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For my son, Leo, who inspired me before I even knew he existed.




CHILDREN OF PARANOIA BOOK I

Christopher, 
You need to know who you are. 
You need to know where you come from. 
It’s the only way you’ll be able to fight them if 
they come after you.

Love always, 
Your mother




PART I




Prologue

Dear Maria,

I doubt that you expected this journal to amount to much when you gave it to me, but here it is. I wrote it for you. When you gave it to me, you said that you wanted to understand me. I’m still not sure you’ll understand what I’ve done but I have hope.

You’re a big part of this story now, bigger than I expected when I started. I just kept on writing. So here it is. Here I am on a few hundred ratty pages.

I don’t know if I’ve sinned or if sin even exists. If it does, then I guess I’ve committed more than my share. Maybe I should care, but I don’t. All that I care about now is that you and Christopher are safe. Everything else will take care of itself.

I love you.

Love, 
Joe




 One

It’s hard to decide where to start. I know you’re supposed to start at the beginning, but how do I know where the beginning is? It’s hard for me. I’ve always had a much better sense for endings. But I guess it starts in Brooklyn, standing in the dark on a street corner, waiting for a woman to finish closing up her shop.

When she first stepped out of the building, I backed into the shadows. She took a few quick glances in each direction but I knew that all she could see was the empty street. Seeing nothing, she turned her attention back to locking up. She had spent the last hour cleaning up, wiping down the counter, and putting the bottles of wine that the customers had rearranged back in order. Now she stood there on the street outside, her long day over. She was ready to go home to her family. She pulled down the metal grate meant to protect her store, attached a padlock to the grate, placed the key in her purse, and then stepped back again. She took another quick glance in both directions. Still nothing. She reached into her purse and pulled out a loose cigarette. She lit the cigarette, took one deep draw, turned to her left, and began walking down the dark street toward home.

So far everything was exactly as I had been told. She had no escorts. She exhibited no suspicions. Her husband was away on business. This one was supposed to be easy. For once, it looked like it might actually work out that way.

I waited until she was a full block away before stepping out of the darkness where I had been waiting. I turned to my right and began to walk down the opposite side of the street from her. She walked quickly, each stride deliberate but relaxed. Every few steps, she would take another draw from her cigarette. She was wearing a long black skirt, black sneakers, and a purple blouse. She was attractive, but I did my best to block this from my mind. I concentrated on pacing myself so that I would move just fast enough to catch up to her by the time she turned toward her apartment, but not so fast as to arouse suspicion. This wasn’t the first time I’d done this. I busted my cherry years ago. It wouldn’t be the last time either. I was certain of that even then. The thought didn’t bother me. I had a job to do.

I was less than a quarter of a block behind her when she turned left down the street toward her apartment. I watched as she flipped the butt of her cigarette onto the sidewalk and put it out with a twist of her foot. Then she started down the even quieter, tree-lined street that she lived on. When I was sure that she couldn’t see me, I jogged across the street. As I did, I pulled a pair of thin black leather gloves out of my bag and slipped them onto my hands. It was darker on the side street. There were fewer streetlights.

She was moving quickly now. Faster than I suspect she normally would. I don’t think she saw me but she must have sensed something. This was normal. It was some sort of sixth sense, a sinking feeling of impending tragedy. She didn’t dare look back, not yet. With a few long strides, I closed the distance between us to little more than ten feet.

It was clear now that she knew I was following her. She still hadn’t seen me. She simply felt me behind her. She could have screamed now but I knew that she wouldn’t. She wouldn’t risk the embarrassment. After all, I might have been one of her neighbors returning  home just like she was. She’d been out of the game for a while. She’d lost the ability to trust her instincts.

I watched as she put her hand back into her purse. She could have been reaching for anything. I watched her hand. If she pulled out a gun, Mace, even a cell phone, I would have had to move faster than I wanted to. I would have had to grab her wrist, twist it, and force her to let whatever she was holding go. I didn’t have to, though. I heard a slight jingling sound. She was just reaching for her keys.

There were shadows on the sidewalk from the trees and she stepped quickly between the darkness and the light. Three more houses and she would make a left turn toward her brownstone. I did my best to control my pulse. Adrenaline—adrenaline that I hoped I wouldn’t need—began to flow through my system. Physically her reaction likely mirrored mine. She began to walk faster but she still refused to run. I kept my strides long and even and was able to close the gap between us until I was almost touching her.

By now she knew. She must have. I was a mere pace and a half behind her. She must have been all but resigned to her fate. Certain thoughts would be flying through her head, regrets, thoughts about what she could have done differently to save herself. I’m sure she was thinking that it was stupid for her to walk home alone at night even though she’d done it hundreds of times before. It had been years. Years of pleasant walks home through the quiet Brooklyn streets after an honest day’s work. This was her home. Twelve years. Two children. Who knows how many fond memories? Could she still scream? What if her screams woke up her kids? She wouldn’t want to frighten them. I knew. So what could she have done differently? She could have hugged her kids this morning. She could have told them how much she loved them. She could have not yelled at the poor four-year-old Eric after he spilled his Cheerios on the kitchen floor.

I thought back to that moment, earlier in the day, as I watched her through her kitchen window from the stoop across the street. I would  have liked to have said something to her. I would have liked to let her know how much she would regret yelling at her kid like that. Let him spill, I thought when it happened, let him spill. Of course, I didn’t say a word.

Now, one building from her home, I ran through my plan again in my head. As I did so, she turned left and pushed open the small gate that led to her apartment. I was close enough behind her that I was able to catch the gate before it clicked closed. I could hear her breathing now. I could hear the sounds of the television from her apartment. The babysitter must have been watching TV.

I couldn’t see her face but could imagine her expression. At that moment, her face would be full of one of two things, panic or determination. I had seen both before. I could only hope for determination. Panic could make things messy. She was about to place her foot on the first of the steps that led up to her apartment door. Before she could, I reached forward and grabbed her wrist tightly. I went for the hand with the keys so that she would not be able to use them as a weapon. She’d been taught that at some point, I’m sure. “Go for the eyes,” she was taught. All women are. After grabbing her wrist, I spun her toward me and, after giving her a chance to release only a small gasp of air, I placed my free hand over her mouth.

There we were then, face to face. For one brief moment she would get a clear look at my face in the light. This would confirm only one thing in her mind. She did not know me. I pushed her back into the shadows next to the stairs. As we moved, I slipped the keys from her hand and dropped them into the soft soil next to the entrance to the garden apartment. Her place was a typical Brooklyn brownstone, where the garden apartment door was slightly inset below the stairs to the main entrance. I continued to push her backward until her back was pressed hard against the door. We were quickly swallowed by shadows. No one could see us. No one would see her die. Each step of my plan had gone off without a hitch.

In one quick, coordinated motion, I took both my hands holding her wrist and my hand covering her mouth and wrapped them around her neck. Wasting no time I squeezed. I worked quickly enough that, even if she developed the courage to scream, no sound would come. I watched her face as I cut the air off between her lungs and her brain. She stared into my eyes as I clenched my gloved hands around her throat. Her face began to slowly turn color as her mouth opened and closed, trying in vain to capture one last breath of air. She didn’t fight much. No kicking, no punching, just gasping. A few tears began to roll down her cheeks as her face turned from a reddish color to the initial shades of blue. Even through my gloves, I could now feel her pulse in my hands, as her heart began its furious work to try to get oxygen to her brain. I could feel her pulse in my thumbs and my pinkies. I felt no pulse beyond that. My index fingers could only feel the tightening muscles in her neck. Now her thoughts, if she could still piece together a coherent thought, were surely of her sons, wondering if they were okay, wondering if she could hear them one last time, hear their little voices, hear their laughter. No luck. The only sound from the apartment was the television.

A small stream of blood began to flow from her left nostril as her eyes began to glaze over. First, the blood balled up inside her nose, and then, when the force of gravity became too much, it trickled quickly down to her lips. The last thing she would taste would be her own blood. Not once did she take her eyes off mine. Her eyes were not questioning. She didn’t know me, but she knew why I had to kill her. Seconds later, she was gone.

I eased her body down to the ground and stood back up. She was slumped against the door in the shadows, her knees bent under her, the blood already beginning to dry on her face. Her eyes were open but were lifeless. I felt almost nothing. I was numb. I felt no pleasure in doing what I’d done. I had gone through stages in the past. We all go through stages—different feelings. Power. Pride. Guilt. But  I didn’t feel any of that. All I felt was satisfaction in a job well done. This one was supposed to be easy. I guess it was.

I backed away from the body, stepped back into the light, turned, and began walking casually away. They would find the body in a few hours. The babysitter would soon wonder why the kids’ mother was so late coming home from work. She would call her parents, who would call the wine shop. Eventually the parents would come over and call the police, who would find the body. As I walked away my pulse returned to normal. I took my gloves off and placed them back in my bag. I would leave town tomorrow and this crime would remain unsolved. The neighborhood would go into a minor panic for a few weeks. Then things would settle down again. To all but her family, the events of this night would merely become a tale children tell to each other, like a ghost story around a campfire, real death coopted into urban legend. Her family, like her, wouldn’t question why she was killed. The same way I didn’t question why I killed her. It’s simple, really. I killed her because I am good and she was evil. At least that’s what they told me, Maria.

I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that sometimes I still believe it.




Two

I woke up the next morning and went through my normal routine. Exercise. Two hundred push-ups, four hundred sit-ups. Breakfast and then an eight-mile run. I was up early enough that the streets were barren. I had gotten back to my host’s apartment in Jersey City at about one-thirty in the morning. I got four hours of sleep, woke up, and started my day. It was a travel day. I wanted to get started as early as my body could handle. I had a flight to catch out of Philadelphia in the early afternoon and was anxious to leave. I was always anxious to leave after a job. Maybe there was something in me that regretted doing what I did. I don’t know. The plan was for me to take a bus from Jersey City to the parking lot of a shopping mall in the New Jersey suburbs. Once there, my friends would pick me up and drive me to the airport.

The early morning air was crisp. I found myself running through a light fog that had settled in around the four-story brownstones that lined the Jersey City streets. I ran hard, trying to drive all thoughts from my mind. As I ran, I kept an eye out for anything suspicious, gazing to my left and my right as I took each step, looking for anything odd or out of place, trying to make eye contact with the vendors opening up their stores to see if there was even the  slightest hint of recognition. It wouldn’t be long before they realized what had happened. “They” could be anywhere. The night before had been a concerted effort. Three hits in the same night all around the same city. All told, we were leaving five corpses in our wake. I had the easy kill. At this point, I could only assume that my friends had been able to complete their jobs too. If not, I could be waiting for my ride for a long time.

I turned a corner and began running up a steep hill. Ahead of me was a man in front of a dry cleaner unloading a truckful of cleanly pressed shirts and suits. Our eyes met and his face turned sour. I quickly turned down another side street and kept running. I doubted that he recognized me but you can never be too safe. After another block, I turned and looked back, but there was nothing. Paranoia. It was a helpful tool in my profession. I was taught early on that only the paranoid survive. Let your guard down for even a moment and that moment could be your last.

If Jared and Michael’s marks went down without much fanfare, they might not realize what had happened until later today. Knowing Jared and Michael, however, their marks probably didn’t go down quietly. If their jobs weren’t clean, then there was likely already a team of people out looking for us. Three jobs and five bodies in one night was sure to stir up trouble. I guess stirring up trouble was the point.

The police didn’t worry me. Sure, the cops were going to be investigating, and New York cops were some of the best, but the cops had a protocol to follow. They had a system. Seemingly mindless, senseless killings by perpetrators who come into town for a night or two and leave without a trace were not their forte. Motive? What motive? Anyone who could piece the motive together for these killings already knew why each person was killed. Those people were already on a side. Did we have any guys on the inside in New York? I don’t know. Probably. Did they? It’s just as likely. We are everywhere—so are they.

I turned another corner and started to run back to my host’s apartment. I pumped my arms and lifted my knees, kicking it into a higher gear and pushing the last two miles hard.

My host was a nice guy. Roughly thirty years old, he was single and lived in a two-bedroom apartment in Jersey City. He was a computer programmer at some insurance company in downtown Manhattan. He took me out for drinks my first night in town and peppered me with questions. I answered a few and left a lot more unanswered. He knew the drill. He also knew that the more information he could pry from me, the more dangerous it became for him.

I finished my run at a slower pace than normal. I blamed the lack of sleep.

 

 

It was nearly noon by the time Jared and Michael pulled up in their rental car. We would have to move pretty quickly for me to make my flight. Jared was driving, so speed wasn’t going to be a problem. Jared swung the car around as Michael hung himself out of the passenger-side window. “Joe,” he called out to me as the car slowed to a stop, “your chariot has arrived.” He spread his arms out wide, welcoming me. “Come here and give me a hug, you ugly bastard.”

I picked up my bag and headed toward the car. I had spent the last hour or so people-watching on the sidewalk in front of Macy’s. I watched the people as they strolled into the mall, destined to spend their day trying to decide which pair of jeans made their ass look smallest or which television set would best fit in their living rooms. There were moments when I was jealous, but my life, our life, is never going to be normal like that. “You guys are late,” I said as I stepped toward Michael’s outstretched arms.

“Better late than never,” Michael whispered to me as he grabbed me into a big bear hug. “Get in the car. We’ve got to get moving.”

I threw my bag across the backseat and climbed in.

“Jared,” I acknowledged my old friend with a quick nod, making eye contact with him in the rearview mirror.

“How’re things, Joey? I assume everything went well.” He showed me a wide grin.

“Easiest job yet. No hitches. How about you guys?”

“You don’t have to assume,” Michael said. He threw an edition of the New York Post in my lap. “Your lazy ass didn’t even make the paper.” I looked down at the front page. There, in bold print over a picture of two bloody bodies covered by formerly white blankets, was the headline “Bloodbath in the Bronx.” Beneath the picture, in smaller print, were the words “Mets Take Two from the Phillies to Pull within One.”

“Holy shit,” I said as I flipped to page three to read the story. “You guys are going to get yourselves killed.” I looked at the picture and the headline again. “And you’re going to get me killed with you.”

“They told me and Michael that they wanted us to stir things up. Well, Michael might have gone a little overboard.” Jared eyed me in the rearview mirror again. His smile didn’t fade. He was proud, proud of Michael, proud of the job we’d just done, proud of all of us. I began to read.

Last night at 12:35, two men were stabbed to death in front of Yankee Tavern, a crowded bar near Yankee Stadium. Joseph Delenato and Andrew Braxton were walking out of the bar where they had stopped for drinks after attending the Yankee game when they were assaulted. The assailant approached Joseph first, stabbing him twice in the chest, before turning to Andrew and stabbing him in the throat. Both men died within minutes of the attack. Witnesses say that the assailant, a white male about twenty-five years old, moved quickly. He did not stop to  rob the victims, nor does there seem to be any other motive for the incident. “I was with Joe and Andy all night,” said their friend Steven Marcomi. “We just stopped in for a drink or two. I’d never seen the [assailant] in my life. I’ve never seen anything like that in my life. It’s not like we got into any fights or anything. I can’t imagine why this happened.” While motive remains unclear, police say that this was likely the work of an experienced killer. “Whoever did this,” Lt. John Gallow said to reporters early this morning, “knew exactly what he was doing. He was efficient and precise.” Andrew bled to death on the scene. Joseph’s lungs were punctured when he was stabbed. “Technically, Joseph drowned in his own blood,” said the coroner’s office. “Each stab wound punctured a separate lung. They quickly filled with blood. The poor kid eventually drowned.” Joseph’s mother told this reporter, “I don’t know who could have done such a thing. My boy was such a sweet boy. He didn’t deserve this.” Andrew’s family was not available for comment.



Next to a picture of the bar was an artist’s sketch of the perpetrator. “Nice picture, Michael. I’m sure your mother’s going to be real proud.”

“That shit doesn’t even look anything like me.” Michael grabbed the paper away from me to look at his sketch again. It really didn’t look anything like him. It was typical. All artists’ sketches did was build up general suspicion. No matter what the sketch looked like, everyone knew someone who looked a little bit like it.

“And the quote from his mother. Real fucking precious. Like she doesn’t know why her son was killed.” Michael paused for a second, going over the story in his head again. “But did you see the quote  from the cop? Precise and efficient. I’d like to get that quote on my business cards.”

“Did you really have to make things this messy?” I looked again at the bloody picture on the front page and then up at Michael.

“Maybe not, but it was my best move. I had to take both of them out and I had to do it before one A.M. or else I risked them finding out about your guys’ jobs and getting all defensive. When I saw them go into the bar, I knew that my best chance was to hit them right when they came out. I figured they’d be buzzed and their reflexes would be numbed.”

“That’s how you were able to stab the first guy twice before even turning on the second?” Michael was good at what he did. I had to give him that.

“Yeah. That and the fact that the second guy half knew what was going on. An innocent would have run. Instead, this guy stands there frozen. He knows what’s happening but can’t remember how he’s supposed to respond. He’s got this dumb look on his face, like ‘Am I supposed to run? To fight? To take a shit?’ Pffft.” Michael made the sound of a deflating balloon. “Too late.”

“And then what’d you do?” I asked Michael.

“Slipped away into the cool Bronx night. That’s one scary borough, man. I’m telling you, I was the least dangerous looking guy on the street.”

I began flipping further through the paper. “Jared’s is on page fourteen,” Michael said. I turned to the page. There, tucked onto the far right-hand side of the page, was a story about an affluent Westchester couple that left their car running in their garage and died of carbon monoxide poisoning. He was a litigation partner at some big law firm in Manhattan. She had been an advertising executive who gave up her career to take care of the children. The strange part of the story was how both children were found sleeping on the porch in the morning, wrapped in blankets, safe from the  fumes. Officials surmised that the parents put their children outside before taking their own lives. No one could fathom why such a seemingly happy couple would want to kill themselves.

“You’re a master, Jared. Truly brilliant work,” I said as I flipped further into the paper past the article about my friends.

“You’re not in there, Joe,” Michael said as he continued to watch me flip the pages. “Nothing about your mark at all.” Just another body, I thought. Not newsworthy. Just an average woman killed in an average way. Nothing to see here. “You sure you actually remembered to do your mark?” Michael asked.

“Yeah, I remembered. It was easy.”

“Yeah, but your kill was probably the most dangerous,” Jared said. “Everything was set up for yours. We were just supposed to create noise. You had to take her out, show them that there are consequences.” Jared continued driving down I-295, changing lanes and slipping through traffic. “Her husband had to learn a lesson. You don’t take out eight of our guys in one year without repercussions.”

“I read the preliminaries,” I said to Jared. I stared out the window at the faces in the cars that we passed, scanning each one, trying to guess if they were one of us, one of them, or if they were just one of the lucky uninitiated masses. There was no way to tell. We passed a silver Volkswagen Jetta with a cute college-age girl behind the wheel and one of her friends in the passenger seat, passed a big black Escalade driven by a large man with a mustache and a tattoo on his left arm, passed a black couple driving a small red sports car, kept on moving forward, kept on passing people, all potential friends, all potential enemies. All I knew for sure was that I had one more professional killer who had plenty of reason to want me dead.

“What’s next on your agenda?” Jared asked me.

“I’ve got a lecture to do. You guys?”

“A little rest and relaxation for me.” Michael smiled. I looked over at Jared, wondering where he was off to next.

“I’ve got another job to do. It shouldn’t be tough. After that, maybe we should try to get together.” Jared nodded his head toward the passenger seat. “Where exactly are you headed for your vacation, Michael?”

“You know I’m not supposed to tell you two losers. What if you’re caught and tortured, you might give me up.” That was protocol. Even meeting for these moments after a job was unorthodox. We were always taught that as few people should know where you are as possible. It was safer that way. Keep moving. Keep quiet. Stay safe. It was boring and lonely as hell. “Besides, you two will probably cramp my style.” There was a pause. “But maybe, I might be headed to Saint Martin—the French side. Great sun, great food. My place is big enough for the five of us. Me, you two, and the two girls I’m bringing home each night.”

“What do you think, Joe? Saint Martin? Sit in the sun, drink liquor through a straw, stare at the beautiful women cruising the beach?” My eyes met Jared’s again in the rearview mirror. He was my oldest friend. We’d known each other since long before we knew what type of life we were destined for. When we were in first grade, we played cops and robbers. We pretended to be firemen, astronauts. This, we never imagined. We never played good and evil. Jared looked a little tired, a little worn down.

“I’m in,” I said.

At the airport we went our separate ways again. Michael dropped me off first. He’d drop Jared in a different location and then return the rental car. As they drove away, Michael leaned out of the passenger-side window, cupped his hands around his mouth, and shouted, “Remember, young Jedi, the force will be with you always.” I could still hear Michael laughing as I walked through the glass doors into the terminal. From here on out, if the three of us saw each other, we were strangers.

When I got to my terminal, I went to the flight desk and got a seat  assignment for a person whose name wasn’t mine. I showed them an ID with my picture on it but a stranger’s name. Then I boarded a plane to Chicago. It’s a shame that it wasn’t a longer flight because as soon as I leaned back in my chair, I fell into a deep, dreamless sleep. I didn’t budge when we took off. I barely noticed when we landed. It had gotten to the point where the only place I could ever get a deep sleep was on an airplane.




Three

In Chicago, I was supposed to assist in a lecture to some local kids. I knew what to expect. It was more an initiation than a lecture. Each kid would be roughly sixteen years old. They’d still be innocent. They’d still have two years left before their worlds began to collapse around them. They’d have two years to get used to the idea that there were people out there who wanted to kill them. I was invited to these things because I represented death. They didn’t know it yet, but I was their future. One of our Intelligence guys would lead the lecture. He would introduce me near the end of his talk. My job was to tell these kids about what I did for a living, to show them what they might one day become. It was kind of like career day for the criminally insane.

The lecture took place in the den of a house in a wealthy Chicago suburb. The kids sat on couches and upholstered dining room chairs that the adults had pulled into the room for the lecture. Everything was set up so that the kids’ eyes would be directed toward an empty wall where the television usually was. The man hosting the event had three children, two boys and a girl. The oldest child, one of the boys, would turn sixteen in two months. The father had taken the two younger kids into the city for the day. They’d eventually have to  sit through this lecture, too, but not today. Most parents tried to shield their kids from the War for as long as they could.

All told, there were eight kids there, all from around Chicago, all within three months of their sixteenth birthday. There were three girls and five boys. Each of the kid’s parents had dropped them off for the lecture, kissing them, promising to come get them in roughly four hours and driving off, probably crying as they drove. This was no bar mitzvah or first communion. This wasn’t about ceremony. This really was the end of these kids’ innocence. None of them really knew what the lecture would be about, but none of them were clueless either. When you grow up in these families, like I did, you can’t help but know things.

I sat in the back of the room on one of the chairs. I’d have to watch most of the lecture, only contributing my part at the end. Then the lecturer and I would take questions. We always got a lot of questions. We answered the ones we could. Some questions just went unanswered. The lecturer today was a guy named Matt from Intelligence. I’d never seen him before. I would probably never see him again. There was no rhyme or reason to our pairing. There never was. Matt wore a dark blue, pinstriped suit. His hair was cut short and he wore silver wire-rimmed glasses. He looked like a banker. These kids, they were our investment.

Matt began his lecture. “Hello, everyone. My name is Matt. I’m here to tell you guys a bit about the world and about how you fit into it. I’m not here to lecture you. This is a talk. Feel free to ask questions at any time. I guess this will kind of be like your high school sex-ed classes, only I’m going to tell you some things that you don’t already know.” That’s right, butter them up, I thought. His line got a nervous laugh from the kids. They shot quick glances at each other, trying to figure out if it was okay to laugh. It’s okay to laugh, kids, I thought. You might as well laugh now while you still can. Matt continued.  “Before we get started, I think it would be useful if everyone introduced themselves, first names only. Then tell us a little something about yourself, about clubs you’re in, sports, hobbies, favorite band, whatever.” They did this in every lecture that I had attended. I always thought it was strange because from here on out, so much of their world would be shrouded in secrecy. Normally, if you get ten of us in a room together, the idea is to share as little information about each other as possible. There is safety in silence. This was different. This was the first time for these kids. It was important for them to know that they weren’t alone. It was important for them to know that there were others out there, people on their side, people dealing with the same issues as them, other people who, like them, would go on to lead lives full of fear and hatred. Matt’s eyes turned toward the kid whose house we were in. “Ryan,” he said, as if he were an old friend of the family, “why don’t you start?”

Ryan stood up. He was a big kid. He looked like an athlete. He was nervous, though. He put one hand in the pocket of his jeans to try to keep it from shaking. “Hi, my name is Ryan. I’m fifteen, going to be sixteen in two months. This is my house and I play football.” Football. If Matt weren’t about to fuck with Ryan’s head, Ryan probably could have been a popular kid. Maybe he could have been homecoming king. Maybe he could have dated a cheerleader. Maybe. The girl to his left spoke next. “Hi, my name is Charlotte. I just turned sixteen and I play the violin.” Charlotte glanced at the other kids’ faces as she spoke. When she was finished, she quickly turned her gaze back to her lap. It went on like that for the next fifteen minutes: Rob, the hockey player; Steve, the science club president; Joanne, the drama club member. None of these kids knew each other. They had been handpicked for this very reason. Even if they had friends that were on our side, they weren’t supposed to know it. Jared and I weren’t supposed to know that we were both part of the War. The fact that we’d found out was just dumb luck.

When the kids were done introducing themselves, Matt went on. “Okay, I know you guys are nervous. You’re nervous for two reasons. First, you’re nervous because you don’t know why you’re here. Second, you’ve got an idea about why you’re here and you’re nervous that you might be right. You all know that you are different. You know your lives are different from your friends’. You can feel it. I know that you’ve asked your parents questions over the years that they’ve refused to answer. Well, first let me assure you that they refused to answer your questions because they were trying to protect you.” Matt paused for effect. “I’m here because soon everything is going to change for you. Ignorance will no longer protect you. I’m here to tell you the truth.”

The truth? The word bounced in my head. It echoed there for a moment and then died away before I had time to think too hard about it. Matt jumped right in. “How many people here have had a close family member murdered?” Six of the eight kids raised their hands. Matt raised his hand too. I could have but chose not to. “How many of you have had a parent murdered?” Three of the eight. As they raised their hands, the kids looked around the room, the expressions on their faces a mix of fear and amazement. The names, the clubs, the sports, those things didn’t help any one of these kids bond. The death, that’s what bonds them together, that’s what bonds all of us together.

“Strange, don’t you think?” Matt nodded. “Well, my job here today is to tell you who killed your parents”—Matt made eye contact with the three kids who had lost parents—“and your relatives”—he lifted his head and gazed across the broader room. At this point, Matt turned on the projector that he had hooked up to his laptop. It projected an image against the blank white wall. All of the kids were now hooked, their eyes fixated on the picture in front of them. In their wildest dreams, this is not what they expected. When I was in their spot, it wasn’t what I had expected. I remember how shocked I was.  The picture glowed on the wall. It was a picture of a white man, roughly thirty years old, with blond hair, brushed to the side. He looked like a television star, handsome, strong. The next picture was of a black man, roughly fifty years old, with a white beard and glasses. Matt clicked a button on his keyboard. The next picture was of a dark-haired woman with deep-set eyes and a slightly crooked smile. Another picture, this one of an Indian man wearing a turban, then one of a chubby white man with a crew cut, then one of a young black woman with her hair tied back, a Hispanic woman, a Korean man, another white man, another white woman, a woman wearing a Muslim headscarf, a man with a long beard, a Chinese woman, and on and on. This little slide show lasted nearly twenty minutes. We had video. We had plenty of video, but they’d tested it and the pictures always had more effect. The pictures gave the kids time to ruminate on the faces. I had seen nearly all of these slides before. There were only a few new additions. Each of these people was one of our enemies. We knew it. About half of them had been eliminated already. The rest were still on the list.

When the slide show ended, Matt stood silently. He wasn’t going to say anything. He was going to stand there until one of the kids spoke up, even if it took an hour. It never took that long. Rob, the hockey player, raised his hand. “Yes, Rob?” Matt asked.

“So which one did it?”

“Which one did what?” Matt asked. He knew what Rob was asking but he wanted Rob to say the words. He wanted every kid in that room to hear Rob say the words.

“Which one killed my mom?” Rob asked. Then he swallowed so hard I could hear it in the back of the room.

“They all did.” Matt turned the lights back on. He walked slowly to the front of the room. We actually knew who had killed Rob’s mom. He was still alive. He lived in St. Louis. They chose not to use the pictures of the people who’d actually killed the kids’ family members. They didn’t just want to show them one killer. They wanted to make these kids hate them all. “They’re all complicit. Do you guys know what complicit means?” Each of the kids nodded. Smart group. Matt had their full attention. “They all killed them. They worked together. The scary part is that’s only a small portion of them. And they’re not done. They’ll never be done. They’ll stop only when we stop them. They are bloodthirsty killers. They are evil. They are the enemy. This is a war. It’s been going on for generations. If you’re lucky, it will be your generation that ends it.” I had heard this part of the speech enough times that it had begun to turn my stomach each time I heard it. The propaganda wasn’t my style. I always thought that it was unnecessary. I looked at Rob. He was staring at Matt. He had a slight twitch in his left eye and was flexing and unflexing his right fist. I couldn’t help but think to myself, just tell the poor kid who killed his mom and send him on his way. You won’t have to tell him which side is good and which is bad. As far as he’s concerned, he already knew. Matt continued. “Two years from now, when each of you turns eighteen, you, too, will be a part of this War. There is no way out of it, no escape. These people”—Matt spoke the word people with disgust, as if it really shouldn’t apply, then continued with more confidence, his voice growing louder with each word—“will come after you too. They want you dead. Make no mistake about it—each of you was born into this world with a special destiny. Each of you can work to make this world a better place. Once you turn eighteen you will be a target. You can be killed, just like your parents or your aunts or uncles were killed. You can be murdered, in cold blood, by the enemy. As Joseph here . . .” Matt pointed to me, acknowledging my presence for the first time. All of the kids turned in their seats to look at me. I simply sat there and nodded. Matt continued. “As Joseph will explain later, there are things that you can do about that. Once you turn eighteen, you can be killed, but you can also act to stop the killing. You can stop the violence. You can get revenge.” Now I was  interesting. The kids all turned to look at me again. Matt went on unfazed. “There are lots of things you can do to help us defeat the enemy—but more on that later.

“For now, you all deserve to know more about our enemy. They want to kill you simply because of who your parents are. They want to kill you and they want to kill your family. They will stop at nothing to accomplish this. They are corrupt, relentless, and immoral.” Matt paused again. “And we must defeat them.

“There have been countless times in history when people have been slow to recognize that evil exists. Each time, people have been passive. They sat around while others died, only acting when it was nearly too late.” At this point, a cadence developed in Matt’s voice. “Well, I want you all to recognize that evil exists and that you must fight it. We know who they are. We have to fight our enemy head-on.” Matt pointed at the pimply-faced kids in the room. “You will fight them head-on. We will attack them and defeat them before the evil grows too large to be defeated. They’ve already killed members of your family. They will kill again. They’ll stop at nothing, unless we stop them. They are filled with hate. You don’t have to hate them back. You just need to realize what they are capable of.”

With that, Matt turned off the lights again. He turned his computer back on. This time, projected on the wall was the picture of two bloody bodies, covered in white blankets. It looked just like the picture in the New York Post I had seen the day before, the picture of Jared’s victims. Matt clicked the button on his computer. The new picture was of a car burning, the flames reaching high into the air. I could just barely make out the shape of two charred bodies in the car. Matt clicked the button on his keyboard. The next picture was of an older man, roughly sixty, slumped in a chair. His eyes were glazed over and his mouth hanging open. He was dead. Another atrocity. Matt clicked and clicked. Another murdered man, another murdered woman. And on and on. I remember the first time I saw the slide  show. It reminded me of the video I was shown in high school with all the graphic pictures of victims of drunk driving. That movie was supposed to make you afraid to drive drunk. It was supposed to make you afraid. Matt’s slide show had a different purpose. It was meant to elicit that other primal emotion—hate. No matter what Matt said, I knew that we could only defeat them if we hated them. Even if the propaganda turned my stomach, I knew that this was true. Sitting in the back of the room watching these kids, I could tell that they were afraid. I could also see that they were beginning to hate. I’ll be honest, Maria, at the time, their hate gave me hope.

“This is a lot to take,” Matt said, as he flicked through a few more images of strewn, lifeless bodies. Again, we could have shown them video but we had to be careful. Too much too soon wouldn’t help these kids turn into fighters. We had to ease them into it. We had two years. “But I have a few more slides to show you. You’ve seen our enemies. Now . . .” Matt’s voice lightened. A smile broke out on his face. He continued. “Let me show you pictures of your friends.” Matt clicked on his keyboard and a new image appeared. This picture was brighter than the rest. The room began to glow. The first picture was of a white man. He had an athletic build. He was standing in a large field of grass. He was smiling. Matt moved to the next slide. It showed a blond woman. She was standing in front of a skyscraper on a city street. The next slide was of a black man in scrubs, then an Indian woman working at a computer, then a Hispanic man in a business suit, and on and on. Each slide showed another face, another pose, another race, religion, ethnicity. Each slide showed a new person, each one attractive, attentive, serious yet smiling. These pictures were the same at every lecture I’d attended. These slides were meant to represent hope. Hope for these kids, that they could manage this life, hope that they could survive. Hope because they weren’t alone. I remember how much that had meant to me.

When I was a kid, I remember walking into a room full of adults,  only to have the room suddenly grow quiet. I knew they had been talking about something, something important, but they left me in the dark. Matt led those kids through a whole cycle of emotions, from fear to anger, from anger to hate, from hate to hope. It was somewhat sanitized, somewhat canned and rehearsed, but it was marketing genius. I knew how to kill people. Matt knew how to convince people to want to kill. I’m pretty sure that there’s more blood on his hands than on mine. I remember leaving the meeting when I was sixteen—frothing at the mouth, ready to start killing. The meeting gave me a purpose. I was sixteen. All I wanted was a purpose. Now, I sat watching Matt’s little presentation and felt nothing. Now I had my own reasons for hating the enemy. I didn’t need the slide show anymore. War will do that to you.

“Any questions?” Matt asked as he flipped the lights back on. He said it just like that, too, like he’d just taught the kids how to operate a washer-dryer. From here, the class could go in two directions, depending on who asked the first question. Ryan raised his hand. It was his house. I knew what he was going to ask before he asked it. I’d heard kids like him lead off with the same question dozens of times before. He wanted to be brave. “Yes, Ryan?”

“When do we get started?” Ryan asked. Only when the words finished coming out of his mouth did Ryan realize how afraid they made him. The words scared the shit out of all of them. There was no answer that Matt could give that wouldn’t be too soon. Yet that was the question that was usually asked, burying the other question—the question that we needed to answer—under a heap of peer-pressure-induced bravado. I guess the when is the question that’s usually asked because when somebody punches you in the nose your first instinct isn’t to ask why, it’s to feel pain and anger and to want to punch back. Eventually, you’ll ask yourself why. The why always comes. It’s unavoidable. That’s why we try to answer that question here, in the first class, because if you give these kids a why, they might not try to find  their own. We finessed it, though. We tried not to force it because it worked better if they asked first. That way, they felt like it came from them. So we’d only bring it up ourselves at the very end and only if no one asked.

“Joseph?” Matt looked toward me. I wasn’t ready. I never was. “Perhaps you can answer that?” Ready or not, I was up. I really only had one job: tell these kids about the rules of engagement. After that, I was just there to answer their questions.

I walked to the front of the room. “You’ll get started soon enough, Ryan,” I answered him. “In fact, I’m going to tell you guys about all of the rules of this War. Once that’s covered, Ryan, your question should be answered.” My voice didn’t sound like my own. When I talked to these kids, I always thought I sounded like someone else. “The rules are simple. They are simple but they are inflexible and the penalties for breaking these rules are severe. So listen closely.”

One of the kids raised her hand. I motioned to her so that she could speak. “How can a war have rules?” she asked. They all looked skeptical. It made sense. They’ve just spent over two hours being told that their enemy is evil. How their enemy must be defeated at all costs. Now I was going to come in and tell them that there were rules.

I was ready for the question. I’d heard the answer when I was sixteen. Since then, I’d delivered the answer many times. “All wars have rules,” I responded. “I know it seems counterintuitive. Why should we follow rules when we’re fighting people who killed our families?” The kids nodded along. “The thing is, without rules, there’s chaos. In chaos, nobody can win. We follow the rules because the rules will help us win.”

“Then why do they follow them?” one of the kids asked.

“For the same reason,” I answered. “Because they think that the rules will help them win, but we know better.” I did not tell them the real reason why I followed the rules. I followed the rules because they were the only thing keeping me sane. Even if they didn’t make sense,  at least there were rules. They existed, islands of sanity in this absurd ocean. I continued with my explanation. “Rule number one: No killing innocent bystanders. The large majority of this world does not know that this War is raging on beneath their noses. Those people are to be protected at all costs. No collateral damage. The penalty for killing an innocent bystander is death, whether administered by our side or theirs. No excuses. No extenuating circumstances.”

“What if it’s an accident?” asked one of the kids.

“There are no accidents,” I responded quickly, and then moved on. “Rule number two: No killing anyone under the age of eighteen no matter what side they’re on. Until you turn eighteen you’re considered an innocent bystander. Therefore, the penalty for killing anyone who is under eighteen, including one of the enemy, is death. The corollary to this rule is that no one, on either side, can play a role in this War until they turn eighteen. So, Ryan”—I addressed him directly for a moment—“you wanted to know when you can get started. Well, you will get started the day you turn eighteen.” I paused for a second, debating whether or not to continue, whether or not to pile it on. I decided that I should, that they should hear it. So I added, “You’ll get started when you turn eighteen whether you want to or not. Until then, over the next two years, you will be trained. You will be readied for the transition. Your free pass is almost over.” Eighteen years wasn’t long enough. No amount of time would ever be long enough. The next two years will be hell for these kids. They will have to endure physical training and emotional training. They will be taught how to kill and how to defend themselves from being killed. They’ll see things they can’t even imagine, things they’ll wish they never saw. These kids weren’t ready for that yet, but it would come.

“Those are the two key rules. Every other rule flows from those two. There is a third rule that is important for you guys to know.” The third rule. I never really thought too much about the third rule. I never really stopped to contemplate the cruel practicality of its punishment. My mistake. “The third rule is necessary because of how the first two rules impact the War. It’s really quite simple. You can’t have kids until you turn eighteen. Can anyone see why this rule might be necessary?” One of the girls raised her hand. I motioned for her to speak.

“Because if you can have kids before you turn eighteen, no one will ever win the War.”

Perceptive. “Why’s that?” I asked.

“Well, if you can’t kill someone until they turn eighteen, and they keep having children before they turn eighteen, how could you ever stop them? They could just keep growing.”

“Exactly. That’s why we need the third rule. So, if anyone on either side has a child before they turn eighteen, that child must be turned over to the other side.”

“Do they kill them?” the perceptive girl asked.

“No, they don’t kill them. We don’t kill them. The other side simply adopts them. They raise them as one of their own. So, by violating this rule, instead of increasing the population of our side, you increase the population of theirs. Instead of making our side stronger, you make their side stronger. Eventually, that child will grow up. It will grow up and it will join this War and it will fight. It will grow up to fight its own parents, fight its brothers, fight its sisters.” I looked around the room at the shocked faces. It was clear that already they viewed this punishment as more cruel than death. I let it sink in before I went on. “So, those are the rules. That’s it. Three rules that you cannot ignore. Three rules that you cannot forget. Three rules that you must obey. Everything else that I tell you today is simply procedure. So, who here has guessed what it is I do for a living?”

A few hands raised and I called on one of them at random. “You kill people.”

“That’s right,” I replied. “I’m a soldier.” A soldier. That’s what they called us. Me, Michael, Jared, we were soldiers. We were supposed to  be proud of the title. I went on to explain to the kids the different roles they might one day grow up into. They didn’t have to follow in my footsteps. We organized our side into three basic categories. Which category you joined depended on your desires and your aptitude for any one specific role. Frequently, as people aged, they could shift from one category to another. The first category was the soldiers. I had expressed a desire to be a soldier shortly after I went through my age sixteen information session. I thought it would be cool. Soldiers are the front line in the War. The soldiers are the offense. The soldiers meet the enemy head-on and are responsible for beating them. Like the kid said, we kill people.

Of course, the killing is never as simple as it seems. I couldn’t just go out, find the enemy and kill them. A game plan is needed. First you have to know who among the masses is part of the enemy. Figuring that out isn’t so easy. They come in all shapes and sizes, all ethnic groups, all religions. It’s only if you trace their genealogy back far enough that you’ll find they are all related. It was a strategy at one point in this War’s history, effectively executed by both sides, to try to hide members by diversifying their gene pools. So what do they have in common? A few genes and a common enemy—me, my friends, my family, these kids. So how do we find them? That’s the job of the second group: Intelligence. The Intel group includes guys like Matt. There are lots of different jobs in Intelligence: genealogists, translators, education experts, marketing gurus, military planners, computer experts. The list goes on. The Intel group is the biggest group. They’re the ones who tell me, Michael, and Jared who to kill. Sometimes they tell us why. Sometimes that stays secret. They also work on the training and education. They teach us to kill and then they tell us who to practice on.

The third group are the deep cover guys. We simply refer to them as breeders. It’s their job to assimilate completely into everyday life, to lay low and to try as hard as they can to raise normal families.  They’re the ones who make sure that our ranks are not depleted. The danger for them, of course, is that their defenses will be down, that they will grow soft from years undercover and they will be discovered. If discovered, they’ll be killed. Their defenses are limited. Most breeders spend at least some time in another role. They may start as soldiers or in Intelligence. Then they either burn out, or meet someone they want to settle down with. Then they go deep cover.

“So how do you know who to kill?” asked one of the kids.

“I get a message from Intelligence. They let me know who my target is, where my target is, and anything special that I need to be aware of about my target. They also give me a window of time to get the job done, usually a couple of days. Sometimes, if the job is more difficult, a week. So I go to the destination. I have a safe house assigned to me. The safe house is always owned by a person on our side, without children, who will let me stay with them while I complete my job.”

“Do they know what you’re there to do?”

“They know, but I’m not supposed to give them any details. You’ll learn soon that knowledge can be very dangerous.”

“What’s it like to kill someone?” It didn’t feel right telling them the real answer. The real answer was that it was easier than you’d think.

“I don’t think of my targets as people. They’re simply the enemy. We’re the good guys. They’re the bad guys.” We were nearing the end of the session. The kids’ parents would be back to pick them up soon. “A couple more questions.”

“But how can you be sure that the person you’re supposed to kill is one of them?”

“First, I trust my Intelligence. These guys are good at what they do,” I said, motioning to Matt. “But it’s not just that. There’s something else, something that I can’t really describe. You know because they know. When you meet one of them, you can sense it, and so can  they. You can feel it. Like I said, it’s hard to explain. One day, if you’re lucky, you’ll know what I’m talking about.”

“And what if we’re not lucky?” asked one of the kids.

“Then it will be too late.” I paused for a moment, unsure if I’d said too much. Another hand went up. It was a girl in the back. To this point, she’d been quiet. I’d almost thought that no one was going to ask the question that Matt and I were waiting for, but if anyone asked it, I knew it would be her. She looked the most afraid, but I knew that was only because she was the only one brave enough not to hide her fear. I pointed to her.

“Why?” she asked, her voice soft but sure.

I knew what she meant but it didn’t matter that I knew. I needed everyone else to know too. “Why what?” I prodded her.

She looked around at the others before speaking, almost afraid to ask the question. “Why are they trying to kill us? Why do they hate us? Why do we have to kill them? Why?” Her voice trailed off. She could have kept going. She could have kept asking why this and why that forever but she made herself stop. The room went quiet. All the eyes moved from the girl back to me. Everything depended on my answer.

“Matt has told you that they are evil, but what is evil?” I shrugged. “Sometimes I’m sure I know. Sometimes I have my doubts.” I looked at Matt. He was glaring at me nervously, unsure of where I was going with my answer. He didn’t have to worry. I’d done this before. “Here’s what I do know: they’ve killed your parents, your brothers, your sisters. If they haven’t yet, they’re going to try.” I paused, purely for effect. “They will kill everyone you’ve ever loved, and then they will kill you.” I stared at the girl even though I wasn’t only speaking to her. I was speaking to all of them. “Unless we stop them.”

I could have kept going. I could have asked them if that was reason enough. I didn’t have to. I could see it in their eyes, even the eyes of  the girl who had asked the question. I hadn’t actually answered her question. I did better. I’d invalidated it. “Isn’t that enough?”

“I’ve got two more slides to show you guys.” We had to ease them into it, but we had to give them a taste too. I motioned toward Matt. He clicked a button on the computer. The close-up of a man’s face lit up on the wall. There was nothing extraordinary about the picture. He was a white man, about thirty-five years old. He was stocky and his hair was receding. In the picture he was smiling, but it wasn’t a pleasant smile. It was smile full of malice. Intelligence had picked a good picture for their purposes. “This man’s name is Robert Gardner.” The kids stared at the face. “When I was twelve years old, this man killed my uncle. I was with him at the time. My uncle had taken me to the mall to pick up a new baseball mitt. We were walking through the mall together and I turned to look at the dogs in the pet store window. When I turned back around my uncle was gone. They came up and grabbed him when I wasn’t looking. My parents had to come to the mall and pick me up after I’d searched the mall for my uncle for hours. Nobody told me at the time that even before I gave up my search, they’d found my uncle in the Dumpster behind the food court. The men who kidnapped him had slit his throat from one ear to the other.” Nobody in the room made a sound. He was my favorite uncle. I loved him. He was with me one minute and the next minute he was gone and I was alone. I never got to see him again. You don’t know what that’s like, Maria. Those kids did, though. “When I turned eighteen, they told me what had happened. Then they told me who did it.” I looked back at the photo on the wall. Then I turned toward Matt again and nodded. He clicked the button on the computer and another image came up. It was a picture of the same guy. Only this time, he had one eye stuck closed from swelling. His mouth hung down loose on his jaw and his tongue was blue. There was a deep gash on his right cheek. His one open eye was fully dilated but  lifeless. “This man’s name is Robert Gardner. He murdered my favorite uncle. When I turned eighteen they told me who he was and where he lived.” I pointed toward the grotesque picture on the wall. “This is what he looked like when I was through with him. I was eighteen years old and he was the first man I ever killed. After I was through with him, he never had a chance to murder another one of us.” I looked around at the room full of kids. They were all staring at the picture of Robert Gardner’s beaten, lifeless face. A couple of the kids looked like they were going to be sick. It was to be expected. They’d seen a lot that day. They’d seen more than most people could handle. But it was only a couple. The rest of them looked inspired. I looked at Matt. He was quietly noting each kid’s reaction. The inspired were one step closer to becoming killers.
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