. He shuddered. “Jesus said there would be wars and rumors of wars. I take comfort that while I may not exactly be living a life of love right now, I’m at least helping others. Way I see it, better for me to kill than be killed, and for over a hundred—or even a couple hundred—people be killed by these guys. God himself led the Jews to war several times, and he was with them, so maybe he’s with us now?”

Rupp turned around on his heels. “God is not with us, he is against us. Understand?”

“Then how are we still alive? A security guard and an accountant wiped out three guys?” He jogged after Rupp, siding up alongside him. “Come on! We’re beating the odds here, don’t you get it? If it was just us in an atheistic paradise, then we’d probably be dead by now. We’re against the odds, you can’t deny it.”

“You’re against the odds,” Rupp said. “I’m not.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?”

“I worked with the government half my life. I’ve seen this stuff first-hand. I’m used to it.”

“Is that how you kill quickly and without hesitation?”

“No. I was just trained by the best. Canadian Intelligence.”

“Canada?” Jackson mouthed. “Did you say Canada? Who fights good in Canada?”

1119 Hours 

Harbal threw open the back door in the shop, rushing down the steps, fumbling into the barrel of Young’s M4. He pushed the barrel away, spat, “Where’s Graber? I need to speak with him immediately.”

“How’s that little rat doing?” Young perked. “Get him yet?”

“Not exactly,” he answered, pushing through the door, onto the catwalk, suspended above the silent, praying, contemplating prisoners below. Young watched in confusion as he raced across the catwalk and blew through another door, leading to a smaller room with a table and some chairs, a bright light, a pinball machine in the corner; a large metal plate was suspended by cables from the ceiling; atop it were bundles of cords and wires, a few outlet boxes, some electrical equipment. Graber was on his feet as Harbal entered the room in a fury.

“What’s going on?” Graber demanded, instantly knowing something was terrible wrong.

“Sir, Kall, Hawkeye and Bastion are all dead! That guy, that moron, killed them!”

“Are you serious?” Graber gasped. “All three were killed? Including Bastion?”

“Yes, sir. He even killed Bastion.”

Graber fell back into his seat, in a daze.

“Sir, Grueber says it’s a security guard.”

“A security guard? That’s insane. Security guards couldn’t even touch our guys!”

“The monitors don’t lie, sir.”

“There has to be a mistake…”

“Sir, they’re coming up here. They might be trying to enter the Gym.”

Graber leapt to his feet. “I’ll post Young, and tell her to report every five minutes. You rush back to the Control Building, and get Grueber to turn on the radios; this thing is getting way out of hand. I need everyone to report back every five minutes, with any details whatsoever. And get that sniper rifle to Tomahawk, on the water tower. We’re gonna make sure these guys pay every last penny for every God-given precious life they took of our men.”

1121 Hours 

“So you’re an ex-cop,” Jackson mused as they passed the gates to both the moving theatre and a small roller coaster; Jackson accepted the shade from sprawling trees with ecstasy, his shaking from the gruesome act fading with the gentle rays of the unconcerned sun. “So why should I expect you to get us out of this god-forsaken mess?”

“I’m not a cop, never was a cop.”

“Yeah, you’re a security guard with a bad attitude, I get it, and you rode horses in Canada.”

“I wasn’t a mounted guard, and I never rode a horse when I did my work,” he groveled, running his hand over the gate leaning high to their left, holding within the magnificent roller coaster. “I jumped out of helicopters or rode underwater submersibles. I worked alone, with no identification except phonies that I needed to get the job done. If I were to be caught, no one would ever know; my family would be told lies about my death, and the Canadian government would deny even knowing me, and if I was traded to them, they’d be forced to execute me as if I were a foreign criminal. I’ve worked in the harshest environments, from the ice caps in the Antarctic, to the jungle of Venezuela. I even did some clean-up in the Himalayas, and took care of a pesky scientist in southern Egypt. Don’t ever call me a cop again, or I’ll be tempted to blow your head off.”

“You don’t like cops?”

“My father was a cop. I love cops. It’s just not for me. Cops don’t do what I do, they don’t have the guts to do it. I don’t work with petty drug dealers and transsexual prostitutes; I don’t prevent gang rape in washroom and I don’t investigate homicides. That’s for the cops. I’m the one who caused the mayhem and got out fast before anyone could see me, or even suspect me. I pulled sabotage and did some recon; I used to set some old foreign friends straight from time to time. Cops are definitely needed for small national problems, that if left unchecked, would upset the balance and safety of everyone. I do the higher state of affairs; international junk.”

“What kind of ‘junk’?”

Rupp smiled. “Trade secrets, my friend.” Suddenly he stopped, gripping the rifle; Jackson tensed his fingers around the M9, scanning the area, a panic attack building through the very marrow of his bones. Rupp took a deep breath. “I feel like we’re being watched… But no one’s around, not that I can see. Stay close. Follow.”

1123 Hours 

Harbal’s scalp barely peeked over the edge of the dusty window as he watched the pair casually walking down the street. He hadn’t known there were two guys; he’d only thought one of them had been responsible. He noticed one had blood all over his shirt, and the other had dried, cracking blood on his hands. He imagined what gruesome techniques they had used; the two men stopped; Harbal dove down to the ground, hugging his Skorpion for dear life. When he peeked over the edge again, they were gone. Taking several deep breaths, he made sure the Skorpion was ready to fire and opened the door, gingerly moving in the opposite direction, not even thinking to warn Graber, for it was obvious they weren’t going to the Gym, which was located beneath an artificial pond. He hugged close to the buildings, watching their figures disappear behind scenery in the distance, then he ran for the Control Building, strength gaining once more in his legs.

1125 Hours 

“So what were you, a Canadian Marine or something? Special Operations?”

Rupp licked his lips as they climbed over the fence, moving into the forest; Jackson was glad to leave the streets behind. In his mind’s eye, that was where all the fighting, all the death, all the harrowing experiences occurred, and he wasn’t going back for the life of himself, unless Rupp demanded it, and it had gotten to the point where whatever Rupp said, Jackson did, for Rupp seemed to have at least a vague idea of what to do. “You could say Special Operations. Secret Special Operations, though. Keep that in mind.”

Jackson ducked low under a branch, following Rupp. “Secret? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“If I told you, I’d have to kill you.”

“That’s just some Western-movie bullcrap, I’m not an idiot.”

“How many people have you heard of who found out?”

“Ummm… None. Why?”

“Exactly.”

Jackson jumped over a fallen log, branching twigs and brambles out of his way. “Look, we’re probably going to die, and I’d be really upset if I never found out, because how would I honor the one who has saved my life so many times?”

Rupp grinned. “Why don’t you take a dump, Jackson; you’re so full of crap.”

Jackson laughed. “That’s what my wife says.”

“So how is your family? You have a wife? What’s her name?”

“Her name’s Amy. She’s beautiful, everything I’ve always wanted. I also have a daughter, Jessica, my pride and joy. In elementary school. Then there’s Jason. I love him to death, but…” He found himself choked up. He hadn’t shown Jason much love lately, they’d been so full of bitter fighting; the thought of losing him caused his entire being to swell up, bloat, and burst in sorrow.

“But what?” Rupp asked.

“Did you ever have kids?”

“I had a wife once. No kids. We had two miscarriages, then gave up.”

“I’m sorry…”

Rupp labored, “It was a long time ago.”

1128 Hours 

The door to the Control Room opened; Grueber snatched his M4 and leapt to his feet; Janus was on his heels, M4 at the ready. Harbal stood there, and behind him was a shadow. Harbal moved to the side; Malone staggered inside, pale and purple, in shock from blood loss.

“Jeez, he’s nearly dead,” Janus said. “Why didn’t you come earlier?”

Malone was in a trance, but he was able to reply, “Hawkeye said…”

“Screw Hawkeye, he’s dead,” Grueber grimaced. “Janus, Harbal, find a doctor for in this place, and force him to get an IV into Harbal. If he refuses, shoot him and use his own blood. Force him to cooperate. Then take out his friends. Give him some energy to do what we want, understand?”

Janus grabbed Malone under the armpits; Harbal took him by the feet, saying, “Grueber, you’re to turn the radios back on, and contact Graber immediately with any news. The guys were heading for the train station last time I saw them; they might be going to the water park, but why, I can’t imagine. There’s nowhere large enough to store all the hostages. The only place is the Gym…”

“But they don’t know about it,” Grueber said. “I’ll flick on the radios. Just get Malone some help.”

“Not a problem,” Janus said; the trio disappeared out the door. Grueber got to work.

1130 Hours 

Rupp pushed away palm fronds, revealing train tracks running horizontal to them. Up against calm water, from the corridors of the Whitewater Rafting, was a ramshackle house, designed in Western fatigues, with barrels scattered about, among broken farm equipment and a beat-up ancient Ford pickup. Rupp stepped over the tracks, told Jackson to stay back; Jackson crouched, ready to fire the pistol as Rupp slowly made his way to the front door, opening it with a creak. There was no upstairs, as appeared from the outside, and the large room was abandoned except for a small toilet and some flattened cardboard boxes against the right wall. Hairy spiders scattered with the presence of light; Rupp closed the door and joined Jackson at the tracks.

“No one’s in there, but I didn’t expect there to be. It’s just a storage facility, decorative.”

“So now what?”

“The backup phone lines are in the water park, next to the wave pool. You have to access it through steps from the beach shop, a small underground tunnel, then you get to the room. A small grill along the concrete surrounding the backside of the wave pool vents it, keeps it cool. We have to get over there, access the backup lines, and call for help. From there, we wait, I think, if possible.”

“So we’re almost done?”

“You could say that. Now come on.”

He couldn’t have been more wrong.

1133 Hours 

 “Beautiful, radios are working!” Grueber exclaimed. He snatched his radio, flipped it to the right frequency, spat, “Stevenson, Dessel, the target is moving towards you, probably through the woods, since they aren’t showing up on security cameras. Be prepared. Take them out.” He didn’t tell them about Kall, Lesley, Hawkeye or Bastion—no need to damper spirits. “Take care of this rodent problem. Failure is not acceptable, you understand?”

Static, then: “Understood. We’re gonna flush these crappers.”

1135 Hours 

The enclosed water slides towered above them; Jackson hugged the ground as Rupp climbed over the fence, climbing down onto a bench, then onto the concrete; he ducked low and against the high-rise wooden platform that rose up to where people boarded the slides; he quickly searched for anyone, saw nothing, motioned for Jackson to come across. Jackson jumped down, joined him at his side; the two of them looked into each other’s eyes, felt the fear and intensity: this was a new section of the park, undoubtedly it was guarded. But by whom, and where at? For all they knew, their fragile, so well-cared for bodies could be in  the crosshairs of a Remington sniper rifle.

Rupp went to the left, Jackson to the right; Rupp moved close to the wooden beams, Jackson working not to fall into the water and passing under the shadows of the twisting, turning blue tubes bolted high above his head. In front of them was the paved street; few benches were thrust against the metal fence guarding the lazy river, the water now stagnant, flies and mosquitoes flitting over the water’s surface, inner tubes still stacked up; one was in the water downstream. Across the still, shimmering water was shrubbery, a perch for a lifeguard, some gnarled trees, and the rising fray of yet another slide.

Jackson glanced over to ask which way to go when he felt something pass by his ear. He slapped at whatever it was, thinking it was a mosquito, until another slammed into the wooden pillar right next to him, boring through, sending splinters and dust flying as if from a crater impact. Then the noise came—chattering of gunfire roaring in his ears, ringing all around; he jumped backwards as a bullet slashed by where he had been standing; he dove behind one of the tunnels, rolling into a ball; bullets peppered the tunnel, but couldn’t reach him. Rupp had jumped into the fray of wooden pillars, searching for a flare of fire, indicating the position of the gunner; once he found it, he raised the M4, squeezed off bursts; the firing ceased, then came again, lacerating the air around him, punching into the wooden pillars. Rupp closed himself as tight as possible; one bullet snipped the edge of his pants, the scorching heat of its passing burning with fiery intensity. The firing continued until it stopped with a distant click.

Rupp turned, stepped out from his hiding spot, fired up at the assailant, the gun shouting in fury. Leaves flipped and turned as they were clipped; the wooden platform was engulfed with a hellfire of lead and tracers. The gunner atop fell to his rump, reloading hurriedly; Rupp fired once, twice, began reloading as he sprinted around the edge of the pool, heart pounding, knowing he’d have to reach the base of the platform by the time the terrorist reloaded, or he’d be smoking—literally.

Rupp shouted over his shoulder, “Jackson! To the bunker! The bunker! Go!”

Jackson, filled with determination, rolled out from his hiding spot and raced in the other direction, the gunman not even realizing he was running off, too intent on slaughtering Rupp where he stood. The gunman—Stevenson—cocked back the trigger on the Skorpion, grinned, and thrust himself to his feet, throwing his weight against the railing, firing a steady stream of lead-tipped bullets towards Rupp’s body; bullets danced around the security guard’s feet as he jumped over the edge of the other side of the circular lazy river, dunked immediately in water. Stevenson fired into the water, sending fountains of brackish spray into the air.

An evil grin crossed his wicked face as he began reloading. “I got you now, dirty terd. Game over.”

Chapter Four: Infiltration 

1137 Hours 

J

ackson put one foot in front of the other, pounding beneath him as he nearly spun out of control. His chest surged like the tides, heart hammering like an anvil in heat. He glanced to the left in time to see Stevenson firing into the water of the lazy river; Jackson didn’t even wonder where Rupp was as he nearly slipped over the slanted bottom of the flowering fountain in the middle of the road, now switched off, but the tile still slick. He crashed to his rump, sliding furiously, slamming against the large column that held the water-sprayer above. Spots flew before his eyes; he was in a daze, the wind knocked out of him.

He had to reach the wave pool; he got up, brushing himself off with numb hands. The wave pool was quiet and calm, down the street; that was where the bunker was. But for some reason, he knew not to go that way; was it something Rupp had said? Yes, the entrance was somewhere else. But where? His mind frantically searched for answers as he began limping south, past the train station, the train silently parked on the tracks. The accountant swaggered past a large three-part slide, each slide of varying lengths and drop-depths; a small shop was to his left, and the restrooms and lockers to his right. He headed into the bathroom, disappearing through the opening.

1138 Hours 

Dessel held the M4 rigid as he stood along the other side of the high-rise slide, the shop to his right and the bathrooms in front. He contemplated shooting as Jackson swaggered into view, but all the man held was a pistol. By the time his minute compassion swelled away, Jackson was nearly inside the restroom. Dessel raised the carbine, but Jackson was gone. He lowered the rifle, swearing, and grabbed the radio.

“Dessel reporting, there seem to be two targets; Stevenson is engaged down the street.” Crackling gunfire proved his point.

Grueber: “Affirmative. If Stevenson is engaged with one, you take out the other.”

“He looks like a weakling. That’s a problem, you see, I don’t kill defenseless—“

“That guy is a pretty big friggin problem, Dessel, and you aren’t a Marine anymore, you’re a terrorist!” Anger could be heard pouring from every vein in Grueber’s body. “You are to execute him, then help Stevenson. Do you read?”

“I read,” Dessel said, sliding the radio into his belt. Grasping the rifle again, he headed for the bathrooms.

1140 Hours 

Rupp had been hiding under the walkway bridge for several minutes; bullets continued to rain down on other side, burning through the water, leaving craters on the concrete bed of the lazy river; it seemed Stevenson never ran dry of lead. Rupp held his own M4 at the ready as he peered around to the right, as he was facing the outside of the park; the lazy river wrapped around yet another slide, opposite of the one Stevenson was firing from. Rupp knew not how he was going to get out of this mess, unless Stevenson ran out of bullets, and time was running dry; he pondered how Jackson was doing, knew it probably wasn’t too good.

Suddenly something was flung into the water, fallen from above; Rupp snapped his head around to see a cylindrical, silver grenade sinking to the bottom of the lazy river, underneath the bridge. Rupp dove into the water, furiously propelling himself out from under the bridge… The grenade blew, evaporating water and sending the rest high through the air in a foaming tidal wave. Rupp lost control and was tossed through the air, his feet bashing the edge of the bridge as he pulled somersaults, landing next to a tree; the water fell all around him as buckets of scorching rain. The bridge crumbled and collapsed, the debris poking out from calming water; black smoke and steam lifted off from the water as if it were Yellowstone; the steam held close to the ground, blanketing Rupp in a fog of white; his ears rang, biting at his brain.

Bullets whizzed all around him, churning up dirt and soil, punching holes through the trees; Rupp rolled several times until he fell into the water of lazy river; he kept his nose and eyes above water as he swam around the other side of the second water slide, using it to shield his movements. Stevenson ceased firing; over the dying noise Rupp could have sworn he heard Stevenson swear loudly. Rupp lifted himself out of the water, and began using the oversized nuts and bolts of the slide to carry himself up towards the top of the slide, still shielded by the tubes and timbers. He pulled himself higher and higher, nearly forty feet off the ground; he peeked around the entrance of the first tube, over the wooden platform, saw Stevenson aiming completely away; Rupp raised the rifle, slid it around, fixed the sights, fired, the noise blowing out his still-recovering eardrums.

Stevenson screeched, thrown back, blood gushing from his leg, almost in a torrent. Rupp swung up and onto the platform; Stevenson lay flat on his back, raised his own M4 despite the wound; Rupp was already lining the sights over the terrorist’s stomach and chest. Stevenson fired, breaking Rupp’s concentration; Rupp dove forward, planting his feet on the edge of the slide’s platform, and sent himself flailing through the air, over the street, dropping towards the ground as he flew towards the other platform. He let the M4 slide from his fingers; he impacted the opposite platform, grasping onto support beams; the carbine rifle clattered over the street below.

Stevenson got to his feet, groaning with the pain of putting weight on his leg, checked the magazine, approached the edge of the platform. Rupp was suspended ten feet below, with nowhere to run, nowhere to hide, and too far of a drop to fall and live without serious, life-threatening injury. Stevenson grinned under an evil façade, growling, “All for one, and blood for all.”

1142 Hours 

Jackson spun around on his heels just as the butt of the rifle slammed down, cutting across his face; Jackson fell to the ground, the pistol flung against the wall. Dessel loomed overhead, holding the M4 by the barrel; he slammed it into Jackson’s gut; Jackson curled up, coughing up blood, stomach hurling. The terrorist raised the M4 to strike again; Jackson unfurled, snapping his feet into Dessel’s knees. The terrorist fell backwards, landing hard on his back, grunting in pain. Jackson loped to his feet, ramming himself into one of the stalls, forgetting the pistol in the panic, shutting and locking the door. The accountant heard the terrorist swear as he got to his feet; Jackson fell to his knees and silently rolled into the next stall, then into the other; Dessel opened up on the door of the first stall, tearing it down and pelting the inside with bullet holes; it was empty.

Dessel moved down the line, pulling the same stunt with the next stall; only a couple seconds before he reached Jackson’s stall and filled him with lead! Jackson got down; through the gap between the wall of the stall and the opposite stall, he saw smoke rising from craters in the tiles, the door hanging on its axis, the toilet bubbling over with water. Dessel stood before Jackson’s stall, but the accountant rolled into the next stall. Dessel showered the stall with hot lead, aggravated to find it abandoned, and went on to the next; Jackson peered around the edge of the listing door, saw Dessel’s back. With a surge of extraordinary courage and willpower, he sped from the stall, shouting a felonious war cry as he barreled into the terrorist, flinging him against the wall.

Dessel gasped in pain as Jackson kneed him in the groin, then delivered stinging blows to his face; Dessel roared as his eyebrow split, blood seeping into his eye; with more power than the gigantic, furious Hulk, Dessel forced Jackson to bash into the ground; flinging himself atop of him, Dessel punched Jackson as hard as possible in the jaw four times, then twice in the stomach, before Jackson summoned the strength to throw him to the side. Jackson leapt on top of the squirming criminal, grasping at the M4, trying to rip it from the man’s needle-sharp grip. Dessel slammed the barrel of the pistol into Jackson’s face, shoving him away; Dessel jumped to his feet as Jackson tore off the door of one of the stalls; Dessel’s finger wrapped around the trigger, but the firing spread into the ceiling as the enormous door rushed his body; he was pinned beneath the bullet-scarred door, M4 trapped underneath his arm. He yelped in anger; Jackson sprinted from the bathroom, tearing across the street, underneath the towering water slide, sucking himself into a desolate doorway of a beach shop.

Dessel exploded from the bathroom in a rage, holding his M4 in one hand and the other pressed against his left eye. Depth perception shattered, he found it hard to walk with his nauseated stomach, broiling in his bowels. Dessel saw wet footprints running underneath the slide, and the door to the beach shop was open: it’d been closed when he’d abandoned his post. Clenching the M4 even tighter, he approached the beach shop with an indignation to murder the nightmare of the day.

1145 Hours 

Stevenson left the M4 leaning against the wooden railing, unlatching the Skorpion from its holster. He flung himself against the railing, firing down where Rupp was dangling. Or where he had been dangling; no one was there. Stevenson leaned farther out, trying to see what had happened, if the security guard had fallen, when he heard footsteps rapidly approaching from behind. Spinning around, he gasped as Rupp slammed the butt of Stevenson’s M4 into Stevenson’s chest; the terrorist’s Skorpion flew from his hands as his body was shoved from his perch on the platform. He shrieked in terror, flailing his arms and legs, watching as Rupp stood placidly watching on the platform; falling, falling. His body hit the fence, one of the spars stabbing through his back, poking from his chest, slick with steaming blood and curls of intestine. Stevenson groaned, almost a cry, arms and legs shuddering as he lay impaled on the fence.

Rupp turned, calmly snatching both the Skorpion and the M4, then descended the steps.

1147 Hours 

Jackson tossed himself behind a shelf, cowering down, trying to hide, suddenly cursing himself for forgetting the pistol. Sweat poured down his face, stinging his eyes; he blinked, trying to clear it, didn’t dare move, didn’t dare make a sound. A shadow tapered into the room, in the form of a man with a gun. Jackson’s hurt stopped; the terrorist stood in the doorway; the cock as he loaded a full magazine scolded Jackson’s ears.

Dessel breathed slowly, “I’m not going to hurt you. Surrender and you’ll be fine.”

Jackson wrapped his hand around a small sun lotion bottle, dropped it in front of him; the terrorist approached; as Dessel passed between the shelf over, Jackson scurried behind the third shelf from the large window, cowering down, the squeaking of Dessel’s boots rumbling like torrents of thunder in his ears.

“Just surrender, and you will not be hurt…” Dessel jumped in front of the second shelf over, firing; the bullets littered the ground where Jackson had just been cowering. Dessel’s veins bulged; no one was there! As his mind tried to make sense, Jackson hurdled from his hiding spot, bolting like a marathon track runner; Dessel turned, squeezing of bursts, which impacted and flew past all around him, but he wasn’t even scathed. A bullet lacerated his shirt sleeve, singing off some of his flesh; Jackson let out a shout, stumbled forward, shoulder slamming into a door. The wooden door snapped from its hinges; Jackson was flung over the door, falling down a flight of concrete steps, banged up on every part of his body, head searing with pain, arm bleeding.

“Come here, chicken terd!” Dessel spat, leaping in front of the door, spraying lead down the steps, just as Jackson’s legs disappeared around the corner. “Dang you!” the terrorist roared, propelling himself down the flight of stairs; he slammed into the wall, turning to face the long, stretching corridor. A small ENTRY light glowed at the end of the hall, Jackson’s figure sprinting towards it. Dessel began reloading the carbine; Jackson’s form could be seen at the door, shaking as he tried to wrench open the door to the bunker: it was locked.

“Nowhere to go,” Dessel shouted down the hall, walking towards him, rifle in hand.

Jackson spun on his heels, the shadowy terrorist approaching. The accountant knew he was doomed.

“How many of my friends did you snatch the lives from? Three? Four? I only regret that there’s only one life I can take for my fellow countrymen.” Dessel grinned, rancid breath tingling, singing the air. He raised the carbine, only ten feet from Jackson, who was shoved up against the door, pale white, skin flaring with terror. Dessel bit his bottom lip, nearly exploding in laughter. “It’s surprising you could take out so many people. If it’s any consolation, you pest, my friend Stevenson has already killed your friend, that pesky security guard. Soon you’ll be joining each other, your antics useless.”

Jackson sputtered, “You don’t know… There are innocent people you’re killing. Innocent…”

“I don’t give a rat’s rear. They’re all mother-lickers for all I care, you swimming maggot.” He lined his good eye down the sights, positioning the cross-hairs over Jackson’s face. Jackson winced, expecting the blow; Dessel fingered the trigger, itching to kill the beast, pondering how much pleasure it would be when he saw the measly accountant fall to the ground, face blown all over the door, walls, ceiling and floor. “You ain’t in Nebraska, anymore, Dorothy, the game is—“ He grunted as warm hands wrapped around his throat; he dropped the rifle, reaching up to release the hands clasped around his neck, but the hands squeezed even tighter, eyes bulging, and suddenly his spine cracked, head jerked to the side. Dessel’s corpse fell lifeless at Rupp’s feet; Rupp pushed Jackson to the side and punched in a number on a hidden keypad, engraved into the wall behind a metal palate.

“He said you were dead!” Jackson choked, regaining composure.

Rupp opened the door, handed him the Skorpion. “Stand guard. I’ll get the gosh-darned Marines.”

1152 Hours 

Grueber stared at the monitors above, eyes wide in shock and anger. Janus stood behind him, licking his lips. Stevenson had been impaled, and was dangling limp, lifeless; Dessel had entered a building where the fugitive civilian had rushed off too; the annoying, disturbing and highly-dangerous security guard had entered the beach shop; no one had come out.

“What do you think it means?” Janus asked.

“Two against one, one being a friggin master of combat?” Grueber snarled. “Dessel is dead.”

Janus cursed, picked up the radio. “Graber? We have a problem.”

1154 Hours 

Rupp had sat behind a computer screen, typed in his security password, and activated the telephones. Jackson watched eagerly from the doorway as the security guard picked up one of the backup phones, pressed it to his ear, then smiled, gawking at Jackson. “There’s a dull tone, the phones are working!” He dialed in 9-1-1, waited a few seconds before receiving, “9-1-1 Emergency Response, what can we do for you?”

Jackson left his post, hovering over Rupp as he spoke, “This is Desmond Rupp, a security guard at Paramount’s King’s Island. There is a hostage situation; terrorists who appear to be a mix from German to American now control the park. The hostages have been herded somewhere, someplace I don’t know of yet. Several terrorists have been eliminated, but I don’t have a body count, and have no idea how many are left alive. I will tell you that there seems to be no goal other than inspiring fear into the populace, for they have already executed many civilians who didn’t urgently respond to their orders…”

“Sir,” the clerk on the other line said, “this line is reserved for emergency calls only…”

Rupp screamed, “Does it sound like I’m ordering friggin Chinese carry-out?!”

1156 Hours 

Graber was talking to Amanda Young when the radio crackled. He picked it up: “Graber.”

“Sir, there is…” It was Grueber, distant and concerned. “There is reason to believe someone is using a local phone.”

Graber licked his lips. “What do you mean, ‘local phone’?”

“From inside the park, sir. There are signals that read from a local phone access code, to 9-1-1 emergency response.”

Graber felt like collapsing in anger. “What are you telling me, Grueber? Speak plainly!”

“Someone is making a call to the police from inside the park!”

Graber braced the radio as he lifted it into the air, tempted to hurl it against the wall, to stomp the debris until it was a mere chalky ash. His veins bulged and eyes flared, but he lowered the radio, pressed it close to his lips; Young stood in the doorway, rubbing her eyes in confusion and deliberately striving to be utterly oblivious to what was happening. Graber spoke into the radio, “Can you locate the source of the phone call?”

“Yes, but it will take time, you must realize. The phone access number wasn’t on the checklist.”

“What’s that mean?”

“According to the basic logbook we hacked, the phone being used doesn’t exist!”

“Is it a cell?”

“No, its plugged into the main grid through a… through a remote channeler.”

Graber cursed under his breath. “A backup phone system, in case the main one is shut down.”

“I can try to trace it, but it will take time, and they will have to stay on the line.”

“You get that line traced,” Graber growled, “or I’ll trace my knife up your throat, got it?”

“Yes, sir,” Grueber said. “I understand.”

“And find out who this guy is, and how he hacked the system!”

1158 Hours 

Jackson leaned against the wall; Rupp sat in the chair next to the computer, cradling the phone as his other hand balled into a fist, gently tapping the cold steel of the desk. The clerk from 9-1-1 was saying, “There is no way an amusement park was taken over by some psycho terrorists, got it? It’s just impossible! Where would they put the hostages? Where would they position their guys? How would they lock the place down under their grip? It’s just impossible!”

Rupp smashed his fist against the table, the sound echoing, vibrating off the walls. “Well, lady, they friggin did the impossible, cause I’m sitting here bleeding and aching with some gosh-darned accountant who’s got crap for brains and can’t fight diddly-squat, trying—with limited success—to not get killed by these pleasure-seeking-psychopathic terrorists! You get the police, the SWAT, the Marines, the Green-Beret, United Nations for all I care, just don’t screw us over and let a couple hundred people die in the hands of these bloodthirsty freaks!”

“Sir, I’m going to ask you once more to get off the phone—“

“I ain’t hanging up till you send someone to nuke these guys and get the hostages out…”

“Fine! You want to make a Federal case out of this? Fine by me…” There were clicks and dials. “The computer has your phone I.D. on file and I’ll send some patrol cars over, but if everything is fine—as it’s going to be—you’ll be thrown into the brig. You wanted to go this far with all your horse crap? Reap what you sow, you little—“

Rupp threw down the phone. “Now we wait, and hope someone does something about this mess.”

“What about the hostages?”

“Pray to God they aren’t executed the minute the SWAT swarms in over the gates.”

“I thought you didn’t believe in God, Rupp?”

The security guard checked the M4 to make sure it was working properly. “I’m warming up.”

1200 Hours 

Grueber heard the lines clicking, the machine whirring as it rapidly narrowed down the region of the phone call; he knew for sure it was somewhere in the eastern quadrant of the park, but it was still too wide of a range to send anyone out. He rubbed his hands together; once their lair was found, they’d bomb their rears back to the Stone Age…

“What the heck?” Grueber started; he slapped the machine.

Janus stood nearby, tensing with Grueber’s surprise. “What is it?”

“The machine, no more clicking.”

“Someone must have cut the line. The call was made.”

Grueber stared into Janus’ eyes. “Get ready to do a complete lock-down. We may be having visitors real soon.” He paused, stopping Janus before he left the room. “And call Graber, tell him what’s happening.”

Janus’ eyes went wide. “You’re the second-in-command, you do it!”

“Don’t crap with me, Janus, just do it. I’ve had to handle his crap during this whole thing.”

“And now it’s my turn, I got it,” Janus said, and he left the room.

Grueber watched the door shut; he was alone. He leaned forward in his seat, against the machine, and literally felt steam pouring from his ears, anger billowing like an out-of-control bonfire. Those reckless morons were screwing them all over and wiping out the men one-by-one, systematically as they flooded into different sections of the park. Grueber sat up, turned to the computer, brought up a frozen screen of a monitor shot earlier, focused down on the accountant’s face as he hid between the two arcade buildings.

He smirked. “You’ve screwed with us for the last couple hours; now it’s our turn to screw with you.”

1203 Hours 

Officer Don H. Miller slid into the seat of his patrol car and revved the engine, exiting the gas station, pulling into buckets of afternoon traffic. The radio spurred some directions, and he took off, wondering why he was supposed to see what was going on at King’s Island. His two nephews and sister had gone there for the day, and he was going to go in a couple weeks with them, on one of his off days, when the park scheduled their Bring a Friend Free Day With a Gold Member Pass Card days. He had only been there once or twice before, and couldn’t imagine why he was running by, so he picked up the radio as he pulled down the road leading to the park entrance.

“What’s going on, Clara, why am I supposed to check out the amusement park.”

The woman at the Precinct radioed back, “Nadine says someone pulled a prank call.”

“Prank call?”

“Says there’s a hostage situation there, the whole park is under terrorist hands, or something.”

“God, I hope not,” Miller muttered.

“Don’t worry about it. Come back when you’re finished…”

Miller entered the on-ramp for the park entrance, hitting his brakes almost as soon as he approached the ticket booths. They were abandoned, and the glass of one was shattered. What looked like blood was spilt over the concrete, dry and parched under the sunlight. Miller stared at it for what seemed eons, imagining his sister and two beloved nephews.

He said into the radio, “10-23; I think I’ll go take a look up front. The gates are closed.”

Clara said, “You must be mistaken, the park is open to the general public today, till eleven o’clock.”

“Well, the front gates are closed.” He did a U-turn. “I’ll go in the Employee’s entrance.”

He drove the patrol car down a shaded road, then entered the parking lot. Cars and trucks and vans and SUVs were everywhere. Certainly people were inside the park! He mentally estimated over a hundred or so vehicles; he revved up to the front entrance, hopped out of the car, walked up to the lowered gates. Peering through the grilled gates, he saw that the registers were abandoned, the streets leading up to the Eiffel tower abandoned. He unlatched the radio on his belt, flipped to the correct frequency, said, “Something’s not right here, Clara; there are over a hundred or so cars in the parking lot, but absolutely no one in the park, not even workers! Something’s definitely up. I need some backup now. I have a funny feeling in my stom—“

Crackling gunfire shattered his attention; he swung around to see sparkling flames emitting from a man atop the Control complex roof firing automatic rifle fire. Miller sped for the patrol car as bullets splashed all around him; one caught him in the foot, lodging in the metal steel of his boot, denting into his toes; he launched into the patrol car, slamming the doors; the bulletproof glass and car body rattled and shook as bullets slammed into the vehicle. Miller slammed his foot on the gas, the vehicle lurching; he shrieked into the radio, “10-30, 10-33!” Danger, help me quickly! The firing stopped as he sped down the aisles of the parking lot, leaving the park behind; he pushed his foot on the brakes just as two patrol cars with sirens blaring slid into the lot, running through the grass and between trees in the small lawn separating the employee and customer parking lots.

Miller jumped out of his car; the drivers and partners in the other vehicles fumbled from their seats, gawking at Miller’s bullet-riddled ride. Miller snapped, “Get the friggin SWAT, Marines, Delta Force down here now! There’s a shooter in the park! Someone tried to kill me!” His thoughts turned to his nephews and sisters, and suddenly he was in a rage: were they okay, were they alive, were they dead, were they separated, abused? He began to believe that prank call might not have been so much a mangy fib as they had originally believed.

1205 Hours 

Grueber punched the keypad, sending an enlarged, sharpened high-quality-image photograph of the accountant’s face to the monitors in the gym, along with some private information regarding the man, whose name, Grueber had discovered, was Jackson, Mel J. His wife’s name was Amy, his son’s name was Jason, and his daughter’s name was Jessica; all had entered through the gates that morning, so even though Jackson was running around, outside the terrorists’ grasps, his family would probably be in the gym.

Janus rushed into the room, panting, holding his M4 in quivering arms. “Grueber, the police just pulled up. I think they might suspect something.”

“With your gunfire, who wouldn’t?”

Janus’ face went pale white. “You heard it?”

“You were right above me, on the roof. Is all the dynamite placed with proximity fuses?”

“Yes; Cochran is already at his post in the Gym. Everything’s ready.”

“Then what do we have to worry about?”

“They might try some subversive tactics, and—“

“We’ll monitor the situation. It’s just gonna be a sad American movie, nothing more, nothing less.”

1208 Hours 

Graber stood by the computer as the image printed; he held it in his hands as more images floated through. A picture of a woman, a teenage boy, a small girl, the family of the man in the original photo. Hamlin stood over him as Graber read over the information plastered along the bottom edge of the pictures. “Let’s see who our little rodent problem is… His name is Mel J. Jackson… He’s an accountant, surprise, surprise… Just over the hill… And not in great physical condition, and yet able to completely obliterate almost a half of our forces… Is there something I’m overlooking here, Hamlin? Something I’ve missed.”

Hamlin shook his head. “He’s a pansy, he should be dead by now.”

“But he’s not. And half of our guys are. It’s time to get on a personal plane with this guy.”

“What are you suggesting?” Hamlin asked, slightly worried.

“We make him surrender, or…” He pointed to the pictures of his smiling family. “We kill them.”

Hamlin took a swift breath of air. “We shouldn’t kill someone who hasn’t done—“

Graber roared, “He has done something, and he will pay! Get his family, and get me hooked into the intercom system. If he doesn’t surrender in five minutes after we make the announcement, we put the screams of his family over the intercom, so he can hear them plead for their lives, and he can hear their silence as the gunshots sing. Understand?”

Hamlin took the pictures. “Fine. But I’m not going to pull the trigger.”

“That pleasure,” Graber growled, “will be all mine.”

1210 Hours 

Jackson sat on the floor, leaning his head against the wall, appearing to be asleep, but in reality plagued with images and gross horrors of what nightmares he had seen and been involved with that very day. Rupp sat at the computer, checking out all the security systems, when he exclaimed, “Well, look at this. This is strange.”

Jackson stirred, looked in his direction. “What is it?”

“The security sensors are reading unidentified military radios, not civilian radios. And the computer isn’t liking it.”

“What do you mean, ‘isn’t liking it’?”

“It gives me the power to shut down their communications completely. They wouldn’t be able talk with one another.”

“We’d make them blind!” Jackson shouted exuberantly.

“That’s right,” Rupp said. “Shatter their group coordination, abandon them to themselves, possibly screw everything up for them. Make everything a big mess. That way we wouldn’t have to worry, if the Feds don’t take care of the problem, of having an entire army of terrorists descending on us at once. Increase our chances of survival. If the Feds don’t succeed.”

Jackson wanly grinned. “Let’s do it.”

1214 Hours 

Eleven minutes since Miller had nearly been killed, and the helicopters and squad cars had arrived. Miller stood with the Captain and Precinct manager as the helicopter lowered from the sky, whirring glades glinting off the bright sun’s turbulent rays. Miller turned his head, dust from the street flaring against his body; the doors of the helicopter opened and Sergeant David C. Bryce stepped from the chopper with a briefcase and some of his men; the helicopter rose and began circling the park, throwing data into the laptop Bryce set up on the hood of a Pontiac. Miller was pushed back as SWAT members took his place; Miller watched as Bryce analyzed the information sent; he then grabbed a microphone and began relaying his battle plan to all the authorities standing around, mentally wishing the media would soon become involved.

“Okay, from what we have been fed from satellite imagery, the park is in a state of disarray. One of the rides has been burnt down, and numerous windows are blown out, and bullet marks scar the streets and many buildings. Also, satellite imagery reports there to be a figure standing alone in the section of the park near the Son of Beast and Top Gun roller coasters. He is armed, but may just be a weak-willed man standing in place of the terrorist with an unarmed gun, as has often been the case. We know there are probably more terrorists, for the visitors are not out in the park, so are most likely being quarantined by separate terrorists. Corpses are also scattered throughout the park; some are—sadly—civilians, but the majority are clothed as the possible terrorist, instigating that someone—or something—has been working against these guys. Now, my plan is to send the SWAT incursion team…” He pointed to the SWAT members, armed with grenades and M16s, and fixed blade daggers, and continued, “over the gate, and to enter the Control Complex. There, they will reactivate the phones, which have been severed, apparently after the call was made, and they will find out where the hostages are being held and liquidate them. Now, as I said, it appears that someone or something is also working against the terrorists, and we assume that he or she or whoever called the police for help. We are hoping this person will stay low and let us do our job, and not become a nuisance. Their time is over—we’re on the playing field and the game is in our hands now.”

1215 Hours 

Grueber was speaking to Graber over the radio: “Even if they try to come over, the C4 will—“

The radio went dead, the other line blank, vacant; the connection had been cut.

“Janus?” Grueber asked, throwing the radio down. “Don’t mess with the radios!”

Janus came in from the hall. “I didn’t do a thing!”

“The radios just went out!”

“I didn’t touch anything! The access grid is by you! You must have turned it off.”

“Well, I didn’t…” Grueber said, pondering what had happened, when Janus spoke up.

“Maybe those rats did it. If they have backup phones, maybe they have backup security systems!”

Grueber’s eyes widened. “Then maybe they have access to the security cameras!”

“We’d better hope,” Janus said, “that they don’t, or we’re all screwed.”

“Then I’d better work fast…” He brought up the frozen screen of the security guard to send to Graber. As long as the power to the computers or the monitors didn’t switch off, they’d be perfectly fine, no hassles. Besides, he figured, it was just a security guard! Securing backup phones was one thing, messing with power systems was another. Certainly he wasn’t trained to do that? But it was sheer truth he had a few surprises up his sleeve, bloodied carcasses testified to that. Grueber took a deep breath, shaking with nervous intensity. “Very fast.”

1216 Hours 

Rupp smacked his lips together. “Jackpot!” He pressed a button; the monitor blacked out.

“What just happened?” Jackson spat, jumping to his feet.

“I just bashed the monitors and computer systems… They don’t have any power for the computers, nor do they have any security camera monitors. We made them deaf, now we’ve made them completely blind and helpless. The Marines are gonna have a heyday.”

1216 Hours 

Grueber let out a scream of rage as all the computers went dark, the whirring systems shutting down.

Janus demanded, “What just happened!”

“The idiots shut off all power! They’ve made us completely powerless! They could go anywhere in the park unnoticed, and we’d be helpless to know.”

Janus swore. “This ain’t no security guard and a lousy accountant. These guys are pros.”

“And their screwing us over more than we could imagine. Everything’s going down the drain.”

1217 Hours 

“Graber,” Hamlin said worriedly, “the computer just switched off on its own.”

“Screw it,” the commander said. “Get those people up here. That rat can mess around all he wants, but we still have power over the life of his entire family. He’ll come, he’ll come, and we’ll show him what true power really is. The stinkin’ police aren’t gonna be able to do anything about these people. Make sure Cochran has the Gym rimmed with controlled detonation C4 plastics, can you do that for me? I’ll get the family up here, and show them what the inside of a barrel of an automatic rifle looks like.”

Hamlin tossed him the photos. “You do the dirty work. I’ll be right back.”

1218 Hours 

The SWAT team, in black clothes and gear, with M16s shouldered and fixed blade daggers nestled into their belts, swarmed through dense trees and foliage as they rushed the gate. The police helicopter flying high above, circling in the sky, watched with video feed as the SWAT commander relied silent orders with hand signals; Blue Team tossed pronged anchors over the fence, securing their ascending ropes, and began climbing the fence. Red Team huddled below, aiming through the barbed-wire fence to make sure no one swarmed at them. Everyone knew there was a terrorist nearby, as seen by satellite imagery, and they were ready. Blue Team fumbled over the wire and began descending along the sides of the fence, working with a rapid, unsettling pace. The commander raised his hand to give orders; Red Team grabbed onto the anchored lines, and began climbing. One of the men on Blue Team set down on the concrete, staggering over a wire held taught between two miniscule posts in the ground they had accidentally overlooked. He stumbled forward, foot tugging at the trip cord; he turned to see flaky, chalky dust that had been covering up a stick of wired dynamite blow from its settled position with the scuttling of his feet. His mouth opened in terror as a beeping filled the air. “ABANDON—“

The dynamite blew; flames cascaded into the air, churning and broiling, thick black smoke rising in torrents. Blue Team was engulfed in an instant, blown in every direction, turned to ash; the fence broke into a thousand pieces; Red Team was thrown outward, aflame, hurled to the ground or against the trees with such a force that their bodies were turned to a bloody pulp beneath the clothes. As the flames climbed higher and higher, the authorities and helicopter looked on with unimaginable terror. Eight lives had been lost in a millisecond.

Bryce watched from a distance, had felt his bowels quiver with the shockwave of the blast, and had felt the itching heat. He now watched the smoke cover the sky like a blanket, the flames crying out in mellow ignorance. He fell back against the car amazed, just as News vans slid into the parking lot, already filming. Emergency crews rushed forward, only to find bits and pieces of Blue Team, and the mutilated, mushy carcasses of Red Team. Bryce was weak and nauseous; Miller bent his face into his hands, crying for the loss of the others and the stupefied horror he felt for his family within the walls. It was clear the terrorists had complete control, and they had underestimated their power.

Bryce had made a fatal mistake, and eight men had paid the price for his stupid ignorance.

1221 Hours 

Graber stepped through the door to the backroom, the photos held in his hands. Hamlin disappeared out the opposite door with Cochran on his heels. Young stood on the opposite side of the catwalk; Graber held the Skorpion in one hand, the photo in the other. The crowds below were quiet, rippling with suspense, as he hovered over them, registering power over their very existence. They had no illusions: Graber and his pals were in complete control, and they held the rusted, iron sword over the heads of the hostages. If Graber was bored, he could play target practice with those hiding in the throngs, and they couldn’t do a thing about it but cry out and scream; the only doors to the gym were welded shut from the other side, so they were locked in; they knew they probably weren’t going to leave that Gym ever, for whatever strange reasons. Many already accepted the fate that they would die, and the other secretly prayed for salvation from the authorities.

“Listen up!” Graber bellowed, voice bouncing off the thick iron/concrete walls. “A slight little problem has come to our attention. Someone is loose in the park, and keeps avoiding capture. He has injured one of our men, and for that he must be captured.” He decided to keep silent the deaths; no need to stir optimism. “Once he is captured, he will join you, and things will run smoothly to plan. However, he has no reason to surrender, which is why I stand here above you all, with a gun in my hand.” He raised the photograph. “Does anyone know this man?” Nothing he could sense, no ripples through the crowds. “He has a wife, a daughter, and a son. And all three are here in this room somewhere. They are needed as fuel for this pest’s passion to turn himself in; if these three people don’t come forward, we will be forced to take his life, and we desperately want to avoid that as much as possible,” he lied. “So, please, step forward, if you are one of these three people.”

The crowd shimmered; three hands went up. Graber looked over at Young, who went into a backroom. She appeared with a latter, lowering it over the railing, down to the Gym floor. Graber ordered that the three people with hands up to approach the ladder; anyone else who tried to climb would be shot. Graber unfurled his Skorpion as the first began to climb, a young man; he matched the picture of the male teenager. Behind him was the young girl, then the woman. All three gathered on the catwalk, aligned against the wall at gunpoint, shivering in fear. The ladder was raised and cast to the side.

Graber walked around to the other side of the platform, took Amy by the arm, smiled warmly. “Welcome,” he said. “Now come with me.” He removed his grip and shoved the cold steel barrel of the Skorpion into her neck; tears welled under her eyes. “Move,” he breathed; she didn’t budge. “Move!” Graber bellowed, punching her in the arm; she fell against the railing, crying out in pain. Jessica screamed, Jason’s eyes flared; Young shoved her own gun into Jason’s back, extinguishing any flame thirsting for retaliation. “Move,” Graber said, and Amy regained balance and, rubbing her arm, was led at gunpoint into the backroom with the dark computer and thrown against the wall.

Hamlin returned, giving a thumbs-up: the Gym was rigged. Graber nodded back, shut the door, eyed the three special hostages. Young guarded them from under the large metal plate holding bundles of wires and equipment, the plate bolted to the ceiling via thick iron chains. Hamlin entered the room, handed him a cordless microphone; the switch was off.

“The intercom,” Hamlin said. “And the police tried to infiltrate—but they were blown to shreds.”

Graber stared into Amy’s deep, horrified eyes. “It ends now.”

1225 Hours 

The empty part of the parking lot was now crammed with police cars, backup SWAT teams, grounded helicopters, yellow tape and media teams begging to get in. A lone helicopter soared over the park, sending new data to the authorities of what was going down. The police were shoved to the side as the Feds entered in white vans; they unloaded. Miller watched as some talked with Bryce, made some phone calls, then left, huddled in their own groups. Everything was in a somewhat organized chaos, typical of such unseen terrorist attacks.

Miller approached Bryce as he sat on the hood of the Pontiac, rubbing his eyes. “What’s the plan?” Miller asked.

Bryce glanced over at him. “Who are you?”

“The one who nearly got shot when I drove too close to the entrance. So what’s the plan?”

“I’m working on it. I’ve called in the Army, they’re coming.”

“You mean you can’t do anything?” Miller belched. “People could by dying!”

“Hey, we have only so many things we can do, alright?”

“I know that, but…”

Bryce garbled, “Get out of my face, you petty cop. I’ve got things under control.”

“How long till the Army gets here?” Miller demanded.

“An hour, maybe two, okay? Take it easy!”

“I can’t take it easy when civilian lives are at stake…”

“Well, get used to it, it’s my job,” Bryce said. “Just pray these psychos don’t do anything stupid.”

1227 Hours 

Rupp went up the stairs first, into the beach house, followed by Jackson. The security guard held the M4 at the ready, peering this way and that, seeing no one, not even the slightest trace of movement. The accountant held the Skorpion close to his body, more than happy to have the sub-machinegun over the 9mm M9 pistol. The warm breeze rustled their skin as Rupp sat on the counter, running his fingers over the grooves on the carbine; Jackson, hungry, began searching the store for candy bars, popcorn, anything to eat.

Suddenly a rugged, vicious, determined voice coursed through the air from mounted speakers across the park. “Mel J. Jackson, wherever you are, you do not have a chance.” Jackson spun around, glaring into Rupp’s fazed eyes; Rupp raced outside, into the humid air, swinging his eyes around, not realizing it was the intercom. When the voice spoke again, he knew: “Mel Jackson, we have your family. A beautiful wife, a cute daughter, a handsome young son. All at gunpoint…”

“No,” Jackson breathed, popping into sweat.

Rupp muttered to himself, “How did they find out your name?”

“If you do not turn yourself in, they will be shot,” the growling voice continued.

Rupp entered the store, shouted to Jackson, “You don’t know they have your family…”

The voice continued over the speakers, “And if you don’t believe me, listen to their testimonies.” Jackson’s ears betrayed him, refusing to believe, as the tear-clenched voices choked out their pleas to their father, husband. Even Jason’s voice was fraught with frailty; Jackson’s anger billowed like a storm cloud, but was diminished with the uncontrolled sorrow eating away at the marrow of his bones. The speaker concluded, “You have five minutes to surrender next to The Beast. And have no illusions: I have just received word that the police have tried to enter the park, and now eight SWAT members are dead. Make your decisions wisely. If you are not there, you will be forced to listen to the dying screams of your family.” Shouts and cries from his loved ones could be heard over the speakers before it went quiet.

Jackson shuddered, fell against a rack of swimwear. “This can’t be happening… It’s all over…”

Rupp paced back and forth, trying to think up a solution. Then it clicked: “He never mentioned me.”

“So? He has my family!”

“But for some reason, he thinks there’s only one of us! We can use that. You go, and go quickly. No need to let your family die. Don’t worry about a thing. Your God will protect you. Leave the rest up to me. And don’t mention me NO MATTER WHAT.”

“But I…”

“Just go!” Rupp said, shoving him out the door.

Jackson tossed the Skorpion aside as he sprinted down the road leading out of the water park, hoping to God he’d make it in time. He swung around, nearly stumbling and tripping over his own feet, shouted, “What about the rest of the terrorists!”

Rupp gave a thumbs up.

“What?” Jackson lisped, but Rupp disappeared inside the beach house. “What’s that supposed to mean?” Getting no answer, he turned on his heels and loped away, refusing to let precious time slip away. His thoughts were barraged with how horrifying it would be to hear his family’s dying screams, and his own suspenseful fear propelled his feet faster and faster as he ran past the train station and over the tracks that passed under a walkway-bridge. If he didn’t stop for even the mightiest soul, he might have a chance of saving his family.

Everything else was in Rupp’s hands; ultimately, Rupp was their only hope.

Chapter Five: Running out of Time 

1230 Hours 

G

rueber reached for the radio after the intercom broadcast was complete, remembered it was useless, clenched his fists. Graber thought there was only one screw-up out there, when really there were two! When he had the first, he would let down his guard, and then things would go downhill, to sinking beneath hope. Grueber turned to Janus, spat, “Get Harbal, and make him run as fast as possible to Graber! Tell him that there is another one out there, one who is even more lethal and dangerous. This accountant is a pipsqueak compared to this security guard macho. If Graber doesn’t know about him, he’ll be sure to use that to his advantage, and rescue Jackson without questions asked.”
Janus took a deep breath. “We’re screwed, you know that, don’t you, Grueber?”

“Not until we’re all dead,” he responded, then he added in his mind, Which might not be too much longer…
1232 Hours 

Graber held the Skorpion at the ready as he stood atop the roof of a building with his back to the elongated wooden beams, with rustic screws and bolts, rising high into the sky, the train parked on the track. Hamlin stood nearby, along the platform of The Beast; Cochran guarded the stairs in the sultry Gym, not reeking with body odor, feces and the odor of mildew and tears. Young stood inside a round chilidog restaurant hidden in the shadows, her M4 leaning against the window. Young was tense as a high-strung bull, and nearly flipped when Jackson came into view, sweating like a lightning-bolt-stung hog and chest heaving with pain as if he were about to collapse. Young stepped out from the building, carrying the M4; the accountant saw her and fell to his knees, vomiting all over the pavement, spewing blood. 

“Not so tough are you?” Young spat; she kicked him in the face; Jackson flopped backwards. “You killed some of my best friends, you sack of monkey crap. I will beat every penny they deserved out of your bleeding carcass…” She raised the butt of her rifle to slam it down into Jackson’s face, but Graber grabbed her hand; Hamlin sided up.

“Leave him alone for now,” Graber soothed. “You’ll have your opportunity; I promise.”

Young stared at the accountant; he was curled up on the ground, in a fetal position, skin pale, discolored; blood trailed from his mouth and his eyes fluttered between open and shut. He was totally exhausted, the run from the water park utterly exhausting him. Graber ordered him to be lifted; Young grabbed his legs, lifted savagely, dragging his head; Graber yelled at her to stop as Hamlin picked up Jackson’s arms and head. Graber followed as they entered the small shop, went in through a small door, descended a flight of steps and emerged along the catwalk.

Graber rubbed  his chin, licked his lips. “Put him in the second backroom; he doesn’t deserve to see his family yet. He must be punished according to all the grim things he has done to our men. Young, can I trust you not to kill him?”

The woman nodded, leaning her M4 against the wall. “Why do you ask when you already know?”

“Just don’t kill him; we need him to see our pleasure as his family is executed.”

1235 Hours 

Harbal sprinted up the street, passing shops and bathrooms to his left, the reflection pool to his right. The shade from the trees offered scarce relief from the grueling heat as he rushed up the sloped path leading to the base of the Eiffel tower, aggravated he had probably lost seventy pounds with the constant scuttling and scampering he had been forced to pull back and forth. With his mind swimming in anger at his gopher-like being, he didn’t notice something shudder as he ran past one of the iron legs of the tower; suddenly he was thrown back, a large arm blasting him in the face. Harbal’s legs went out from under and he collapsed to his back, the breath knocked out of him. The security guard stood there, weaponless, the M4 laid in the bushes; Harbal felt like screaming as the security guard grimaced; he had hidden behind the iron stilt and jumped out at the last instant, shocking Harbal by sending him to the ground; Harbal’s face burned to the touch.

As Rupp raised his foot to stomp Harbal in the chest, the terrorist rolled away and to his feet, doing a high kick into Rupp’s face; Rupp swaggered back, into the iron stilt of the tower, dazed, seeing spots. Harbal power-drove the toe of his boot into Rupp’s shins; the security guard fell forward, holding himself up with his arms. Harbal swung his foot into the man’s face, throwing him bodily against the stilt. Power surged through the soldier’s soul as he kicked Rupp in the stomach, gut, over and over; Rupp groaned; Harbal prepared to kick again, swung forward; Rupp’s weak arms suddenly exploded with rage, wrenching the terrorist’s foot, jerking it to the side; Harbal flung and flipped through the air, landing hard on his side, rolling into the steel elevator building at the base of the tower.

Both men got to their feet, faced each other; Harbal reached for his Skorpion—it was gone!

“You’re not going anywhere,” Rupp breathed. “Surrender now and live.”

“Your nothing but a blasphemous fool,” Harbal beckoned. “Come forward and see.”

“Throw down,” Rupp ordered. “I won’t hesitate to kill you. I never hesitate.”

The terrorist grinned. “Then what are you doing now?”

“Cocky jerk,” Rupp snapped; he leapt forward; Harbal raised his legs, sent a foot into Rupp’s stomach; Rupp stumbled to the side, against the building, wincing. Harbal thrown him against the steel, pressuring him into the wall as he kneed him in the groin, shouting in rage; Rupp jacked him in the face; Harbal spiraled away. Rupp leapt atop of him, hurling him into the iron stilt. Harbal groped at holes in the structure, rose himself up; Rupp raced forward; Harbal rocketed his feet into Rupp’s shoulders; Rupp fell hard onto his back, Harbal leaping down, landing like a sledgehammer atop of him. Rupp could have sworn he felt his ribs cracking; the pain intensified as Harbal jumped off, running for the shop leading into the Gym to warn Graber.

Rupp got to his feet, loped after him; Harbal turned just as Rupp came down, driving two fists into each shoulder. Harbal shrieked as he crumpled to the ground, shoulder blades dislocated, arms useless. Rupp pulled him to his feet, thrown him up the slope, against the steel of the building. Harbal groaned and choked in pain; Rupp stepped backwards.

“I gave you a chance,” Rupp said, coughing.

“It’s not over…” Harbal seemed to heal in an instant; the dislocated shoulders a mere play on pain. Rupp was knocked backwards, but able to withstand the brute; he threw him forward, into the door of the building; the door fell open, Harbal springing into the elevator; Rupp slammed his palm against the close door button, and flicked off the safety switch. The doors began to seal; horrified at losing all chance of victory, Harbal staggered forward, tried to squeeze through the doors, but became lodged; he gasped and grunted, half inside and half outside the elevator, eyes gaping in fear at Rupp’s rugged, determined posture.

The ‘mere security guard’ mustered, “I gave you a chance…” And he hit the Observation Deck button; Harbal let out a jagged scream for mercy as the gears of the elevator clicked and whirred; Rupp turned and left as the elevator began to move upwards; as he closed his eyes and shut the door to the elevator room, the echo of shattered screams, moans, breaking bones and mutilated flesh filled his battle-hewn ears. Rupp grunted in battle-ridden pain as he sagged towards the Control complex. He entered the bushes, gathered up his stolen M4; he dared not look up as the elevator climbed higher and higher towards the Observation Deck of the tower, in full view in all directions, strings of bloodied muscle and brutalized bones sticking from the seams of the closed doors.

1239 Hours 

Young brutally tossed Jackson to the cold concrete; she circled him like a vulture, her M4 still out in the hall. She was a brilliant young woman, had once been a semi-famous Hollywood movie star; when her father died, she had flown into Bristol to live with her aunt. Joining a gang, she was intiated by the murdering of her religiously zealous aunt; she was later rejected when caught by the police, and the gang claimed they never heard of her. Spending fifteen years in a maximum-security prison, she finally escaped by bashing a hole through her wall one night and climbing down via nylon cords she had stolen from a storage room. She dodged lazy, customary searchlights until she found the breaker box; switching the power off, the electric hum of the fence died down, and she easily climbed over and escaped. By the time the prison officials knew of the escape the next morning, she had rendezvoused with Dion; Dion knew a friend of Grueber’s, and got hooked into Grueber; when Grueber signed on to work with Graber on the King’s Island job, they were automatically in. Now she circled Jackson like a bloodthirsty half, intent on the kill; her veins coursed with blood and her mind swam in ecstasy. The sounds of her aunt’s dying screams as she was stabbed to death over two hundred times filled Young’s ears; the maimed body and bloodstained comforter sparkled in her mind’s eye. She imagined doing the same to Jackson—infuriated that Graber wouldn’t allow it, but knew the time would come. Patience wasn’t something she treasured, but something she was able to grasp.

“You’re lucky old man Graber wants you alive,” she brawled. “Or I’d find pleasure in yanking out your spine.”

Jackson raised his head, opened his eyes, the light from the swinging lamp blinding.

“We have a few questions to ask,” Young spat, slamming her foot into his crotch; he curled into a fetal position, the sounds of sizzling whimpering evaporating from the depths of his throat. “But first, I’ve been ordered to hand you the punishment you so richly deserve. You’re gonna die at my hands, puny accountant—I’m going to avenge the deaths of everyone you killed, every life you took. I’m gonna bathe their losses in your blood. That sound good to you, accountant? That sound fun? I am forced to wonder how fun it was for you to see all my friends die… Well, now I’m giving you back the gift.”

Jackson sputtered, “I didn’t… I didn’t want… to kill them.”

“Then why did you, fool? Why did you take their lives, if not for enjoyment?”

“I’m not like you, woman,” Jackson spurt. “I don’t kill for pleasure; it was in defense.”

“Shut up!” she screamed, ramming him into the wall. “I’m gonna choke their lives outta you!”

Jackson’s bruised eyes flared. “You can’t win…”

“We already have!”

And the beatings began.

1242 Hours 

Rupp ran through the forest, pushing away anything that got in his way. Finally he staggered into a clearing; the wooden timbers of the Son of Beast loomed high above him, stretching into the sky. The park’s most famed roller coaster—a roller coaster famed across the globe—was the centerpiece for a majestic game of chess played with gun-toting pawns, the losers sunk into death forever. Sunlight winked over the screws and bolts and nuts and steel tracks holding the ride together; Rupp reached up, grabbed a beam, and began to climb.

1243 Hours 

“Finally, the cavalry has arrived,” Bryce said, falling to his feet.

Down the employee’s entrance road came what appeared to be four tanks, with machinegun slits in the sides and a large machinegun facing out above two bulletproof glass plates. Inside were three gunners, two drivers, and six armed men awaiting the worst. Bryce stared as the troop carriers rumbled towards them, eight wheels each; the media crews turned their attention on the entrance. The troop carriers halted to a stop; Bryce rushed up to the first as the hatch along the back fell and eleven fully dressed and fully-equipped soldiers exited the vehicle.

Bryce extended a hand to the officer-in-charge. “David Bryce; in command of this dig.”

“Not anymore,” came the muffled reply. “Please join your police.”

Bryce stepped aside as they filed past; Miller smiled. At last someone with balls to do something.

“What are you going to do?” Miller asked, approaching the officer-in-charge.

The man swung around. “And who the heck are you?”

“The one who almost got by rear lobbed off when I came too close.”

“The one who called for backup?”

“Yeah…”

“Excellent… We need to know everything you know.”

Bryce, fuming, stomped away, pushing television cameras from his face.

1245 Hours 

Rupp climbed atop the track of Son of Beast and had followed the track in an upward stance until he stood high above the wooden-roof-covered platform. As he had climbed earlier, he had been able to see a soldier underneath the platform, pacing in a mute boredom.

Rupp was determined to crack that boredom.

He began descending the side of the coaster, using the wooden beams for handholds. Three quarters down, he nearly fell in surprise as the wood next to his finger splintered away. several shards driving into his fingers. He spun around, holding on with one hand and shaking the injured to relieve the pain. The crack of the bullet came, delayed; he glanced over towards the source of the sound to see the water tower; a soldier was positioned on the catwalk around the tower, in his hands a Winchester Model 70 Stealth sniper rifle, mounted onto the railing; the barrel flashed, crimson yellow; Rupp jerked his head to the side as a bullet impacted where his head had been resting. Rupp muttered under his breath, a strange incantation; the soldier began to reload; Rupp, a sitting duck, had no choice.

He released his able hand; the wooden beams fell away as he pushed off with his legs. Spinning, swimming, flailing through the air, the shouldered M4 bucking against his head. The flimsy roof of the wooden platform raised up; Rupp braced himself. WHAM! He felt as if his back was ripped apart as the wooden roof tore apart under his weight; he fell in a torrent of splinters, wooden shards and dust, landing hard on the ground, rolling to the side, falling into the cavity where the trains ran. He was able to breathe, perfectly fine, dust floating over his head.

The barrel of an M4 appeared from the dust, aimed right at his head; in a fury fast as sparkling lightning, Rupp gripped the end of the barrel and flung it in the other direction; it came loose, flying over his head; a body fell, landing hard at his feet, arms dangling along the sides of the cavity. Rupp unslung his M4, launched to his feet, aimed at the face of the attacker, reaching for the trigger, back reeking in pain. The face of the attacker turned: a woman, about fifty, wrinkles and hard-etched lines splattered over her hard face.

“Don’t hurt me!” she pleaded, voice cracking with age. “You’re one of them, aren’t you!”

Rupp licked his lips. “No. Unless you don’t get up.”

She sagged to her feet, backed away. “Don’t shoot me, please! They made me do it!”

“Who made you do what?”

“Them, those guys who took all the hostages, they made me point the gun at you!”

Rupp shouldered his M4. “With what hopes?”

“That you would surrender?” she gasped. “I don’t know. They put a gun to my husband’s head and—“

“Why wouldn’t they put your husband out here instead? He’d be better suited.”

“Yes, I know; but they didn’t want anyone able to really fight, in case we joined you.”

“Well, you’re coming with me,” Rupp said, turning; he grabbed her M4, undid the magazine cartridge, checked it out, slid it into the holster. Handing her the carbine, he inquired, “Do you know how to use one of these?”

She nodded. “We live in North Dakota, shoot at prairie dogs all the time with .22s.”

“You’re an awfully long way from home,” Rupp said, “and M4s are a bit different than .22s.”

“I can handle it,” was all she said. Rupp handed her the weapon.

“What’s your name?” Rupp asked as he helped her out of the pit.

“Carla Davis,” she answered as he climbed out.

“You stay out of sight and shoot when I tell you too, got it? Cover my back.”

The woman nodded, “All right…”

“There’s a madman with a sniper rifle at the Paramount water tower,” Rupp explained. “He’ll have a long, easy shot at us if we just go down and up the street, so we’ll go around the Drop Zone, and attack from the side.” He looked back, saw something bulging from the rim of her shirt, around the belt. “Sound good to you?”

Davis whimpered, “We’re going to get shot at?”

“I am, as long as you don’t show your face. Can you handle that?”

“There’s only one way to find out,” she said, taking a deep, calming breath.

“Good,” Rupp said, descending the exit steps. “Follow me.”

1249 Hours 

Young had Jackson pinned to the wall; his right eye was swollen shut, the left eye covered with blood from a gash along the eyebrow. Every square inch of his body shuddered and cried out in bruised pain; muscles ached and tore, bones battered to exhaustion. Jackson was on the verge of unconsciousness; Young raised a fist to power-drive into his jaw, but the door swung open, Graber entering; he saw Jackson’s worn, tattered, battle-scarred form, and ordered, “Enough, Amanda!”

The woman froze; whenever Graber used her first name it was on threat of death. She let Jackson drop to the floor, then stepped aside, glaring lightning bolts into Graber’s cold, hard eyes. Jackson moaned on the floor, pushing himself into a sitting position, leaning against the wall, sucking air into partially-collapsed lungs.

“I said don’t kill him,” Graber bellowed. “Are you deaf?”

“Sorry,” Young growled. “I lost track of time.”

“You’ll get your chance,” Graber vowed. “But the time has not yet come. Leave us.”

Young didn’t budge.

“Leave us!” Graber screeched; the woman slammed the door behind her.

Graber knelt down, looked into Jackson’s crying eyes. “I have a few questions for you, so please answer, or…” He reached into his belt, withdrew a Gerber Mark II stiletto. “Or I will slit the answers from your thieving throat!”

1251 Hours 

Rupp knelt close to the ground, Davis behind him; they peered through the ringed row of chairs at the base of the monstrously-tall Drop Zone; on the ride, you would be taken to an enormous height, elevated over most of the park, and would be dropped at insane speeds, barely missing total death as gears ground the ringed seats to a halt. David fingered the M4 behind the security guard as Rupp focused on the sniper; the sniper rifle was positioned along the railing, able to be moved to different sections of railing quickly; the man was now carrying an M4 as he waltzed around, wondering where in God’s name that nuisance of a security guard was.

“You lay low,” Rupp instructed; she knelt behind him. “I’ll take care of him.”

Davis interjected, “Maybe we should wait for the police?”

“I can handle it,” Rupp replied. “Just step back, all right?” He heard the shuffling of feet as she scurried away; he stared at the man with the M4 on the water tower, waiting; a moment passed, then click. He placidly turned around, stared into Davis’ eyes; her M4 was aimed right at the small of his back, her face ghost white, realizing the weapon hadn’t fired. “Whoops, no bullets,” Rupp breathed. He pointed his own M4 at her face. “Throw down.”

The terrorist didn’t move, but stared back, cold as a sickened eagle, pondering how the security guard had seen past her mask of innocence. But it didn’t matter; her M4 was holding an empty magazine; Rupp had emptied them back on the platform, cupping them into the palm of his hand and quietly setting them amongst the tracks. The helicopter roared overhead, deafening, but faded into the background; the battle-wizened, fifty-year-old woman and the 45-year-old-security-guard faced each other, brimming with fury. Rupp fingered the trigger, planning on blowing her insides out her back, but couldn’t find himself to bear down on the trigger.

‘Davis’ leapt forward, catching Rupp by surprise, kicking him in the side; the kick was so powerful it sent Rupp to the ground, up against the fence of Drop Zone. The terrorist rushed forward, reaching into her belt, removing a sickening Gerber Mark II dagger; Rupp fell to his side, the woman propelling into the fence. Rupp slid around to the back of her, lifted her legs, threw them over the fence; the metal prongs and braces creaked and groaned, bending under her weight; she fell to the other side of the fence, rolling over the pavement. She forced herself to her feet as Rupp hopped the fence; he swung around the M4, squeezed the trigger; the bullets clattered around her body as she tore across the concrete, diving behind the ring of ride seats; the bullets glanced off the metal of the base of the tower and the seats. 

Davis stood—but couldn’t: the sleeve of her arm was caught in the chair! She dropped the knife, began to tug at her sleeve, the tight nylon not budging. She gawked in terror as Rupp approached, bearing the M4 down on her; she expected to feel her insides being torn, scraped, blown as bullets coursed through her body, but the security guard abruptly changed course. He sided up with the control panel of the machine, flicked open the latch hiding the Activate switch. David let out a shot as he pressed the button; the gears belched and the seats rose; Davis’ legs dangled beneath her as she was tugged higher and higher into the air. Rupp watched—until the control panel behind him burst apart, the blast throwing him to his face.

The sniper began reloading, the first bullet slamming into the controls, heating the control console until it burst. This time, he wouldn’t miss! Rupp scrambled to his feet; the ring of seats stopped three quarters of the way up, listing; Davis screamed in terror, seeing the ground so far below, Rupp running as a bullet impacted at his feet; he sprawled onto his side, shrapnel lodged into his foot. The sniper leaned forward over the railing, chucking in another slug; Rupp scuttled to the other side of the tower just as the sniper fired; the lead cracked the air by his ear, scolding it red hot, it came so close. Rupp fell against the cold steel of the tower, the huge metal tube between him and the sniper; above, the ride continued to rasp and moan, bolts snapping and popping, Davis’ choking screams for help barraging his ears.

1257 Hours 

Tomahawk cursed, tossing the sniper rifle to the side. The freaking security guard had escaped once again. The terrorist couldn’t help but feel as if the guard was some kind of bullet repellant; of course, Tomahawk wasn’t trained for the use of sniper rifles, so no surprise he wasn’t able to even lodge on in Rupp’s gut. Tomahawk snatched the M4 and rushed for the ladder leading down to the ground, desperate to eliminate the threat once and for all, where others had failed. Even if over half of his fellows couldn’t get the job, he would. The ruthless, defying, dangerous and murder-for-fun psychopathic terrorist wouldn’t let Rupp escape between his fingers as the others had. He would taste victory!

As he lowered one foot to climb fifteen feet down, his ears perked with the sounds of grunts and jolts, a blast of air. He leapt up onto the railing as one of the holstering mechanisms for the ring of chairs snapped; the ring tilted forward; for once he noticed one of his best friends dangling by one arm. She had served with him through special operations in Korea when they were still loyal to the American government; she had saved his own rear dozens of times, and he was about to watch her die. Rage took over all the suspenseful agony of watching his friend prepare to die; nothing but surging madness, a brimming volatile thirst to cut the security guard into tiny pieces and burn them to ash reverberated through his head.

Another holster snapped; it was halfway off, tilted at a fiery angle. A few moments, and it would come crashing down!

1259 Hours 

Bryce was talking with one of the news anchors, condemning the Army, when suddenly someone announced that the President was about to hold a press conference. News had erupted like wildfire, and President Bush was about to address the nation, give names of the hostages—from sheets secretly downloaded from the motherboard in the park, via a root connection—and hold a public prayer for all those who were being held against their will.

Sensing glory, Bryce left immediately, picking up a phone, dialing the White House.

“1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, this is Judy, what can I do for you?”

“Tell the President that David Bryce is on the line…”

“And what may I tell him of you, sir?”

“That I can give him all the information he wants about the King’s Island takeover?”

A pause. “How do you know about that? All media flows have been interrupted, before anyone realized what was going on! Only White House staff knows about it…”

“I’m here at the park, ma’am,” he said, then lied, “Conducting the operations to eliminate the threat.”

“I am positive the President would be thrilled to have your input,” she said. “Just a moment.”

Bryce stood with the phone, glancing out over the park; suddenly Miller appeared, scowling and clearly infuriated. Bryce mouthed, What? Miller spat, “You’re only doing this for your own sick, personal gain, you policeman trash.” Bryce was about to snap back when the police officer growled, “And throw me in the brig, if you want to. You know I’m right. And I deeply hope—and pray to God—that you get what you so richly deserve.”

Bryce shooed him away. “I’m about to talk to the President, Officer. Get out of my face.”

1302 Hours 

Davis stared down, face pale and ashen, arms weakening; suddenly the ring of chairs jerked as the last  holster came loose. The woman screamed as the force of the blast ripped her arm right out of the socket. Below, Rupp sprinted away from the tower as the large circle of chairs screeched for the ground, cutting through the air, falling like the Giant off the beanstalk. Davis hadn’t time to react as the ground reached up with icy, life-choking claws; Rupp dove over the fence, landing hard on a slope of grass, rolling down before falling on a street. He curled up against the brick siding of the street as the ring fell, fell, fell… WHAM! Rupp was nearly thrown into the air with the concussion of the blast—his ears were bleeding, his balance offset with the tremendous explosion. Smoke lifted off from the pavement as he staggered to his feet; bits of twisted, colored metal were strewn all over the place, over the grassy slope, the street, tangled in the fence, even all over the Son of Beast and other rides. Flames licked up the sides of the enormous tower, metal twisting and turning, melting under the furious heat and columns of smoke pouring into the ashen air.

Rupp pulled himself up and over the fence, approaching Davis’ twisted, construed corpse. Every bone was broken, piercing from her flesh; blood everywhere. One eye was popped from the socket and the tongue hung limp; Rupp showed no reaction as he raised her by the armpits; the torso had been ripped off, was lodged beneath a severed chair leaning against the blackened, scolded tower. Flames were closing in as he tossed Davis’ top half to the side; he reached down, searching for the belt, felt nothing but guts and blood; finally something hard and leathery. His hand wrapped around a blood-stained grenade, then another; he unlatched both from her belt and staggered back just as the flames engulfed the seat he had just been hovering over. He slid the two red-stained grenades into his pocket, and picked up her Mark II knife, sliding it into the other pocket.

He moved around the side of the tower—the sniper was already maneuvering the sniper rifle, trying to see through the dense smoke, aiming for Rupp’s body. Without time to spare, Rupp fingered one of the grenades, raised it out of the pocket. The terrorist leaned over the sniper rifle; Rupp grasped the slick grenade. The sniper rifle bucked; the bullet whizzed past his arm, slamming into the pavement far behind him. Rupp appeared through the smoke, arms bloodied by the search, face set in a grim scowl: there was no time to lose.

He flicked the pin of the grenade.

1303 Hours 

Gasps floated through the authorities; one man muttered, “Holy mother of pearl.”

It had felt as if their hearts had stopped for a split second, the concussion sweeping through the parking lot, rocking cars, even sending alarms off blaring. Miller felt his arms shaking as he fell against a car, the strength sucked out of him. Flickering light and a gruesome pillar of black smoke rose next to the Son of Beast; he could only imagine what had happened.

Someone approached Bryce and said, “Looks like someone else is in control, eh?”

“I wish we could lock whoever’s doing this in a cellar,” Bryce muttered. “He’s ruining everything.”

Miller snapped, “He may be saving lives, so shut your peephole. It’s more than you’ve done.”

1304 Hours 

Rupp lobbed the activated grenade through the air. It clattered over the pavement, rolling to a stop underneath the water tower. Tomahawk released the sniper rifle, gazed down through the grilled floor of the catwalk, saw the grenade resting harmlessly. “Son of a—“ The explosion tore up into the catwalk, shattering it into a billion pieces; Tomahawk wasn’t given time to even let out a crackled yelp as his body was bloated with millions of tiny pieces of shrapnel; his lifeless body was tossed through the air, landing hard on the ground as the water tower broke into five pieces, water gushing in torrents, spilling over the pavement, washing over Tomahawk’s perforated body, mixing with blood, the hue of red spilling through the water.

Rupp turned and loped towards the Control complex, knowing Jackson may not have much time left.

1307 Hours 

The quiet tension of the air-conditioned room erupted into applause as President Bush walked onto the stage, the seal of the Presidency of the United States hovering behind him. Bush leaned against the podium, waiting for the reporters to be seated; he got a thumbs-up from his News advisor, cleared his throat, and began, “Terrorism was first realized as a national threat with the Oklahoma bombing, but when the fear faded, New York and Washington, D.C. were barraged with hijacked airplanes, terrorists driving innocent civilians to their deaths. The pattern continues. Our fear and caution for terrorist attacks diminished; and now we have paid the price. It is now known that terrorists have taken over an amusement park in southwest Ohio, a seemingly impossible task, but as we are realizing, one that has been completed. Numerous lives have already been lost.

“From what we have gathered, someone inside the park is fighting against the terrorists, or had been fighting against the terrorists, for no calls after the first was made, where we were initially warned of this threat. We were unbelieving when we first heard the news, and nearly paid a life for it. When the police tried to infiltrate and neutralize the situation, eight lives were spent, with no reward for these men’s efforts. The park is in a state of disarray; one building—no, excuse me, possibly two buildings—are completely burnt to the ground, and the corpses of terrorists and civilians alike are spread throughout the park. This is a dangerous situation and we are doing everything we can to rescue the lives of those under terrorist hands… I have time for a few questions?”

Everyone’s hand went up almost instantaneously; the President pointed to a young, dazzling woman. She stood, asked, “How is it possible for the terrorists to have entered the park? Wouldn’t security cameras and metal detectors detected them before they could attack?”

“From what we can see as of now,” Bush replied, “they were employees. They didn’t need to go through the park’s metal detectors, and they therefore had access to all the control mainframes over the park.”

Another hand; “Who is this person inside the park who is fighting against the terrorists?”

“We have no idea. Could be anyone, from an employee to a civilian.”

A reporter asked, “How many hostages are there, approximately?”

Bush took a deep breath. “Approximately… 350.”

“What are the chances of saving them all?”

“Honestly?” Bush asked. “Slim.”

1310 Hours 

“You are going to tell me,” Graber snarled, “how you survived against us for so long!”

Jackson muttered, “I haven’t…”

“How are all my people dead!” Graber roared. “Tell me!”

“I can’t… I can’t explain…”

Graber jacked him in the face, sent him sprawled out over the ground. “There’s something you aren’t telling me; I will kill you if you refuse to answer!”

Jackson grouched, “Then kill me, if you have to. I don’t have… I don’t have the answers.”

Graber took a deep breath. “Fine.” Louder, “Young! Take him to see his family one last time! Then execute them in front of him, and then kill him. And tell Hamlin to give me the detonator for the Gym! We’re going to show the Feds how much control we really have! International television will watch in horror as the Gym explodes, and 376 people are killed instantly!”

1312 Hours 

Rupp climbed up the trunk of one of the trees casting a shadow over the Complex. Leaping from his perch, he landed along the roof of the Complex, rolling to his feet, the M4 at the ready, grenade in one pocket and knife in the other. Shouldering the M4, he ducked down and removed a venting grill, throwing it to the side; lowering the barrel, he fired, sending the vent crashing to the ground; below was an abandoned lounge; he dropped down inside, landing on a couch. Stepping to the floor, he pointed the barrel at the door; a corpse lay in a chair, two bloody holes in the top of the head. The door was shut tight, unlocked. Rupp licked his lips, gawking at the silent, stinking carcass.

1315 Hours 

Janus’ heart flinched with the sound of sporadic gunfire, then the sound of crashing metal.

Grueber spun around, glared at him; the door opened, both held their weapons at the ready as Malone stepped into the room, refreshed, shoulder bandaged. “If you don’t mind,” Malone growled, “I’ll take care of it. I have a score to settle.”

“Be our guest,” Janus said; Malone nodded and left the room.

“He just got out of Medical, he’s screwed,” Grueber said.

“Better him than us,” Janus acknowledged. “Get ready to run; he’ll be here soon.”

1312 Hours 

Malone carried the heavy M4 carbine assault rifle in one hand, opened the door to the lounge with the other. The room was dark, lights off, shadows prancing over the walls. He quietly turned on the light, illuminating the couches and chairs set about the room. His eyes fell upon the corpse in the chair; Janus had bragged about shooting the man as he sat reading. Intrigued by the bloody holes on the head, Malone leaned over, just for a look; the head turned to the side; Malone’s heart pulled a somersault as the corpse’s arms flexed, swinging the butt of an M4 into his face. Malone crashed to the ground as Rupp leapt to his feet, the two blotches of blood on top of his head the perfect deception. Malone raised his eyes, saw the real carcass in the corner of the room.

Rough hands grabbed him by the shirt, wrenched him to his feet; he was thrown onto the couch. The terrorist jumped to his feet, aiming the rifle into Rupp’s gut; but Rupp swung his leg out, foot connecting with the gun, sending it flying against the wall. Before he could let down his foot, even before the rifle hit the wall, Malone gripped his foot and yanked; Rupp fell to the ground. Malone slammed a hand into his pocket, withdrew a small nylon cord; Rupp tried to train his M4 on the terrorist, but Malone dove on to of him, lashing him onto his stomach; he pulled the nylon cord around Rupp’s throat, yanked back, squeezing with all his might.

Rupp gasped for air, but drew nothing. He reached up to slide fingers between the nylon, but the cord was so small and tight it was impossible; already his skin was being rubbed raw, trickles of blood drawing as it cut into the flesh of his neck. Malone pulled harder and harder; Rupp saw spots swimming before his eyes, strength drained, weakness overcoming, overpowering; calm and pleasure invaded his soul with the knowledge that he could do nothing, death was on the doorsteps.

No! You cannot! he was told by a disconnected voice, his own mind unbalanced.

He obeyed the insane echo, began getting to his feet, the act so impossible; he couldn’t even feel his legs. Laughter from Malone’s grunting throat filled his ears as Rupp finally managed to get to his feet. Malone tried to drag him down, but Rupp wouldn’t allow it; summoning all might, he swung around, reaching up for the ceiling fan, clasping the over-sized pulling string used to turn it on. Suffocating, without breath, the security guard somehow managed to loop the string around one of the fan blades; reaching around, he wrapped it around Malone’s throat; Malone couldn’t resist, for fear of losing his grip over the security guard, of finishing what had been elected to be finished what seemed eons ago, but was really only hours. Both had strings around their throats; only one was dying. Rupp grappled for the string around the terrorist’s neck, yanked it down; the fan blades began to turn, the motor groaning; Malone gurgled as the string tightened and he was lifted into the air. The terrorist released grip of the cord around Rupp’s neck; Rupp fell forward, onto his hands and knees, the cord flailing to the ground. He gasped in air, throat stinging with the breaths, lungs filling, aching.

Malone swung his arms and legs, but was suspended above; he tried to undo the cord, but it was wrapped to tightly, and to disconnect it would mean to move it off the blade and rip it from its holster in the motor of the fan. He couldn’t even reach over the fan blade, nonetheless loosen himself. Rupp gasped for breath on the floor; Malone gurgled and twisted, back spasms shaking his body as he lost it. Suddenly the gurgling silenced; Rupp breathed for what seemed years, savoring each tasty spout of air; when he rolled onto his back, too weak to move, he saw Malone slowly circling with the fan, limp and lifeless.

Rupp got to his feet, strength returning with the knowledge that he’d be perfectly fine. He picked up the M4, held it at the ready, took more breaths. Jackson was running out of time—Rupp had to hurry, or Jackson would be doomed.

1315 Hours 

Bryce stood—unwillingly—next to Miller as the Army general overlaid the battle plan for retaking the park. He said there was reason to believe, since no negotiations had been made, the terrorists might be planning to merely execute all the hostages, and instill fear into the hearts of the American nation, bringing for terrorist attacks. He said this could be a front for a huge wave of terrorism, or merely just psychopathic men and women who had grudges against the American government and were going to make it well known. Whatever the case, it was clear they were running out of time. The General admonished that four of the troop carriers would enter through the gates; the explosions of the TNT wouldn’t harm the thick halls, and they’d be able to go right through, crushing any obstacles in their paths. A pair of each would rumble up the alleys between the reflection pool, and the soldiers would disembark at the base of the Eiffel tower, searching for the hostages, eliminating all terrorists who got in the way. And hopefully the hostages would be able to be rescued.

“But let’s get one thing straight,” the general said. “This mission is based on chance. We’re on a clock we can’t see; the terrorists might carry out the act before or as we enter the park. There is only a 25% chance of rescuing over half of the hostages. Its grim news, but news nonetheless. Which is why every terrorist seen must be executed on the spot. Understood?”

Everyone nodded; the general ordered, “Saddle up!”

1316 Hours 

Rupp side-stepped into the corridor; Janus stood at the other end, carrying a box of electronic equipment; Rupp shot off several bursts of gunfire, Janus dropping the box and sprinting into an adjourning room. The security guard fell against the wall, quickly reloading; when he looked up, Grueber was at the far end of the hallway; before he could fire, the second-in-command disappeared outside the door, into the brilliant sunlight. Rupp cursed, ran for the room Janus had stepped into—Janus appeared; Rupp raised the M4 to fire—until he saw a civilian with dark-rimmed glasses and a panicked face squeezed against Janus’ front; the barrel of Janus’ M4 was thrusted against the employee’s skull.

“Step one inch nearer and I shoot,” he spat. “You know I will do it.”

Rupp looked into the man’s eyes; they were crying out for help, for pity, for mercy. The man had three daughters, one in grade school and the others in High School; his son was in college, studying to be an engineer. His wife was at home, probably terrified at the news on TV. And here the man was—up close and personal to a terrorist, an assault rifle thrown against the temple of his skull.

“Stand down,” Janus snarled.

Rupp didn’t move.

“Stand down!” Janus roared, clicking the safety off the M4.

Rupp took a step back, placid eyes telling the hostage not to worry; things were under control.

“Lower your weapon,” Janus ordered. “Lower it!”

Rupp threw his M4 to the ground, seemingly weaponless.

“Turn your back and leave,” Janus said; Rupp turned, walking away, leaving the hostage to die. Janus peered around the head of the hostage, smirking, spilling in a gravel whisper, “I’m going to kill you anyways, you saggy sack of horse dung. You see, it’s an ugly business, being a terrorist, but every once and a while, you get your seldom pleasures. And killing you is going to be one of—“

Rupp swung around, the Mark II blade in his hand; the terrorist gaped as the knife was flung through the air, cutting down the hall fast as a bullet. The hostage winced as the blade shrieked past the left side of his face, digging deep into Janus’ eye, lodging into the brain. Janus made a sputter of noise and collapsed, the M4 falling to the ground. The hostage leapt against the wall, breathing deeply in shock; blood bubbled from Janus’ eyes, out the nose, ears and lips, the handle of the dagger poking from the eye cavity; the hostage’s mind kept replaying the dagger flying smoothly from Rupp’s hands, somersaulting through the air, looking as if it were going to hit him, then whipping past and killing the terrorist in an instant.

Rupp stepped over the corpse, nodded to the hostage, and picked up his M4 and the Mark II, racing out the door.

Now for Jackson.

Chapter Six: Hidden Assets
1320 Hours 

Y

oung threw him into the room, at his family’s feet; at once they swarmed over him; Amy kissed him on split lips, his son and daughter hugging him like nothing else. Young gripped her M4 as Graber entered the room, sliding something into his pocket. Cochran entered behind him with rolls of duct tape; Young shooed the wife and kids off Jackson and bodily wrenched him to his feet. Cochran bound his hands together with tape, and they threw him into the corner; the skylight flooded the room with unwanted heat; sweat popped over Jackson’s serrated brow.

Graber announced, “This man—your husband, your father—killed several of my men.”

They all looked into Jackson’s eyes, shocked that their God-fearing, Jesus-loving father would have the nerves to something. Jackson always said two of the greatest things a man could do was first, serve Jesus, and second, serve his country. He served Jesus day in and day out, from the time he woke from his bed to the moment he fell asleep. None of them, however, expected him to become the gun-toting, freedom-fighting, hostage-liberating father he had become. He was mildly quiet, humorous, with a great sense of love for all humanity. As they now saw him, battered, torn, bleeding, frail, they found it hard to imagine him having killed anyone for the sake of others’ lives, but they knew that in this world, such things were for the good of the people, and they respected him for it—and God respected him for his efforts to save the innocents who would be killed—but his family knew it was too late; they knew the game was over. Jackson was caught, the terrorists were infuriated, and blood was going to be spilled.

“I am a cold man,” Graber told them. “I get what I want, and I hand out what is deserved. Nothing stands in my way. When the authorities tried to capture and kill me when I still lived in Austria, I killed each and every one of them, along with my family to show them what true will really is. My immediate family was killed years ago; and I have recently executed one who did not fulfill his obligations. Have no illusions: you people mean nothing to me. Just animals, no better than dogs, worse than dirt. I will not hesitate to kill you.” He slid the Skorpion into the holster on his belt, drew the pistol; heaving Jackson by the collar, he threw him atop the table and rammed the barrel of the pistol into the soft skin of his neck, finger in blinding temptation to squeeze the trigger.

“No, you can’t!” Amy screamed; Young punched her in the chest, buckling her over.

Jackson shouted, “Amy!” When he tried to jump off the table and help her, he was thrown back.

Amy tried to get to her feet, but was kicked to the ground; tears flowed from her eyes. Jessica began sobbing miserable; Jason stood rigid, hard, cold, glaring. Graber forced Jackson to watch at gunpoint as his wife was punched and kicked repeatedly; she screamed as she was thrown against the wall, her clothes torn and battered, hair matted with blood as cuts welted on her scalp, skin ripped open. Jackson didn’t cry; his tears were dried up. But where tears would have billowed, invisible anger mingled with sorrow flowed, if ever did two such meet. Amy cried out in agony as she was beaten repeatedly, over and over, with no hope of stopping, body being torn apart ruthlessly with Young’s infuriated kicks. Cochran watched in horror, left the room.

“Please,” Jackson groaned. “She doesn’t deserve it! Do it to me instead! I beg you!”

Graber spat into his face, the cold steel of the pistol embedded in his neck, “You think this is terrible? Watch as your wife is beaten to death, you miserable terd! Then watch as we rape your daughter, in front of your eyes, and slowly cut off her head with a dull knife! And watch as your son struggles for air as he is strangled to death. Watch! Pay for what you have done! Your antics are over! The game is over.”

Jackson almost passed out with the news of what was going to be done. “You can’t do this…”

“Oh,” Graber said, “I am, and there is nothing you can do about it!”

Amy screamed as she was pinned against the wall, face barraged with Young’s blows.

1324 Hours 

Rupp’s hard feet hammered over the pavement as he rushed down the left street facing the Eiffel tower; the spray from the fountains of water from the reflection pool were condemning him for what he was about to do, were dragging him away, tempting his exhausted, aching body and tormented soul to take a rest, just a rest, and bathe in the spray from the reflection pool, to take a well-deserved break, a vacation from the horror.

But it was all a play on words, a temptation from the prince of lies.

Rupp wouldn’t stop; he had failed only once; he wouldn’t fail again.

1325 Hours 

Jason couldn’t stand it any longer, seeing his father in such a state, his mom being slowly beaten to death. The arguments with his father eroded; they were shallow, so shallow, and suddenly he realized how wrong he had been, how much of an idiot he had turned into. Jason had turned his back on God, his family, and joined friends who abandoned him when he was ordered to climb the ladder. He had given up on the greatest values, and grasped something utterly useless, a huge lie, that had eaten away at the marrow of his bones, stolen all the integrity he had. Now it was gone, and it would take a long time to get much of it back—but he wouldn’t stand around doing nothing for a family he loved. His dad was being forced to watch his wife be killed; his mom was in incredible pain, crying and moaning under the blows, causing tears to swell in his eyes. His sister cried, shuddering against the wall, Graber looking at her with devilish, sexual intimacy; NO! Jason would not allow it. If he had to die, he would—but he wouldn’t stand around, placid and pacifist. That would only bring more death. He had shuddered at violence for so long—now he had no choice.

He reached into his pocket, wrapped his hand around a glass Jones Soda bottle he had bought from a small shop. Now drained and empty, it was the perfect weapon; the bloodthirsty woman was beating on Amy, grinning in pleasure; Graber kept the pistol up at Jackson’s batter face, the terrorist’s eyes focused in on Jessica’s petite, shivering, disheveled form. With a roar, he leapt forward, bringing the bottle down; Graber turned just as it swung into his face, shattering; Graber howled in pain, stumbling back, groping at his face; Jackson tried to move, but his hand were bound; Young turned and fired; Jason yelped, fell to the floor, a bloody hole ripped through his leg. Glass shards from the bottle lay over the floor and the table Jackson was dazedly sitting upon.

Graber’s face was covered with streams and rivulets of blood; he cursed, grabbing the pistol; he flung it up against Jackson’s neck, groveled, “Watch your idiotic son bathe in the blood from his leg! I’m not going to kill you, Mr. Jackson; no, you won’t get out that easy. Young! Beat Amy harder! Cochran!” The terrorist was gone. “Where the heck is Cochran?!”

The door opened, Cochran appearing. “I’m here, sir. We need to talk.”

“I need you to watch Jackson as I take care of his daughter’s virginity,” Graber growled.

“We need to talk, sir.”

“About what?”

“Now, sir.”

Graber cursed. “Hamlin!” The terrorist entered; Graber gave him the pistol. “Watch Jackson for a minute. I’ll be back.” He and Cochran left the room; Jackson stared into Hamlin’s shallow eyes as he tossed Jackson bodily to the floor, sliding against the wall, over shattered glass; he landed next to his son, who was gritting his teeth in pain, blood forming a puddle underneath his wounded leg.

Hamlin muttered, “You best be glad Graber wants you alive, or I’d take pleasure in killing ya!”

1327 Hours 

Rupp stepped onto the ledge of the broken window, boots slipping over shattered glass. He lifted himself onto the roof; standing on the roof of the small bakery, he saw the dazzling water of the lake as he wondered where in God’s name the hostages were being held. It was then that he was able to truly see the lake from a different angle; when he stepped to the right, he saw it was artificial; the bottom of the pool was concrete, with fish swimming around inside, ducks bobbing over the surface of the waters. Rupp saw a square along the bottom with a latch, and at that moment he knew. Swinging his eyes around, he saw a small area fenced in by rugged corrugated sheet metal fencing. Peering over, he saw a window, a skylight.

Rupp shouldered the M4, leapt down from the building, and sprinted for the fence.

1329 Hours 

“What’s the problem?” Graber demanded as they shut the door. The hoardes of people below had heard the screaming from the other room, the gunshot, and were gaping at the two terrorists with imminent fear. Graber commanded Cochran to speak softly, so as not to arouse any suspicions among the throngs of people, especially regarding the ‘big event.’

“Sir,” Cochran said, holding out a cell phone. “We can’t do this.”

“Can’t do what?”

“We can’t just kill 376 people, sir. It’s madness. It’s purely unethical.”

“Since when we’re you ethical?” Graber asked. “Are you saying you don’t want to do it?”

“Call the police. Tell them where the hostages are. We’ve already killed some people, America is going to be fearful no matter what happens from here on out. Just the idea that it’s possible is enough to give people a rough night’s sleep, sir. With all due respect, sir, this isn’t the way to go.”

“What’s happening to you? You’re coming loose.”

“No, you’re coming loose, sir.”

Graber’s eyes flared. “So now we’re incompetent?”

“Make the call, Graber.”

“I’m not making the call,” Graber spat.

Cochran began dialing. “Then I will.”

“Put the phone down, Cochran.”

He ignored him.

“We’re not stopping this far in. Put the phone down, Cochran, you’ve been asked by an old friend.”

Cochran dialed in the last digits.

“Close the phone, Cochran! You’ve been ordered by a superior officer…”

Cochran raised the phone to his ear, listened as the phone rang.

Graber unholstered the Skorpion, pointed it into Cochran’s face. “Now you’re being ordered by a man with a gun.”

1332 Hours 
Hamlin watched as Young continued to beat Amy; Jackson prayed that God would give her strength and him wisdom. His hands brushed over a piece of shattered glass. Thank you, God, he prayed, and picked it up with his fingers, flipping the shattered glass around, cutting at the bonds of tape on his hand. The jagged end began slicing through the tape, but also cut into his hand, drawing blood; he winced, swallowed, continued, ignoring the pain.

His hands were almost free.

1333 Hours 
Cochran heard someone answer the phone on the other line; he snapped the cell phone shut in fear for his own life. “Throw it to the people down there,” Graber ordered; Cochran obeyed, people diving for it, determined to use it to make phone calls, phone calls that were being routed into the main computer and forgotten. “You’ve wired this place, and I’ve got the detonator. I will blow this place all over the park. Now don’t screw around, or you’ll be with them.”

Cochran swore. “Do we really have to do this, sir? Seriously, we could just leave them to—“

“We’re not having this conversation,” Graber argued. “Not here, not now, not ever.”

1334 Hours 
With the last twitch of the glass shard, the bond of duct tape fell away; he flexed his fingers, arms free, no longer captive to the terrorist’s awful biddings. Hamlin was sitting on the desk, leaning against the wall; Jackson watched as Amy took another round in the gut. He was amazed she was still alive; for nearly ten minutes she had been riddled and raddled with blows and deliveries from the gun-toting, fist-fighting anti-American soldier. He looked up at the metal plate fastened to the ceiling, holding bundles of wire and boxes of electronics. Jackson took a deep breath, flexed his legs—both of the terrorists had guns, but if he didn’t work fast, Graber would come soon, as would that other guy—Cochran. 

“Soon,” Hamlin grunted, “it is going to be your daughter’s turn to reap what you’ve sown.”

“You’re forgetting,” Jackson spat, “my hidden assets.”

Roaring like a burning rhino, Jackson launched to his feet, swarming into Young’s side; she fell against the wall in shock as he jacked her in the face; Amy screamed, grabbing Jessica, throwing themselves into the corner; Jason yelled out from his nest on the floor. Hamlin dropped to his feet, raising his Skorpion; Young bashed her head into Jackson’s face, revving him back; she raised her fist to pummel him into the concrete; his fingers wrapped around the butt of her rifle, which was on the floor; he swung it up as she came down, flexing down on the trigger. Young screamed as the bullets passed through her chest, flying out from her back, embedded into the ceiling. Jackson hurled her lifeless body off his, rolling it into Hamlin’s legs.

Hamlin swaggered, but jabbed the butt of the Skorpion into Jackson’s face, sending him onto his back. The terrorist’s arms shook with fear as he cocked back the safety mechanism on the Skorpion. He couldn’t believe Young was gone; he thought it impossible to ever take Young, but now she lie dead at his feet, bleeding through over a dozen bloody holes in her limp body. “You’ll pay, you American trash!” Hamlin yelled, pointing the Skorpion at his wife’s face; she stared at him in blanketed horror. “Where are your hidden assets now?”

Jackson groaned, “Look up.”

Hamlin’s eyes snapped to the skylight just as the glass shattered, breaking into a million pieces; glinting in the sun, Rupp came down like a rocket, slamming down at Hamlin’s shocked feet. Rupp slammed his shoulder into the terrorist’s bulk, tossing him like a rag-doll across the table; Hamlin accidentally fired into his foot, tearing at his own flesh. He howled in terror as he rolled off the table, underneath the metal plate hanging precariously from the ceiling; his Skorpion fell at his feet, unable to be grasped; his legs skidded and slid, convulsing as the terrorist fought against the pain.

Jackson got to his feet; “Get out of here!” he yelled to his family; Amy hobbled over to him, embraced him; Jackson shouted again, “Get out of here!” They threw open the door, only to be met with sputtered gunfire from outside. “Get back inside! Get back inside!” Jackson yelled, herding his daughter and wife to the side; Jason lumbered onto one leg, leaning against the wall.

“We’re pinned in,” Jackson breathed. “We can’t escape.”

Rupp growled, “Through the skylight! Lift them through the skylight!”

1336 Hours 
Graber trained his Skorpion on the doorway from the backroom, infuriated that both Young and Hamlin couldn’t stand against one lousy accountant. Cochran stood behind him; Graber yelled, “Guard the door! Don’t let them escape!” He rushed past as Cochran raised the M4, training it on the door. Cochran glanced back to see Graber rushing up the steps, to the outside; Cochran feared he might detonate, and he’d be inside. Flitting between whether to run or stay, he kept the M4 trained on the doorway. No one would escape.

1337 Hours 
Jackson and Rupp were helping Jason up and out of the room, where his mom grabbed him.

“Go on!” Jackson yelled. “Get out of this area! Go near the front and hide! Now!”

His wife pleaded, “Mel…”

“Go, Amy, go!”

She gave him one last heart-broken gaze and the trio sauntered off.

“Your turn,” Rupp said.

“I’m not leaving,” Jackson growled. “Not until the place is empty of terrorists.”

“I thought you were against killing.”

Jackson snapped, “I’m also against senseless massacres.”

“It’s been a long time since I’ve said thank you to anyone… but thank you.”

Suddenly a voice they had forgotten about cracked the silence: Hamlin groveled, “I’ve got a little something for you…” His hand was wrapped around one of his grenades, reaching for the pin. Rupp turned to Jackson; Jackson sprinted out of the room for safety, as Rupp raised his M4, fired several times as the metal plate with the boxes of equipment and bundled cords. Bullets pranced about as the terrorist snatched at the grenade, ready to pull the pin; the iron chains holding the left side of the plate up snapped; the plate bellied out, the equipment spilling out; the terrorist screamed as the equipment dropped through the air. Rupp turned towards the door as the man’s yelps were silenced as he was crushed beneath the falling electrical equipment.

Outside, Jackson was being chased along the catwalk by Cochran as the terrorist rearmed.

1339 Hours 
Graber stumbled out into the sunlight, falling onto the street; the trio of his past prisoners was disappearing under the Eiffel tower, running down the slope. Graber cursed, leaned against the outside wall of the shop, pulling the detonator from his pin. “You haven’t won,” he growled, slamming down on the button.

A small transmitter on the keypad flashed: 


5:00…4:59…4:58…

“I never fail,” Graber groveled, galloping away from the Gym. “Five minutes… and you’re all dead.” The fate was sealed—the Gym was going to blow, sending debris flying in every direction, on national television, heralding in a new era of anti-American terrorism. 373 people would die in the blast—hopefully along with that measly accountant.

Graber held the Skorpion in his hands, remembered the wife of that stupid nuisance. Not looking back, he rushed across the pavement towards the Eiffel tower, determined to ruin Jackson’s life even if it wasn’t taken from him. He’d take his wife as hostage… and sell her on the black market, and put it on international TV!

Chapter Seven: Checkmate
E.T.D. [Estimated Time till Detonation] 4:50 

C

ochran slid the new magazine into the Skorpion, aiming it at Jackson’s sprinting form, just as Rupp stepped out from the backroom. Rupp dug into his pocket, drew the Mark II, hurdled it through the air. The blade twisted and turned, the tip driving into the back of Cochran’s neck; he staggered forward against the wall, the tip puncturing his throat and coming out the front. He dropped the sub-machinegun, groping at his throat, hands becoming covered with steaming blood. Jackson kicked him onto his side; Rupp gave Jackson a thumbs-up.

“We need to get these people out of here,” Jackson said; cheers from below. “But how?”

The hostages pointed to a ladder lying along the opposite side of the catwalk, and they said there were more in the backrooms. Rupp rushed to get them as Jackson lowered the first, urging them to climb quickly, but not to trample anybody, everything was going to be fine. It was then that the exhaustion and pain swept over him; he collapsed against the wall, sucking in deep breaths of air, thinking, It’s over, it’s over, it’s over…

As people were pouring over the ladder onto the catwalk, rushing out the door, Rupp dragged Jackson to the side, into the backroom. He pointed to a small package against the wall, a detonator counting down from five minutes. Jackson’s eyes went wide with terror—he gawked at Rupp. “They were going to kill everyone!”

“No,” Rupp said, “they are going to kill everybody if we don’t get them out! See the ladders against the wall? Throw them down. There’s about two dozen. Get everyone out, force them to run for the front of the park. But there’s detonation strung around all the entrances. Do not let them leave or more innocents will die.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Just get them out,” Rupp said. “I’ll do my own thing.”

“What does that mean?” Jackson shouted as Rupp raced out the door. Jackson turned and began gathering ladders as fast he could, time ticking away, the ointment beginning to stink as precious time slipped through their fingers. He was determined to stay till everyone was out—no matter what. At least his family was safe.

Or so he thought.

E.T.D. 4:07 
Graber loped into the bathroom, grabbing Amy by the shoulders, wrenching her from the room. Jason was propped against the wall; he shouted for him to stop, but Graber waved the Skorpion, and slid away from his view. Jessica tried to follow, screaming for mommy, but Jason held her back as he pushed down his own tears. Graber wrestled with the disheveled woman, putting the gun into the small of her back, forcing her to run at gunpoint.

“Your husband can’t save you now,” he bit. “He’s a failure, no matter what you think.”

Amy snapped, “My husband is going to kill you before this is over.”

“Oh, will he?” Graber mused.

Amy scourged, “Soon!”

He shoved the gun deeper into her back as they ran around the Eiffel tower.

E.T.D. 3:32
“Let’s go! Come on!” Jackson yelled. “You’re taking too long!” He couldn’t imagine how the task could be done in time; all the ladders were in place, but the people were too weak and tired, were barely moving. “Move it!” They poured over the ladders; every once in a blue moon when someone decided to wait for a loved one or a friend or accomplice, Jackson ordered them to move; if they wouldn’t, he fired slugs from Cochran’s Skorpion into the ceiling. It didn’t brew love from those he was rescuing, but it might possibly save their life.

“God,” he prayed, “help us!”

E.T.D. 2:55 
Rupp stood against the building as he heard Graber coming around, Amy at his side. Right as they passed, he exited from his position, wrenching one hand down onto the Skorpion, the other onto Graber’s throat. Amy ducked as Graber lost his grip, choking under Rupp’s thick hand; the head terrorist didn’t understand, couldn’t understand, who the newcomer was: he was battle-scarred and covered with dried blood, but still powerful and mighty. Graber struggled for breath as he and Rupp tugged for the rifle; Rupp squeezed harder, trying to break Graber’s throat.

“You… will… not… win…” Graber jerked away from his grasp, but the Skorpion was in Rupp’s hands. Graber was spilled out over the ground, staring up into Rupp’s tasteless, deep, hate-filled, vengeful eyes. Under the glare, Rupp somehow found the occasion to inquire, “Who the heck are you?”

The security guard replied, “A hidden asset…” Rupp pointed the Skorpion’s barrel at Graber’s face, prepared to fire… A shot rang out, shattering the tension; Rupp released his grip on the Skorpion as he staggered back. More gunfire as bullets ripped through his legs, tearing flesh and breaking bone.

Rupp fell against the wall, sliding to his rump, dazed.

Grueber stood off to the side, M4 held outwards; Amy was in his grasp, horrified as blood gushed from Rupp’s wounds. Grueber muttered, “The famous, heroic security guard, now on the ground, unable to move. My sympathies.” He tossed the girl to Graber, who was on his feet. Graber demanded to know who Rupp was; Grueber’s response was, “Nothing important. Now go: I believe the Feds are about to try and break inside, and they might. They have large tank-like vehicle lined up, facing the entrance.”

“Where is Janus, Harbal, Malone?”

“All dead,” Grueber crooned. “All because of this moron.” He pointed to Rupp. “But he’s next.”

“Good job, Grueber,” Graber said. “You and I are alone now.”

“And to be worshipped by millions around the globe!” Grueber announced, grinning.

“Shoot anyone who comes out from the Gym… I’ll pick you up from the Eiffel tower.”

Grueber spit into Rupp’s face; Rupp turned his head, the spittle trickling down his face. “Unworthy fool,” Grueber muttered, and he darted in the other direction; Graber took Amy by the arm, picked up his Skorpion, and pushed the barrel into her side. He nodded to Rupp, with a devilish smile on his face, and ran towards the helipad.

E.T.D. 1:24 
The last of the hostages climbed up the ladder; Jackson sent them running outside. After making sure no one was left, the accountant abandoned the Gym, rushing up the steps after the 370-odd people had before him; bursting into sunlight, he saw the masses of people swarming in every direction, away from the Gym, sensing something was wrong. Jackson ran towards The Racer, knowing the blast might be blocked by the line of shops between The Racer and the man-made pond above the Gym, which was about to conclude the largest fireworks display in the history of King’s Island.

E.T.D. 0:53 
Grueber saw the huge masses of people swarming in every direction, forgot his commands to shoot them. At the front end of the park, beyond the gates, the Army vehicles were revving the engines, the soldiers loading up as the invasion was beginning. Grueber cursed and ran towards the Eiffel tower, throwing open the door to the elevator; the elevator had already ascended the tower it appeared; cursing, for he didn’t have time to wait, he exited the building, bashing a fleeing hostage in the face before he stumbled up the many flights of stairs; in the distance, he could hear the thumping of helicopter blades as the sight-seeing helicopter had its engines started up. The military helicopter had landed for refueling, so the air was clear. Grueber reached the Eiffel tower platform; peering over the railing, he saw hundreds of people bolting away from the Gym at lightning speed; the Army was preparing to break through the entrance; Grueber swore. Everything had failed! Everything!

Now if he could escape merely with his life!

E.T.D. 0:21 
Jackson rounded the corner as he ran at full speed, nearly running straight into Rupp.

“What happened!” Jackson exclaimed. “Your leg, you’re shot, you need—“

“Graber!” Rupp warned. “He has your wife… He’s going to the sight-seeing helicopter.”

“Where’s that?”

“You’re headed straight for it; go under The Racer, around the Outer Limits: Flight of Fear remains, and it’s right there!” He was sagged against the wall, sweating; Jackson knew he was going somewhere, even on bullet-riddled legs, but didn’t try to thwart him. “Just hurry,” Rupp convinced. “If he gets away, you may never see her again.”

Jackson gave Rupp a thumbs-up this time and ran towards the helipad.

E.T.D. 0:00
The Army troop carriers surged forward, blasting through the gates; the explosion shook the vehicles, but merely scolded the outsides; all four poured through the fire and ash, wheels grinding the gate to the ground, crushing the ticket-taking booths. As if born from smoke they appeared, two on each street heading towards the Eiffel tower; civilians leapt out of their way, pumping their arms in the air as the Army gushed into the park, cheering for they were now free, so free. As the troop carriers neared the Eiffel tower, the C4 in the Gym ignited—with a roar, the detonation shook the ground for miles in every detonation; the water from the pond exploded outwards, turned to steam in an instant; the streets running next to the pond broke apart as giant pillars of flame broke through the surface; the outlying buildings shook and shuddered, torn down as if an earthquake swept through; the concussion rocked the stilts of the Eiffel tower. People were knocked flat on their face, rolling from the blast, the searing heat wave igniting nearby trees on fire. Flames poured into the sky, flickering amongst gallons of smoke; the entire Gym was no more than broken concrete, melted steal and ash. The troop carriers stopped in their tracks, the backs opening, soldiers pouring out. Civilians flooded outside the front gate, risking life and limb through the putrid smoke and acrid fire. The explosion from the Gym had torn apart the ground and earth, leveled buildings and broken up around, but not one life was lost in the detonation.

1345 Hours
Graber had bound and gagged Amy, thrown her into the back of the chopper; the blades spun and revolved, picking up speed. Graber pushed forward the controls and threw on his safety strap. The blast from the explosion had messed with some of the controls, but nothing important. As the white and blue helicopter began rising from the tarmac of the helipad, a lone figure appeared scampering around the gates, head turned against the brutal, dusty windows blown forth from the chopper. Graber cursed as the accountant neared; the terrorist slammed everything full power, the helicopter shuddering, but lifting from the ground.

Jackson battled the winds as he raced onto the tarmac; the helicopter hurriedly raised into the air. Jackson leapt up, hands clasping around the steel landing struts as the ground fell away beneath him. He wrapped one arm completely around the strut as he gazed down—the helipad dwindled smaller and smaller, and soon they were flying over the park, the people mere pinpricks below, the roar of the engine shaking his mind. Jackson held on for dear life as he reached up with his free hand, grabbing the door handle of the chopper, wrenching it open.

1347 Hours 
Rupp’s mind drifted between consciousness and unconsciousness; behind him a river of blood marked his travel. The Eiffel tower loomed ahead; not too much longer, he continued reminding himself, and he’d be there. People rushed by without care, the smoke and flames from the Gym clouding into the air as a horrendous storm cloud. Rupp glanced up as the sight-seeing helicopter soared high above, a small figure dangling; Rupp wished him luck as he reached the Eiffel tower and began to climb, somehow making steady progress. Soon, he told himself, soon, and he would have his revenge.

Grueber wasn’t going anywhere.

1349 Hours 
Jackson’s fingers wrapped around the cold steel of the handle; somehow, against the battering winds, against all odds, he was able to open the door; Amy was inside, urging him to come inside as she struggled against her bonds. He risked everything he had as he made a fatal grab inside—if he missed, he’d go plummeting to his death. Success! He yanked himself inside, shutting the door; he pulled off Amy’s mouth bond, and tore off the bonds over her hands and feet.

“Where is he?” he demanded.

She sided next to him. “The cockpit!”

Jackson tossed her a parachute from the wall. “Put it on!” She obeyed; he did the same for himself. Jackson grabbed the door handle to the cockpit, took a deep breath, and flung himself inside; he slammed against the controls; Graber gasped in surprise, hadn’t known Jackson had made it; Graber raised a dagger to stab Jackson in the back. Jackson rolled onto his back, grasping at Graber’s wrist as he tried to stab down; Jackson reached for his throat, knowing that if Graber let go of the controls, the helicopter would crash. Jackson screamed at Amy to jump—she refused.

Graber struggled against Jackson’s grip; he threw on autopilot, reached for his other wrist, dropped the knife into his other hand. Jackson dove into the seat as the dagger came down, stabbing into the metal of the controls, where Jackson’s head had just laid. The accountant slammed his feet into Graber, hammering him into the other side of the cockpit with such force that the chopper veered, cutting through the air, rolling farmland and forests below.

“You can’t win!” Graber shouted.

“I already have!” Jackson bellowed back; he leapt to his feet and dove out the door; Graber tried to follow, but Jackson slammed the door, throwing a hatchet stashed in the corner down over it, locking Graber inside the cockpit. Graber pounded on the door as Jackson stood there, staring at his wife. Jackson said, “Go. Pull the rip cord.”

Graber continued pounding furiously; he fired into the door, but the bullets lodged into the metal.

“I’m going to take care of him first! Just gosh-darned go!”

Amy jumped out the side of the helicopter; Jackson knelt down past the guest seats, pulling open a small latch on the floor. Inside was the fuel tank; he reached inside, cupped some fuel in his hands, splashed it in a line from the cavity in the floor to the edge of the door. Against the wall was the pilot’s cubby; he had been one of the hostages, but he left a sack lung, some cigarettes, and a pack of matches. Matches.

“Checkmate,” Jackson said; he flicked one of the matches against the box, the flame igniting.

Graber fathomed, “I’m gonna kill you if you don’t let me out, Mr. Jackson!”

Jackson tossed the match near the door; the flame caught over the fuel, spreading towards the main fuel tank. Jackson didn’t hesitate; he launched himself from the open door, diving towards the ground several thousand feet below, rushing up at him like a sore monkey. The helicopter screeched overhead, into the sunlight; with a blast uncoupled, the helicopter tore into three million flaming pieces, thrown in every direction, showering towards the ground.

Jackson yanked the rip cord; the parachute unfolded, himself bucking as the parachute caught wind. He watched the flaming debris spiral towards the ground, the park in the distance. A strange peace floated over him—Graber was dead, the threat exhausted as much as he was. He leaned sucked in air and laughed—against all odds, with the help of a security guard with a secret past, he had overcome the odds.

He was alive.

1353 Hours 
Grueber panicked as the American soldiers fleeted towards the Eiffel tower; he watched as they filtered throughout the park, closing off all backup exits from the park. He gazed into the sky, longing for Graber to appear with the helicopter, when an all-too-familiar voice cracked, “Don’t move, melon-head.”

The Austrian terrorist swung around; Rupp was leaning against the elevator shaft, the M4 in his hands pointed right at Grueber’s chest; Grueber stared, horrified, into Rupp’s eyes. Rupp lowered the carbine—and fired. Grueber screamed in pain as a burst of three bullets pelted him in the right leg, the same leg he had wounded on the security guard. Rupp swaggered forward, grunting, “An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.”

One of Grueber’s hands was draped over the railing, the other groping at his wounded leg.

“Your entire masquerade has been blown,” Rupp breathed. “You never should have come.”

The terrorist’s eyes filled with fear; Rupp took another step forward. “I’m not going to let you go.”

“What… What are you going to do?” Grueber demanded.

Rupp wanly smiled despite the pain, cocking an eyebrow. “No trespassing.”

Grueber stammered, “What?”

“Do you know what that means, No Trespassing?” A step forward. “Do you?”

“Don’t hurt me… They’ll string you up with murder… I surrender…”

“Do you know what No Trespassing means, do you?” Rupp demanded, staring hard into his eyes. “It means, Get… out… of… my… park!” He threw the length of the rifle against Grueber’s body, hurling it up and over the edge of the railing; he reached down and thrusted the legs of the terrorist outward. Grueber’s eyes were saucer, mouth gaping, as he watched the platform fall away, Rupp’s staggering form growing smaller and smaller—until he slammed into the ground at the base of the Eiffel tower; blood poured down the slope in torrents.

Rupp fell away from the railing, sagging against the boxy elevator shaft, weary, exhausted, suffering from blood loss. All the terrorists were gone… Each had been exterminated… And over 99% of the hostages were alive. Rupp looked up into the sky, saw the beautiful cirrus clouds floating overhead, as if singing praise for his heroism, for his success, his victory, and his eyes closed, lost in unconsciousness; his body sagged to the side, and he passed out, just as it had all ended.

Checkmate.

Epilogue: Cornwallis Lake, Texas
Tuesday
S

unlight poured in through the drawn blinds, dappling over the white bedsheets. Jackson rolled onto his side, engrossed in the comfort of the bed. Opening his eyes, he was more than startled to see a medical doctor sitting in a chair across from him; Jackson asked for some water; the doctor rang a bell, and water brought in. He placed the cup on the bedside table as Jackson took several gulps; it was acrid, dry, honest-to-God hospital water. But the tastiest thing he had ever experienced, water to a dark and hopeless desert.

“No nightmares hopefully, Mr. Jackson? You’ve been unconscious for about three days.”

Jackson’s mind flushed. “Three days?”

“Your body had undergone severe mental and physical stress. Our rescue teams found you unconscious, tangled in the trees by parachute lines. You were in dire need of medical care, so you were transferred to E.R. You suffered… let me see…” He glanced over a medical chart, flipping through pages. “Jeez, lots of stuff, old buddy. Like, here, a crack in your skull, lots of bruised muscles, some snapped tendons, lots of scrapes and some fractured bones. Partially collapsed lungs. Don’t be doing anything too exciting lately, like nothing you did a couple days ago.”

“Don’t worry,” Jackson sighed. “How is Amy?”

“Amy? Oh, your wife… Bruised and battered, nothing serious. Out in a day.”

“And my son?”

“Jason had lost a lot of blood, we ran him through a transfusion, he’s fine. Bullet wound didn’t hurt anything but muscle, and we fixed him up pretty fast. Its your friend—what’s his name, Desmund Rupp?—who was hurt the most out of all you guys. Lots of bullet wounds, scrapes, broken bones, shattered tendons… Lots of wounds in his feet. It’s amazing he made it to the top of that Eiffel tower mock-up. Seems he had some unfinished business—threw some freaky terrorist off the railing or something, I don’t know. He’s in intensive care, in surgery, so you won’t be able to see him for quite a while.”

“As long as he’s all right…”

“Perfectly fine. However, he asked me to tell you that you opened his eyes.”

Jackson cocked an eyebrow. “What?”

“He says that he realized that he wasn’t fighting for a bunch of animals. It wasn’t primal instinct that he stuck up life and limb against the terrorists… He said, quote, ‘What is the point of fighting against criminals if there is no such thing as criminals? With no right or wrong, with no God, it’s meaningless, and I realize now that I was fighting not because I was supposed to, but because I was meant to. God placed within me the God-given knowledge of right or wrong, and the desire to right what is wrong. Thank you, Mel, for showing me the truth. I am now at peace with God through his Son Jesus.’ And that’s what he said.”

“You memorized all that?”

The doctor raised a piece of paper. “He wrote it down.”

Jackson leaned into the pillow. It was unbelievable. He hadn’t seen anything so revolutionary swinging towards Rupp. How did he know all about Jesus? How could he be convinced so fast? Unconsciousness sagged in and Jackson fell into a deep sleep, praising God for saving yet another soul through his only Son, Jesus Christ.

Wednesday
Jackson was soon able to walk, and found himself meeting with Jason in the adjourning room. Jason was in the bed, sipping jello through a straw. His church friends were spread through the room, leaning against the walls, sitting in chairs. They moved to stand as Jackson entered the room, but the accountant motioned them to sit. “Where,” Jackson asked, “are your other friends? The new ones?”

“They haven’t shown up,” Jason said. “They said they’re not going to talk to me.”

“So who are these people all over the room?” Jackson asked, waving an arm out towards them.

“My real friends,” Jason said, grinning. “They’ve forgiven me, as has God.”

Jackson laughed, “I’m glad to hear it.”

“Hey, Mom said Jessica needs a ride to her soccer game, and she can’t make it.”

“Then I’d best be leaving,” Jackson said, exiting the door. As he closed the door, heard one of his son’s friends speak up:

“Your dad’s really awesome, Jason, like, seriously, awesome.”

“I know,” Jason said. “I know.”

Jackson grinned and pranced down the hallway, beaming with joy.

Jason was back!

Thursday
The telephone rang; Jackson rolled onto his side, lifting it from the hook, asking, “Hello?” as he wondered who in the world would be calling at 1:00 in the morning. There was static on the other line; he repeated, “Hello? Who’s there?”

“Jackson?” Rupp asked.

“Why you calling so late, man?” Jackson asked. “I was totally asleep…”

“Go to 775 Bertram Avenue, Lakota East, Ohio. Pick up a box from Alice; she’s my sister.”

“Rupp? What are you talking about? You sound like a—“

The line was cut. 

Jackson sighed, setting the phone down, told himself he’d find out what was going on in the morning; he’d run by Rupp’s room in the hospital. He closed his eyes, nestled under the covers, and was drenched with weariness, sliding into a deep, comfy sleep.

Thursday Morning
Jackson rapped his fingers over the desk in the hospital lobby; the clerk finished speaking on the phone, turned to the accountant, asked, “What can I do for you, sir?”

“I need to speak with Desmund Rupp, intensive care.”

“Rupp?” she asked. “Didn’t you know?”

“Know what?”

“He died last night,” she said. “Too high doses of morphine. Struck down his nervous system.”

Jackson gaped, “Are you serious? When, what time?”

“Around midnight last night, sir.”

Jackson backed away from the desk. “He called me at one AM…”

“He was already being carried to the morgue, sir. That’s impossible.”

Jackson turned and bolted from the hospital.

Thursday Evening
The Porsche slid into the gravel driveway of the countryside home; darkness fluttered over the grazed corn fields and the patches of forest; the shadows cast gruesome shadows over the drive as Jackson cut the engine, allowing it to throttle down before stepping from the driver’s seat. He motioned for Jessica in the back to wait; he walked down the driveway, gravel crunching under his feet; he stepped onto the concrete porch, rang the doorbell. The door swung open, an elderly, maybe eighty-year-old woman gazing in at him.

“What do you want?” she asked in a rattled voice.

“I was told to come here and pick up a—“

A forty-year-old woman holding a young baby appeared. “Can I help you?” she asked.

“Umm…” Jackson sputtered; the grandmother left the door, taking the young girl; the mother leaned out the doorway.

“She’s a little high-strung. She’s nearing the end of her line. She would have come earlier, but with just me, she stayed in the nursing home for a while; but times change, and her health began to fail, so she came here. She would have come earlier, but she was delusional, said she would live only with my brother, Larry, not me, but he died many years ago. She finally came to her senses and moved in.”

“I’m sorry to hear about that.” He stammered, “That your brother died.”

“Larry was a good guy. He died in service, honorably. All of us are proud.”

The sky was getting darker; it was becoming late and he still had a long drive home. Jackson cut to the chase, speaking, “I’m sorry to bother you, ma’am, but I was told to pick up a box here.”

“What kind of box?”

“I don’t know; a guy by the name of Desmund Rupp told me to come here and pick it up. Said Alice would give it to me; he’s her brother.”

The woman turned hard, cold. “Is this some kind of joke?”

“No… I don’t even know what’s in the box…”

“My brother died in the service, I told you. His name was Larry, Larry Henderson. Not Desmund Rupp. You’re mistaken…”

Jackson apologized, began to leave, stopped. “What branch of service did he serve in?”

“Canadian Special Operations,” she answered. “Now can you please leave?”

He did a round-about to face her. “Are you sure you don’t have a box for me?”

Letter to United States Congress, Washington, D.C.
To Whom It May Concern:

A little over a week ago, hostages were taken as terrorists took over Paramount’s King’s Island. While the Army prepared to neutralize the threat, two men worked together to get rid of the terrorist threat. They were Mel Jackson—myself—and Larry Henderson—or by his alias, Desmund Rupp. I do not expect you to understand; not yet. Larry Henderson was raised by a Christian family in the province of Ontario, Canada. His father was a minister, and he planned on becoming a minister, until one of his friends talked him into signing up for the reserves. His successes in the reserve did not go unnoticed, and he began working for the Canadian government full-time as a career. He served as a Night Agent: a soldier whose goal was to pull top-secret jobs and remain secret himself. For many missions he was successful, until he was caught by Nigerian police in the late 1990s. Canada claimed they never knew of him, and told his family and the nation a different story: Henderson was killed in a loading/off-loading cargo accident across seas. Henderson was imprisoned in Nigeria, but eventually escaped, forming an alibi under the name of Desmund Rupp. It was under this fake name that he was hired by King’s Island employers, and that was where he was at the time of the terrorist attack. It is acknowledged that his body disappeared after his death. Is this surprising for a Special Forces operative who has been trained to do such things? Henderson is out there, somewhere, alive and breathing, not under the name Henderson or Rupp, but yet another name, one we will probably never know. But no matter what his alias, we can be sure of one thing: if it wasn’t for the works of this ex-Assassin, which was the position he held in the Canadian military, then 377 people would be dead, including myself. So many owe him their lives, as do I. It is for this reason that I ask for a national memorial service for this man, Larry Henderson. If you refuse, I will be deeply devastated, and may soon be realizing where these anti-American protesters are coming from.

Sincerely, Mel J. Jackson

Next Monday Afternoon; Cornwallis Lake, Texas
Arnold Kastanza stood under the shade from the marble overhang, sitting on the steps; the doors flung open and high school students erupted from the High School, pouring down the steps and into the street, rushing into sports cars, beat-up-starter-cars, and onto the buses. Kastanza stood, stretching; someone bashed him in the back of the head with a lunch bocks; he swung around and mocked, “Watch it, hobo!” He and his buddies took off down the street laughing their heads off.

Kastanza glared at them before entering the building, searching the hallways for the office. He stopped a young girl and asked, “Excuse me, but where’s the school office?”

“Down the hall,” she replied, and headed out the doors.

Kastanza found the office, stepped inside; the charming, female principal took him by the hand, showed him to a seat. She sat behind her oak desk, folded her hands, asked in a sappy tone, “So I hear you’re looking for a janitorial job? Cleaning up messes, stink bombs, throw-up piles, cigarette butts, the ashes of an average High School?”

Kastanza nodded. “You don’t sound appreciative of the students,” Kastanza cautioned.

“I merely understand these kids. Do you think you can handle them?”

Rupp smiled back at her. “If they mess with me, it’ll be their undoing.”

The woman grinned. “That’s the spirit.”

“No,” he said, leaning forward. “It’s my life, my past, my motto. Thanks for the job.”

