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Four Painful Walls
I woke with a pounding in my head. The taste of bitter blood flooded into my mouth, and the frigid concrete floor sent a shiver through my aching body. My uniform felt cold and sticky. I wondered if that was blood, too. Once I pried my eyes open, they traveled along a single crack in the floor; its sporadic turns in the ground started to make me dizzy. I thought I would fall unconscious again, but it felt like something was preventing that. Like some force was willing me to remain conscious. Continuing to follow the crack, I noticed it led up to another gray concrete wall. The mysterious crack led up into a piece of steel and then vanished. I was surrounded by four concrete walls. One had a bolted door on it, the other a single piece of steel. The room was dark and eerie. 


I slowly reached my hand forward, grasping for an invisible savior. Trying to move was worthless, as the floor was smooth as a newborn’s skin, and I couldn’t get traction. I gave up trying to escape. But with what little strength remained in my decrepit body, I managed to turn around. To my surprise there was one more item on this side of the room: a single metal chair. A memory flashed into my mind: I had been in that chair, and if I remembered correctly, I wasn’t too badly beaten up at that time . . . so how did I get here, on the floor? Bruises, gashes and blood covered my body. The pain from them was torturous, but not greater than the agony that pulled at my heart. The Ralith had killed my mother, and now they were going to kill me. That’s it, I thought, weakly. I was in a holding cell. The Ralith must have trapped us here when—“Natalie!” My voice was the only noise echoing from wall to wall, bouncing around in my head and hopefully in other rooms. “Natalie!” I called out even louder, hoping to penetrate the concrete walls. She had to be close, they would have kept us together; we were in the same shuttle. 


 All of the yelling started to strain my voice, and that’s when a terrifying thought entered my mind: what if they hear me? In response, I heard footsteps pounding down the hall, lunging toward the steel-bolted door. Trying to play dead, I let my head drop to the floor with a “thunk,” made my body limp and tried to slow my breaths. The door slowly creaked open with ear-splitting squeals that almost made me flinch.  The door then made its way back into its sockets, slamming heavily. 


“Get up!” was shouted into my ear. The gravelly voice jolted me off the ground, adrenaline pounding quickly through my body. I felt jittery and agitated, and wanted to run, but the coldness of the walls around me reminded me that was not going to happen.  


“I am Executioner Pex. I will be fulfilling . . . well, let’s just say the title says it all.” The words slithered so easily out of the alien’s wet mouth. He was repulsive. He was like a mud puddle that came to life—lumpy, slimy and smelled of rotting meat. In fact, he smelled like death. 

A feeling of doom covered me like gathering storm clouds. Would I ever see my family again? My friends? Ever hear Natalie’s infectious laugh again? Would I ever feel the warmth of the sun on my face again? And then it hit me: would I ever set foot outside these four walls again? But I already knew the answer to that.


“Get your carcass off the floor and into the chair!” 


What was he going to do? I had to admit…I knew what he was going to do, so the question racing in my mind became “How is he going to do it?” I never thought I would be stuck in a situation like this. Death has always been a touchy subject with me, and no matter what, filled me with emotions. 


“Why do you have to do this?” screeched out of my mouth. My voice was so hoarse I don’t think he heard a word I said, and to repeat it would have been awful. And then, out of nowhere he responded.

“Oh, I don’t have to do this. I want to! You humans always try to best us, and when we finally get a chance to do the opposite, we like to take pleasure in it.” I couldn’t believe that such hate could be focused on one person, and that fed my fear. 


With no further words spoken, he started to walk towards me with long strides. I tried to remember all the good things in my life, why I was here, and what I wanted to accomplish. My mother came to mind and as the last seconds of my life ticked by, I was swept back into my memories:
She had just arrived home on the shuttle when the Ralith started their invasion on Earth. I was seven at the time, and all I could think was how great life was going to be now that mom was back home. Right when I saw her get off the shuttle I ran to her as fast as my little feet could carry me. I saw her put her luggage on the sidewalk, and then she turned around and shouted my name, calling me to her. We hugged and she smelled as she always did—of gardenias with a bit of asteroid dust mixed in. Her smell was a blanket of protection and comforted me. It could banish all of the bad in life, and represented only the good. 

I started to pull her towards the door, wanting to make up for the 10 months she had been gone, when she saw Dad standing in the doorway. She suddenly dropped all of her things, went up to him and hugged him for what seemed like hours. My parents seemed inseparable, so whenever my mom had to go away for long periods of time it was hard on Dad.  Their embrace ended and my mom slowly walked inside. Dad then walked towards me so that he could help me with the bags, and then it hit. All I could do was stand there. The harsh, painful dirt flew everywhere, darkening the world around me. My eyes started to sting. A single tear fell gently down my face, cleansing away the dirt, followed by a family of others. My dad was screaming out my name, pain and fear filled his voice, but it sounded somewhat muffled, for the sound of the space rock colliding with the surface of the earth was too much for my ears to handle. My knees got wobbly; my mind was racing. Pain filled my body as it collapsed on the sidewalk. I could not speak. I could not move. I could not hear— 

As the dust cleared the air, only ruins of a house were scattered on the suburban road. Flames shot up from the ground here and there, bringing pain to the eyes of the idle bystanders. But I was closer to the cataclysmic scene than any other. I was lying on the floor. No one was sure if I was dead or alive, for I did not move, and did not speak. I heard murmurs around me; I heard ragged crying, praying and wishing. I could not make out the words clearly because of the ringing in my ears from the impact of the asteroid that had been catapulted upon the earth by the Ralith. I felt stuck inside my small body; felt cocooned from the world; from the people around me. I started to cry, not wanting to face the miserable reality that awaited me. Later, my senses started to return, and I started to grasp what had just happened on this awful day; and one thought seared my mind: my mother was dead. 

A musty breath wafted over my beaten face and into my nose as I was pulled back to reality. Fear surged throughout my body, I so badly wanted to escape, but felt constrained by these walls, and the brown, sludge-like face of the Ralith executioner Pex. I looked around one last time and for some reason drew my attention to the steel plate on the wall, and then to the leg of the chair below me. A plan started congealing in my mind. 

“Turn around in your chair, now!” He was yelling louder now. I did as he said, and just stared at the dull, slate-colored wall in front of me. Not knowing how long this would take, I started thinking about life. But before I could complete a thought he leaned in and whispered to me deliberately.

“Goodbye. Goodbye, forever.” And it was then that I felt the end of his blaster brush the back of my head. I hadn’t had the time to execute my plan, but fortunately, the Ralith executioner hesitated. He probably wanted to take his time, and relish this moment. And that hesitation was his big mistake.

As quickly as I could, I jolted up out of my chair. Without even turning around to look at him, I kicked the metal chair as hard as I could, using what strength I had left. In the midst of my pain, I called to mind the training I received from my commanding officer about how certain tactics give you an advantage over your opponent. I thought that I should have thought about this earlier, because if I had I would never have been caught…but it’s too late for that now. 

The crashing of the chair told me that I had successfully knocked back Pex and the loud crack told me that I had succeeded in breaking at least one of his bones. Instantly, I spun on my feet and lunged toward Pex. I had to try to find a way out, but trapped in a room with a door and a steel plate, I didn’t have many options. Then it hit me: The steel plate has to lead somewhere, and if it doesn’t, I’m dead meat—again. 


I began to concentrate on possibilities of opening the plate. The chair would do nothing, I couldn’t pry it open, and Pex wanted to kill me. Pex does want to kill me, I thought, with his gun! That was my way out. And then the room went pitch black. I was hoping Pex was still disoriented as I kneeled down on the ground feeling around for his blaster. I felt the coolness of the metal chair, then a long expanse of the floor, and then Pex’s thick, leathery hands. I guided my hands around his, searching the floor for the gun, and then my hand hit a warm, powered-up blaster. I clenched my hands around it and started shooting at random places on the wall. The blast from the gun illuminated the whole room including Pex’s now moving body. The blast didn’t even leave a scratch on the bolted, shiny metal door. This was disconcerting. The glimpse of light reoriented me so I now had a pretty good idea as to where the steel plate was. For the second time, I raised my arms and pulled the trigger. Yellow-stained light filled the room, and I could now see down a hallway that was adjacent to the holding cell, where the blast hit.


Pex was now standing, screaming in rage. He could have reached out and strangled me, right then and there, so I turned around and tried jumping through the hole in the plate. Midway through my jump I felt his rough hand grab my ankle in an attempt to stop me. He was still disoriented from the blast and collided with the wall below the hole. His hand retracted and released my leg. He was very persistent, though. He immediately got back up and was climbing through the hole. I started to panic, so I looked down at the gun. The entire world slowed and I had to make a life or death decision. There was a knob on it that read, “self-destruct.” I clicked the knob and threw the gun toward the hole in the wall. It was as though the gun flew through the air in slow motion, majestically in flight, but with intent of doing damage. Pex panicked and was running to the door of the holding cell to escape, when the blaster detonated. 


I lay there, on the cold ground of the hall. Watching the smoke and flames force their way through the jagged hole in the wall. I lay there, trying to ignore the gash on my side where my body scraped the rough edge of the hole. My whole body was sore, bloody and tired. My mind was racing. Explosions, fire, death. Had it almost just happened? Yes. But what pulled me through it? I remember now—I feel it now: the same force that kept me from losing consciousness when I found myself sprawled on the floor. The spirit of my mother. She has been with me, guiding me, helping me through it all. Then, all of the sudden, a loud alarm rang out. It pounded heavily in my head, making the throbbing worse. I slowly got up and started a limping-run down the hall. Ignoring everything around me, trying to get out. Trying to get out of this dreadful place. This place made of concrete and steel, locking up the emotions of one’s soul, wearing it down until all hope is gone. And the ones that believe, the ones that believe something can be done to end the war, will find a way to be free. It was then I realized no one would truly be free until the Ralith are stopped once and for all. As I was running down the hall, a question weighed heavily on my mind and soul: Even though I avenged my mother’s death, did it make a difference in the war that faced me? No. Not one bit—not yet.
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