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	There was never a name for my generation. That was something that used to bother me. When I was a teenager I thought everything should be organized and categorized, with exact definitions and demarcations. My generation were the children of Millennials, so some tried to call us the Post-Millennials, but that never caught on. I remember hearing talk of calling the period we were born into the ‘tumultuous twenties’ or the ‘terrible twenties’ and so, correspondingly, we would be the ‘tumults’ or the ‘terrors.’ The name for the decade that opened with my birth has gotten some limited use, but as a generational label it fell flat. Some, rifing on the rise of so many autonomous systems wanted to dub us the autonomous generation, but that really didn’t make a lot of sense and calling people ‘automatons’ just sounded derogatory. The best name I heard was ‘the rising generation’ though it was never clear why we should be called that, and long term it would look really stupid when we were all old and dying off to call us ‘risers.’

	I guess in the end we just were sort of a lost generation, without even a name. That was what I saw all around me in high school. By that time my family had moved from Dade county up to the St. Petersburg special economic zone. The Permanent Growth Initiative had found a job there for my dad, working in a de-regulated factory, making shoes. He had worked in construction years before, back when the terrible twenties weren’t yet so terrible, and so he got on as a shift foreman. My mom went back to teaching. There was talk of saving up money, so we could afford a real house outside the economic zone, and so I could go to school.

	My parents talked about that a lot, which is to say they griped about it. They didn’t argue, not with each other, but so often I felt like they were arguing with the television or the mail or the one computer my family could afford, when they were online. They argued at all the talking heads promoting the Nationalist party that was ‘even worse than the Republicans they replaced.’ They argued with the president with a still raw bitterness about the outcome of last year’s election. They argued at the Nationalists in the Florida legislature who created the special economic zones where factories could pollute and employ children and ignore worker safety with impunity. They argued with the Nationalists even further down, in the local city and school board, who had cut funding to the point that school for me was only half day, three classes, English, math and elective. This all led, at last, on down to the arguments with me.

	Dad wanted me to go to college, the way my mom did and he never managed to. I overheard them one night talking in the kitchen about how some councillor had told them I was ‘gifted,’ whatever that meant. Mom seemed to think that was some special mark, like I was destined for something, though to me it sounded like the kind of thing school councillors tell every parent. In truth I did not really want to eavesdrop on that conversation; I did not really care about their plans for me. It was just, I was on the computer at the time, at the little desk that occupied the lower half of a closet at the top of the stair, and in that cramped row-house it was impossible not to sit there and here everything that went on down below.

	Not that I was opposed, in theory, to going off to college, or even to trying to get into community college classes. But I knew we didn’t have the money. I wasn’t about to start working, going to regular school, and taking an hour long bus ride each day to community college.

	Since the cutbacks meant school only lasted half a day I spent afternoons avoiding my parent’s plans by hanging around at the school library, which was open all day and had computers. I spent my time learning how to defeat the low-grade security and monitoring software installed on them, and then accessing subversive websites talking about ‘the Resistance.’ I learned how to code, and read all the latest on robotics and artificial intelligence. That sort of stuff, with the practical applications all around me, that was the essence of life, the antithesis of the anodyne ephemera I envisioned at big name universities.

	Hanging out at the library was how I met Dr. Mosley. He was a sharp-dressed, effeminate little man, at one time a science teacher before being laid off. He worked as a maintenance man, a fancy term he used for janitor, at one of the big special economic zone factories, and he volunteered at the school, supervising the computer lab. I don’t think I ever actually saw him wearing bejeweled glasses with star-shaped rims, but for some reason that’s how I always envision him. He lived with his boyfriend near the edge of the economic zone. He referred to his partner as his ‘husband’ though I knew full well such a marriage was no longer legal in the state of Florida, a nicety I avoided pointing out.

	“Have you ever considered using your powers for good instead of evil?” he asked me one day.

	“You think computers are evil?” I replied even as I was closing some of the programs running on the computer, before he had a chance to loop around and see my screen.

	“I think hanging around online forums trolling people might be evil.”

	“I wasn’t trolling people. I never troll people online.”

	“Oh really? What do you do here all day?”

	“Well . . . games, mostly.” I did not want to elaborate on how I was connecting to the so-called xnet, a series of servers illegally and covertly piggy-backing on the network fast lanes the big name providers paid for.

	Ever since we had moved from my old school the internet, and the xnet in particular, had become my social life. I had no real-life friends at school. Instead I corresponded on message boards with people whose faces I had never seen. We often met on pirated game servers hosted out of Europe or South America or San Francisco, so my claim about playing games was not strictly a lie. Just as often though we were on message boards, chatting about places to pirate entertainment streams, about which new sci-fi shows were worth pirating, about possible ways to acquire a VR console for cheap.

	“You thought at all about what you might do after graduation?” Dr. Mosley asked.

	“No.”

	“Not at all?”

	“My parents want me to go to college.”

	“Do you want to?”

	It was a strange question, in how simple it was and yet how I had never quite considered it before. I hesitated for several long beats before answering. “Maybe. It would depend on the college.”

	“Of course. Do you know what you want to do after you graduate?”

	“Are you asking me what I want to be when I grow up?”

	“If you don’t mind. I was looking for ideas.”

	I admit I laughed at this. It caught me off guard. “I don’t know. Something with computers, probably. Maybe work with artificial intelligence.”

	“It’s a good field to get in to. You have to go to college first though.”

	“You have to pay for it too.”

	“There are still scholarships out there.”

	“If you’ve got an impressive resume already. Most colleges want somebody so qualified and accomplished they don’t even need to go to college.”

	“Most resumes are a thin tissue of lies.”

	“You’re telling me I should lie to get into college.”

	“I’m saying with just a little effort you can stretch the truth into something impressive. Sort of like you did just now when you told me you were just playing games here every day.”

	I laughed at this. It was not a nervous laugh at being caught, because I didn’t fully believe he had caught me. Still, it was obvious he at least suspected what I was doing, so there was a bit of grudging respect in my laugh as well.

	“The point being,” Dr. Mosley said, “you’re a smart kid Trey.”

	“Hmpf.”

	“You get told that a lot?”

	“My parents do.”

	“And it sounds like something every teacher tells every parent.”

	“Of course they do.”

	“Look, I was a teacher for over thirty years. I had a lot of dumb kids in my classes. You are not a dumb kid. You would do well in college.”

	“I’m sure, but what are the chances I’ll ever get to go?”

	“If you try . . .”

	“Seriously? I just gotta work hard? Believe in myself? I know what the deal is. This school is technically still accredited, but any worthwhile college knows what’s going on here. If I want to get into a university I need to be going to a different school. As in, like, a real high school, not this joke.”

	“Is that what you were reading about online?” He gestured to the computer.

	I sensed a trap here and hesitated. “I’ve, uh, I’ve looked in to it. My parents and I, we looked into what it would take.”

	“So you also looked into the alternatives?”

	“They’re all too expensive. Plus you have to apply for those, and any that are worth anything are pretty exclusive. It’s the same story, the only way to get rich is to start by having a lot of money.”

	“If I told you there was a much cheaper option would you be interested?”

	“I guess.”

	“You guess?”

	“I wouldn’t fully believe such a thing existed.”

	“It’s cheaper for a reason. Probably not as good as the private schools or charter schools you’ve looked at. But this school is technically still accredited, and I am technically still an accredited teacher here, and the place is still open every afternoon.”

	“Um,” I turned to stare straight at him. “Okay. I don’t get it.”

	“If there were more classes offered here, enough so that there wasn’t an asterisk next to our accreditation, would you take them?”

	“You’re offering to teach . . ?”

	“Physics is what I mostly taught before. Chemistry. History or philosophy. Whatever you’re interested in.”

	“Can you do that? I mean, will they let you?”

	“They won’t pay me. Not that they pay me now. But they won’t stop me.”

	“So,” I hesitated again, trying to stay noncommital. “You’re setting up some class for people to take in the afternoons?”

	“If you’re interested. And I mean really interested in pursuing your education.”

	“Who else is taking these?”

	“At the moment nobody.”

	“So it would be just me?”

	“Just you and me. Maybe we invite somebody else to join. Or not. I do have several advanced degrees and have been published in multiple scientific journals, so one-on-one classes I teach might carry a little weight on a college application.”

	I was surprised when he said this. Until that moment I had assumed, if I thought about it at all, that the title doctor was just an empty honorific, if not a sarcastic nickname, for this man.

	“Aren’t . . . don’t you work as a janitor at the Acclaim plant?”

	“I’m on the maintenance staff.”

	“How does someone with a doctorate and scientific publications end up as a janitor, or maintenance person whatever?”

	“How does a smart kid like you end up having to find some backdoor route to a high school diploma?”

	I paused, hesitating, as he stared at me. “If they’re not paying you . . . I mean, why would you want to do this?”

	“I’m a volunteer. I volunteer here at the school.” He shrugged. “I do it because places like this are failing our kids. Especially kids with so much potential. Does tomorrow work for you?”

	“Tomorrow?”

	“We can meet here and find a classroom to claim.”

	To my own surprise I did not hesitate this time but just asked, “do I need to bring anything?”

	 

	That was how I ended up spending my junior year learning physics from an actual nuclear physicist. Nukes were all the talk those days. The war in Asia was escalating, the news now calling it ‘the Global War.’ The nuclear exchange between India and Pakistan had left millions dead and drawn China into the war. People talked about a full scale nuclear exchange, about the end of the world.

	My mom made us pack ‘to-go’ bags and rehearse what to do in an emergency. As in an actual rehearsal where she woke us up in the middle of the night and made us grab our things and rush out. She would have made us actually drive off to what she imagined to be a safe haven with her cousins in Fort Meyers, but our car had been sitting for months and wouldn’t start. Mom at first scrambled to get the thing fixed, then started to look into getting an auto-cab, before my father put an end to the whole thing and sent me back to bed. They sold the car to a scrap yard, but Mom spent days afterward fretting about our situation.

	I found the whole thing a little unreal. It was hard to be concerned about something that was not affecting me. The war meant gasoline prices were up, but of course we had been getting around walking or riding for awhile. A bout of inflation hit the country, but that did not matter for those of us living and working in the special economic zone. We were paid in corporate credit, denominated in dollars but not technically the same, always in electronic form, kept in accounts we had to have at the one bank contracted to run within our particular zone. They could be exchanged for regular dollars, though doing so was a hassle and always at some disadvantageous rate and with exorbitant fees. The corporate money also did not track directly with the dollar. Federal price controls for stuff denominated in corporate credit kept our bills at the local superstore from increasing much, while we got a better exchange rate for getting actual dollars.

	What bothered me instead in those days was the constant worrying from my parents. They talked about the stupidity of the current president for getting us into this war and of the chance of the Nationalist party being defeated in the upcoming midterm, and about volunteering for various campaigns the next fall. The last time they did such volunteering they had been threatened by some group of armed people at one polling location and sworn the whole thing off, but apparently the threat of nuclear war had them reconsidering.

	It was all exhausting, and enough to keep me out of our cramped little boxcar excuse for a house. At the same time I was drawn in by my afternoons with Dr. Mosley. If nothing else his take on the situation was a lot more optimistic.

	“It’s not the end of the world,” he told me one day. “The presidential term will end and somebody new will be elected, and the economy will grow or shrink, and life will go on.”

	“You don’t think somebody will use their nukes and kill us all?”

	“The Russians already used their nukes, and we’re still here.”

	“I heard about that, but,” I shrugged, “it didn’t make any sense to me.”

	“Where did you hear about it?”

	I was still reticent to admit I was getting pirated or banned or otherwise illegal web streams, so I hesitated. “I don’t know, just, on the news.”

	“So from propaganda sites.”

	“No. Well, I look at those sometimes, but . . . well, I don’t trust them. Which is why I’m saying they weren’t making sense.”

	He smiled in a way that made me think he should be wearing star-rimmed glasses. “That’s because those sites deliver news like a series of flashing slides in a PowerPoint presentation, which has as much information content as an article in Pravda.”

	“In what?”

	“Nevermind.”

	“So what’s,” I gestured as I tried to find the question. “I mean, what’s the deal? Did Russia actually nuke those troops in Ukraine?”

	“They used tactical nuclear weapons, launched from mobile artillery on short range missiles, with fission warheads. Atomic bombs, or a-bombs, actually no more powerful than some of the fuel-air explosives our side has dropped in this war. So far everyone’s had enough restraint to not drop any thermonuclear bombs, which uses fusion.”

	“So what’s the difference?”

	I had no idea the power I had unleashed when I asked this question. Dr. Mosley explained the difference between fission and fusion, he talked about bomb construction and power generation, about overpressure and fireballs and neutron modulation and breeder reactors.

	“How do you know so much about this?” I asked.

	“It’s what I used to do. As a job.”

	“You made bombs?”

	“I was a physicist at Sandia National Laboratory, once upon a time. I was working on fusion power.”

	“What happened?”

	“You mean why am I not still there? They shut the project down. Usual short-sighted action by this anti-science administration.”

	“I think I would be a lot more mad about it.”

	“I was mad at first, but I’m not worried. Eventually the pendulum will swing back and people will realize fighting wars for fossil fuels isn’t going to help in the long term and they’ll go back to looking for a real solution.”

	“You think this war is about oil?”

	“Well what do you think it’s about?”

	“The news streams say it’s about preventing Russia from setting up friendly governments in the Middle East. And of course all the trolls on the news streams say it’s about defending freedom and if you disagree you’re a liberal traitor who should be thrown in prison and shot.”

	“And what do the news sites you read say it’s about.”

	I hesitated. Most news streams were too worried about losing access to big government officials or about libel suits to say anything against the president. At least, that’s what I had read on the real news. In this case real news could just mean all the paid subscription streams that screened out trolls and had the money to fight off nuisance lawsuits. But I was sure Dr. Mosley was aware I had neither the money nor the inclination to pay money just for news. So admitting to reading other news amounted to admitting that I was either pirating some pay news stream or that I was reading stuff on the xnet.

	“There are a lot of different theories,” I said at last. “Some say it’s about oil. Some say it’s about some personal vendetta the president has because he served in Iraq and thought we should never have withdrawn. Some say it started as one of those things and just got out of control.”

	“What do you think?”

	“I, uh, I guess I hadn’t really thought about it.”

	“There’s probably some truth to all of it, just like with the Civil War. There were a lot of different causes, but don’t fool yourself, the Civil War never happens if slavery had never existed, and this Global War would not be happening if not for oil. Knocking over a hostile government in Iran, propping up a complacent one in Arabia, fighting an air war to keep China out of the South China Sea, pushing Russia out of Central Asia and eastern Siberia. Those are all fossil fuel producing areas. That’s the biggest tragedy of this war. If we’d put all that money we spent on weapons into researching new sources of energy, the whole thing would have been unnecessary.”

	Of course Dr. Mosley never broached the subject of my using library computers to access pirated or illegal streams. I should have known right away he did not really care, that maybe he was even happy I was doing so.

	During my afternoons that school year, in an otherwise abandoned classroom on the second floor of my partly abandoned high school, I chatted with Dr. Mosley about a whole range of subjects. He started with teaching me fusion, then back tracked to more basic subjects when he realized I did not follow everything. I picked it up quickly enough. By midyear we were talking about relativity and quantum mechanics and nuclear chemistry. We talked about other things too, history and politics and philosophy. Aside from all his science degrees Dr. Mosley also had one in philosophy.

	“So do you never worry that, you know, civilization is gonna end because of all these nuclear weapons and stuff?”

	“No,” he smiled. “There are too many people with too much to lose. This is a minor set back in the grand scheme of things. There are enough people out there, like your parents, pushing back against all the regressive politics. Eventually it’ll swing back the other way, with too many liberals and social justice warriors in charge, and they’ll try to outlaw nuclear power or genetically engineered crops or vaccines or something like that and create a bunch of different problems.”

	“You don’t like social justice warriors?” I said, thinking of my parents.

	“I have nothing against justice, but intellectual honesty demands we give them the same critical look as the conservatives in charge now. They can go too far as well, become their own form of thought police, stifling free speech.”

	“That doesn’t sound too reassuring.”

	“There will always be ignorance Trey, of some form or another, just like there will always be people like us to hold up a light against it. Inevitably things move forward. Every night that ever was has ended, and civilization marches onward.”

	Over the course of that year I came to believe he was right, about the country and the war and a lot of other things too. His optimism was infectious, and for me it become a shield against the shade others started to throw at me. The other kids at school gave me flak over taking some extra, unnecessary class with the gay professor. For the black kids, which were about half the school, it was the homosexuality angle, and I got accused of doing all kinds of strange things with Dr. Mosley. For the rest of the kids, mostly Hispanic, it was about being a ‘nerd.’ That term came loaded with all sorts of meaning, of implied social awkwardness but also of privilege and narcissism. I guess they all imagined themselves getting jobs in the economic zone factories like their parents, or maybe getting some cushy government filler job or corporate padded job because of some connection they had, rather than going off to college. So they called me ‘geek’ and ‘fag’ and ‘masa’ (master in slave patois) and ‘cuck’ and ‘pamp’ (short for pampered rich kid) and some more colorful variations.

	I had never made any friends since moving to this school, and it now seemed unlikely I ever would. Which was okay, because as the year went on I became ever more focused on my bright, bright future. I adopted a phrase my dad used all the time and declared that ‘my future is so bright I have to wear sunglasses.’ For a brief while I took to actually wearing sunglasses all the time just to make this joke, but quickly realized that was lame and stopped.

	For the first time I had visions of what I would do after high school. I would study physics and nuclear engineering in college, and by the time I graduated the war would be over and people would be looking for new energy sources and there would be all sorts of money in new nuclear power plants and developing fusion power, and I would be there. I would be among the scientists who, as they so often had done in the past, applied a little bit of knowledge to the latest problem and thereby saved the world.

	 

	At the beginning of senior year Hurricane Hector swept up along the east coast of Florida. For us it was no big deal. School was canceled and we spent a stormy day crammed upstairs wondering if our block would flood. It never did, but the power went out and was not restored for a full day. Ever since we moved here there had been occasional rolling blackouts, so we were kind of used to it. We played board games by candlelight that night and the next day I walked through debris strewn roads to school, where the power was already back.

	For many people the big news of that hurricane was the damage it did through the rest of central Florida. There was extensive damage to some of the launch facilities at Cape Canaveral. The space launches facilities there were shut down, permanently, as it turned out, when the next round of budget cuts came through. Even more traumatic, the hurricane shut down the various Disney theme parks around Orlando, and the reeling company showed no sign of reopening them anytime soon. Some girls at school were distraught about this, more I guess because of what it represented about some beloved childhood memories more than any actual desire to go to DisneyWorld. I could not have cared less about the false happiness of a lame roller-coaster park.

	The big impact the hurricane had for me came a week later. The governor of Florida returned to the partly damaged church outside Orlando where he had once been a preacher. There he told his old congregation that the hurricane, and for that matter the set-backs and dark news coming out of the war in Asia, were all God’s punishment of America for allowing homosexuality to run rampant.

	A few days later they started arresting homosexuals. Dr. Mosley was among them.

	It did not come in the form of any midnight raids. State police just starting going around to homes and work places and arresting people on some list they somehow had. I did not realize what was going on until I showed up that afternoon for my ‘class’ with Dr. Mosley and he wasn’t there. He had never missed one before. I went to the school office to ask about him, only to find he had not shown up that morning. The secretary tried phoning his house, and then the principle came over with a mobile and showed us the news.

	I rushed home and told my mom what had happened. She turned on the news herself, where it was reported as a large scale arrest of ‘traitors with connections to the terrorists waging war against freedom in the Pacific Northwest.’ I had heard excuses like this before during previous rounds of mass arrests, but always in the wake of an actual terrorist attack, never after a natural disaster.

	Outraged, my mother started calling neighbors, who had seen the news hours earlier and were already planning a protest at the local police precinct, where all those arrested from the special economic zone were being held. They were going to gather as soon as the day shift from the factories got out.

	When dad heard our plans he was a little more reticent about the idea. We had all heard about protestors on the west coast being dispersed with microwave and sonic crowd control weapons and about riots breaking out. He wondered if it was a good idea to get in the middle of this now, or better to save our energy for the election in a couple months. Mom was fired up though, I think in part because I wanted to go, and it was rare I ever wanted to take part in such things. So the three of us joined a little crowd from our neighborhood and marched down to the precinct.

	When we arrived there was already a crowd outside with a few hastily made signs. There was also, across the street and a little more distant from the precinct, a counter-protest. Men sat on motorcycles with giant confederate flags sticking out the back. They revved their engines to drown out noise from our crowd. Others with tattoos of swastikas or frogs atop American flags, held up small wooden crosses they had lit on fire. Despite the plastic handles at the base of these things they looked dangerous.

	So far the two protests were not directly confronting each other. Our crowd seemed larger if less well organized. I’m not sure what I imagined would happen. I guess, had I pictured anything, it would have been a series of escalations, chants and lights held up by the crowd, equivocating statements or demands to disperse from some police captain. Instead we were there less than twenty minutes when a set of drone tanks arrived on the scene. The counter-protesters moved aside, allowing these vehicles to roll up in front of them, facing toward us.

	I had seen these things before, in footage from the fighting in Iran and the Ukraine, but never in person. They were the size of cars, but without windows and carrying heavy armor all around. They had turrets, which for the military versions mounted machine guns and rocket launchers. These ones instead had something that looked like a big radio antenna atop. These spun about toward the crowd.

	What I felt was not, I would say, a burning sensation. It was more like an unease in my skin, like being outside in the summer sun and realizing a sunburn is setting in at an accelerated rate. For a brief second I stood there, determined to grit my teeth through the sensation. I noticed a few people stepping forward wearing some kind of metal plates on their chests. We of course had nothing like that, assuming it even made a difference.

	A second later everyone around me, including my parents, broke and ran, and I did the same. We fled about halfway home before slowing down and regrouping. By then we had started to hear something that sounded like gunfire from back the way we came. Without exchanging any words we decided to continue on home.

	It pissed me off the way they just dismissed us like that, brushed us away like swatting at a fly, and with just as much ease and lack of attention.

	Later that night everyone who worked at the local factories got email- or mobile-messages from corporate. They said that taking part in civil disobedience within the bounds of the special economic zone was a ‘violation of employment contracts and could result in disciplinary action up to and including termination.’ From among the tired workers that were our neighbors there was no talk of any further protests.

	I did not bother going to school the next several days. The actual real classes I had felt like a bad joke. Instead I went down to the nearby superstore and hung around, playing video games on the virtual reality setup they had, then sitting outside in the early autumn weather and watching people go by.

	I also spent time taking long walks, all the way out of the special economic zone. The zone itself was not very large, a dozen blocks or so. Beyond it there were suburbs and empty malls. Close by there were plenty of people who worked in the economic zone factories but lived in regular, ‘old economy’ housing. It was a lot more expensive out here, but then you never read about any of these houses collapsing from shoddy construction. Walking aimlessly through the pleasant fall weather I passed houses so crammed full that the garages were being sub-divided; I could tell because the doors were often open, people sitting out enjoying the nice weather with their bedrooms and mini-kitchens and cubicle-like dividing walls in full view.

	Elsewhere I passed a mall whose parking lot was now an ‘economic refugee camp’ overspilling with trailers and trucks and impromptu structures being used as houses. I’m sure there were people living in the mall itself, in the old stores. I had read comments online from people who claimed to be living as such. Everyone there gave me weird looks though, and I did not dare approach. Even more unsettling, further out I began to pass rows of houses that were abandoned, like out of some zombie-horror movie. Getting to that point I always knew meant it was time to turn back.

	On one of these long walks I meandered over to the police precinct again, just to ask about the people that had been arrested, but I was told they wouldn’t give out any information to non-relatives.

	That Friday I decided to go over to Dr. Mosley’s place. I had been there a couple of times the previous year and knew he had a cat. I figured it was not being fed and would need somebody to adopt it. My intention was to take it home and sucker mom into letting me keep it. The doctor’s home was in an area, common throughout the south, referred to as ‘the stacks.’ Old trailer parks were turned into dense, cheap housing in special economic zones by building metal truss frames and literally stacking the trailers, sometimes along with campers or truck trailers or buses, atop each other. The cleared space of the former trailer park made room for cheap multi-story apartments, providing further living space for all the less-than-minimum wage employees moving in to work at the unregulated factories.

	I made my way through the wide alleys in between the metal edifices. Like everything in the special economic zone they looked ghetto, like some haphazard facsimile, cheap and pasted together by somebody too lazy or too pour to make something of quality. Unlike my neighborhood, built around an old two-story motel, this place towered seven or eight stories tall and looked decidedly unstable. I’m sure they would topple in an earthquake, they probably would topple in a direct hurricane strike, and maybe they would even topple if I tried kicking one at just the right spot. It had my nerves on edge.

	Each level of a stack tower had a narrow, metal-grating walkway around its perimeter that was accessed by a metal-grating stairwell, like some ancient fire escape. I climbed one of these to the third floor. I had to squeeze past a narrow spot on the walkway where a cluster of exposed pipes and electrical conduit ran up the length of the tower. At the front door I set about jimmying the lock.

	Before I could get anywhere the door opened. Standing there was Matt, Dr. Mosley’s husband or partner or whatever they were now. We had met before, when I visited last year. He had made some thick casserole and effused over us as we ate and chided Dr. Mosley for roping me into his wild dreams. Now he stared at me with a blank expression.

	“I . . .”

	“Hello Trey. Would you like to come in?”

	“I didn’t think you were home. I . . .”

	“Come in.” He spoke without emotion as he turned and left the door open. I walked into the little living room, cast almost in total darkness with all the window blinds drawn. I hesitated there before shutting the door behind me.

	“So, um . . .”

	“Can I get you anything?” he continued in a monotone.

	“No, I’m fine. How are you? I thought, I mean, you’re . . .”

	“Why have I not been arrested?”

	“I’m sorry. I thought they, or, I mean, they said . . .”

	“They were arresting all the gay people.”

	“Yeah, that’s what I heard.”

	“They arrested everyone on their list.”

	“Oh. So, um, you weren’t on the list?”

	“Apparently not.”

	“Do you know why not?”

	He shook his head without a crack in his expression.

	“So when they came for Dr. Mosley they just . . . left you?”

	“He was arrested at work. They never showed up here.”

	“Oh.”

	Matt was standing in front of the open refrigerator, which he turned back to now. “I can’t offer you much. I need to go to the store but I’ve been afraid to leave the house.”

	“Do you want me to go get something for you?” I stepped over to him with the sudden thought of being able to help.

	“No, no, that’s . . .”

	He trailed off into an awkward silence, made more uncomfortable by me still standing there, unsure what to do with myself.

	“I came over,” I said, “because, um, I thought nobody was here and maybe your cat got left behind and needed somebody to adopt it. I, um . . .”

	As I trailed off Matt stepped forward. He put one hand on my shoulder, then pulled me into a hug as he slumped over and began to cry. I stood there for a moment, awkward and uncertain. I reached up to return the hug, hesitated, then went ahead and did so.

	Matt recovered, stepping back to wipe his eyes and collect himself. “I’m sorry. It’s been a very trying week.”

	“So, um . . . yeah. Can I ask how, um, you know, how you weren’t on the list?”

	He gestured to the seats at the kitchen counter. As I sat he poured out lemonade he retrieved from the fridge, unbidden, then sat himself and stared into space for a moment. “I wasn’t on the list.”

	“Where did this list come from?”

	“Voter rolls, maybe. Or census data. I’m not sure. Maybe because I didn’t vote in the last election. I’m not really certain.”

	“I went down to the police precinct to see Dr. Mosley but they wouldn’t let me in.”

	“They wouldn’t let me in either. They don’t consider us related in any way.”

	“You went down there?”

	“That day, as soon as I heard.”

	“And they didn’t arrest you.”

	“Like I say, I wasn’t on their list. I don’t know. I’ve been afraid to leave the house since.”

	“Does Dr. Mosley have any family you could contact? Maybe they could come see him.”

	“I already got in touch with his sister, but she lives out west. It doesn’t matter anyway, they’ve already taken him away.”

	“Taken him away?”

	“Uh-huh.” He seemed on the verge of tears again. “Everyone they arrested has been turned over to the feds.”

	“I thought the feds weren’t suppose to be involved in state laws like this.”

	“The Global Security Agency is involved in whatever it wants to be.”

	The room fell silent when I had no response for this. The GSA was something I read about often online, the source of all kinds of rumors and speculation. Some of the news streams I pirated filed lots of reports on how schizophrenic the organization was, with the part that used to be the FBI warring with the part that used to be the CIA. Commenters online always made the whole thing sound like some Orwellian thought police, but I could believe it was the sort of organization that would have trouble compiling a list.

	“Do you know what you’re gonna do now?”

	He breathed a deep, slow sigh. “Yes. I do now.”

	I waited until the pause became awkward. “Do you not want to tell me?”

	“Oh, no, no.” He spoke without looking up at me. “I just, I didn’t know until just now. I’m going to leave.”

	“Leave?”

	“Leave town. Leave this state.”

	“And go where?”

	“Somewhere safe.”

	“Would you go to Canada?”

	“Canada’s not safe. The provinces that might be aren’t letting anybody in, anyway. Maybe New England.”

	The same state sovereignty laws that loosened federal oversight and let Florida get away with arresting homosexuals also allowed other states, like in New England, to kick out federal agencies like the GSA and set their own standards. “I didn’t think they were letting anybody in either,” I said.

	“They’ll let people in, if you can get through the federal checkpoints. But really my first choice would be California.”

	“They’re under martial law though.”

	“I know, but it would still be better than here. I take that back, my first choice would be Europe, but I can’t afford that, and they’re not really taking anybody either.” Again he took a deep breath. “I’ll figure out something. Would you mind taking in Sarge?” He gestured here to the white booted cat over by the window. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to take him with me.”

	“Sure.”

	“If you don’t mind waiting I’ll pack up his stuff right now.”

	“Now?”

	“The sooner the better. I’m going to pack and leave tonight.”

	“What about Dr. Mosley though? What do we do about him?”

	Matt leaned back and shook his head. As he turned away from me I caught a glint of light from the tears forming a watery sheen over his eyes. “I . . . ”

	“We have to do something, right?”

	He continued to shake his head without meeting my stare. “I don’t even know if he’s still alive.”

	“They wouldn’t just kill him!”

	“Why not? They arrested him! For what, for,” his voice broke, tears flowing down his cheeks. “For being who he was. They blame us for everything. Why not? He wouldn’t want me to stay. I . . . I’ve stayed too long already, hoping for a miracle. I should have left that night. It’s what he would have told me to do. Leave and don’t look back.”

	At last Matt looked back at me. “He wouldn’t have wanted either of us to stay. You should go too, you and your family.”

	“Go where?”

	“Where I’m going. Or somewhere else, far from here. Leave the country if you can. This is . . . it’s not safe here.”

	“I . . .”

	“I’m sorry. You do what you think best. I met your mom, once, I’m sure she won’t let you guys stay if it gets too dangerous.”

	“Sounds like it’s already too dangerous.”

	“For me, yes.” He got up from the table and headed into the back room. A moment later he emerged with a cat-carrier and a bag of cat food. “I’ve got some other stuff for him too. It might be more than you can take in one trip.”

	I sat there for several minutes while he assembled a pile of cat toys and dishes and a litter box and assorted other things. At the same time Matt produced a bag of his own and began packing it as well. He moved through the entire process in a sort of daze, grabbing things, wandering between rooms, and making off-hand comments to me in a random fashion.

	It was starting to get dark by the time I left. I had with me a key to the place, a cat in a hard-shelled carrier, and a profound sense of dislocation.
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	That year my parents were quite involved in the midterm elections. They knocked on doors and put up signs and sat in campaign centers sending emails and manning web chats. Their notion of steering clear of the whole thing for fear of more violence was overcome by outrage over the recent mass arrests.

	That fear was also unfounded. Unlike the presidential election this one did not have any biker gangs or cross-burners camped out around the voting locations we went to. I got to miss school that day while I tagged along. We checked on neighbors and people farther afield, asking if they had voted, asking if they needed a ride to a polling station, organizing them into groups to go vote out of a sense of safety in numbers.

	In the end the Democrats retook control of congress for the first time in a decade, following major Nationalist losses. The new majority promised to launch all kinds of investigations into the president and his people, about the causes and prosecution of the war, about corruption and dereliction of their jobs among various regulatory agencies, about the excesses of the GSA. Closer to home the Florida legislature remained dominated by Nationalists, but our preacher-governor was turned out in favor of some billionaire real-estate tycoon.

	That fall I also started taking the various standardized tests necessary for college admission. I got a perfect score on the SAT and was in the top percent on two other, more obscure standardized tests. I downplayed this, having lost most respect for such tests after Dr. Mosley and I spent a day researching all the ways in which they had been dumbed down and made easier over the years. None of this stopped my parents from treating it as another sign that the darkest days were behind us.

	At one time I had thought to get letters of recommendation from Dr. Mosley for my college applications. I had thought these might carry a lot of weight. With that prospect gone I was feeling less enthusiastic about the college admissions process.

	I reverted to spending afternoons in the school library. Online I found a lot going on with the xnet. There was talk on message boards about ‘The Resistance,’ sometimes using a little squiggly line like an electrical resistor as their symbol. A lot of it was hopeful talk, talking about how the stupid people who had voted in the Nationalist government and were responsible for the war and the recession and all that were finally being overwhelmed and voted out by a new generation. It made me feel better about my own prospects too.

	For several weeks just before Christmas I did nothing but fill out entrance applications and scholarship applications online, writing interminable essays and filling out long form questionnaires.

	By the new year I had turned eighteen and my dad got me on working part time at the factory. The place was a brutal sweat shop. Out on the floor there were some wimpy fans that did little to alleviate the stifling heat. A legion of people, mostly women, hunched over various industrial sewing machines or presses or chemical baths, churning out a whole variety of shoes. Chemicals and noise combined with the heat to make the factory floor a nightmarish place. I was glad I did not have to be there constantly. I had gotten a job as a janitor, filling in a gap left by Dr. Mosley and some others who were arrested the previous fall. Even still, just spending afternoons cleaning the already clean executive bathroom and the rarely used break room and mopping up weird spills out on the main floor, it made me that much more motivated to get into college and not get stuck here like the other kids at my school.

	Sometimes I would slack off, hiding outside where the maintenance guys smoked, or in the worker break room. One time some manager, a guy I had never seen before, found me there and got all kinds of mad at me for being lazy. He said he was going to report me to my own manager, though I don’t think he ever did. I scurried away the first chance I got. Later I told my dad about the incident.

	“It’s ridiculous how hard they work people here. They don’t even need to at all.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“So, factories like ours, in the economic zones, they’re government subsidized. They pay companies to keep people employed here. Which means, literally, they could let everyone there sit around and do nothing and they would still make a profit.”

	“Why do they work everyone so hard then? Why doesn’t the government just give the people the money directly instead?”

	“Because Americans want handouts from the government like anybody else, but we like to pretend we’re all self-made men who don’t need the government at all.”

	“That’s stupid.”

	“That is stupid, yes. It’s the same way with your universities. As soon as someone figures out how to have the government pay for college while making everyone think they’re doing it all themselves, then we’ll have universal college education.”

	In general a vague optimism was now growing everywhere around me. On the news there was talk that the Democrats wanted to remove the exemption the special economic zones had from the national minimum wage. Nobody thought that would happen until after the next presidential election, but it still gave everyone hope.

	In an ironic twist another burst of inflation early that spring also contributed to the sense of hope. Inflation in the regular economy could be a good thing for us, as our corporate credit savings became more valuable in a relative sense. A series of jarring price increases did not help us grocery wise, but it would make it more worthwhile to convert our corporate money to regular dollars and buy things outside the special economic zone, including a college education. This latest inflation made it seem suddenly possible that I could get a real university degree. We talked about what loans might be taken out to cover the remaining cost, always with the thought of better economic times ahead.

	That spring joy and optimism reached a zenith when I started to get acceptance letters. I got in to UCLA and Boston College and Stanford, though with the latter I had no hope of affording tuition. Really I had no hope at any of them, since I had no appreciable scholarships. I was more determined than ever to go, though, and started looking at loans and other options.

	“What if we all just moved out there?” I asked my parents. It was not a coincidence that all the places I applied were either in New England or on the west coast.

	“Just move out there?” Mom seemed puzzled.

	“Sure. We could move out to California. They have economic zones out there, but they still have a minimum wage. I got an email from Matt the other day . . .”

	“From who?”

	“Matt. Dr. Mosley’s husband. He went out there, he said it’s much better. He said there wasn’t any violence during the election or . . .”

	“There wasn’t any violence during the election here.”

	“Yeah but, I mean, there isn’t as much threat of violence.”

	“Not as much violence?” My dad, wandering in from the other room, jumped into the conversation.

	“In California.”

	“He thinks we should move to California,” mom said.

	“That’d be nice.”

	“So why can’t we?” I asked.

	“We would if it made sense. But what would we do out there? They don’t have any jobs.”

	“There are more jobs out there than there are here.”

	“But we already have jobs here. If we go out there we’re competing with everybody else who decided things were better in California. We’d just be more economic refugees.”

	“I would love to get out of here sweetie,” my mom said to me. “I’d like to go up north, someplace with seasons, and get out of this heat. But if at least one of us doesn’t have a job lined up then . . .”

	“Yeah,” I said, “I get it, we’d end up living in some shanty town.”

	“Or on the street. At least here we have our own house.”

	Not that I had expected to convince them to move. It was only a half-formed idea in my own mind to begin with, but it was a lovely dream all the same. It would have meant getting to stay at home while I went to school. Otherwise I would have to strike out on my own, which had financial and psychological hurdles I was just starting to grapple with.

	 

	The revolution was not really televised, but whatever there was to see I got to watch on a news stream at the crack of dawn.

	It started when I was still asleep, in the early hours of the morning on the west coast. Some of our neighbors in the cargo-box town-homes came over and knocked on our door as dad was having breakfast and I was just rolling out of bed. All of us ended up heading over to the nearby superstore. There was a food court there with various televisions constantly showing the content of different free news streams. At this point all of them were showing the same thing.

	That morning various odd assortments of armed people had stormed the capitals and various federal buildings across several western states. It sounded like some National Guard units out there enforcing martial law were among these armed forces. The news called them ‘secessionists’ or ‘separatists.’ I noticed, in some of the footage of occupied state capital buildings, that some of them had flags with the squiggly line ‘Resistance’ symbol on them. There was a statement issued by some of them, declaring the creation of ‘the Free Pacific States’ and rejecting the ‘illegitimate, bigoted, warmongering’ government of the Nationalist party.

	“Wow,” was all my mom could say.

	“This is . . .” my dad tried and failed to start a sentence several times. “This is really a new civil war starting.”

	“There have been riots out there going on for years,” the neighbor who had initially come to us with the news said. “The new civil war has been going on for a while now.”

	“It won’t last long,” a woman near him said. “The military is gonna get called it to crush these guys.”

	I did not appreciate at the time how wrong she was. After that first day the news stream coverage of whatever was happening out west dropped off precipitously, with attention turning back to the latest fighting in Asia. I started going to the school library after work, to check online myself. From what I could gather reading message forums it sounded like there really was nothing happening. No counter-attack, no seized buildings being stormed by federal troops, no fighting at all. Only then did I appreciate what I had been reading the previous year, about the Global War, about the setbacks and losses. It really seemed that the government had lost the ability to project power, not just on the other side of the world but even on the other side of the country.

	I wondered what this all meant for me, for college. It seemed like it might make a move to California even more enticing. I pointed out to my parents that ‘Free Pacific States’ had a nice ring to it. In response they were even more adamant about not moving, to the point that they all but said they would not allow me to go to school in California, in an ‘active war zone.’

	“New England will be much safer,” dad said.

	I did not have a chance to consider how this narrowed my options. That weekend, the reaction to this crisis out west arrived very close to home.

	 

	There had always been fences around the factory lots at the core of our special economic zone, and around its overall perimeter there was a half-hearted attempt at a fence. It was incomplete, dilapidated, and nowhere blocked egress along the main thoroughfares. That changed over a single weekend. Work crews rolled up, blocking off streets and putting up fences. Chain link topped with barbed wire now surrounded the whole special economic zone, cutting across sidewalks and parking lots. Reenforced gates with anti-tire strips and guard booths went in at three locations; everywhere else roads were blocked off with tall cement barriers. By the end of the weekend patrol drones, looking like miniature tanks, were patrolling just outside this new perimeter.

	All of this, we were told, was for our own safety. It was to protect important targets like our factories from attack by terrorist elements like those that had usurped power on the west coast. On television we saw other such barriers and security measures going up around other economic zones, as well as around capital buildings and federal offices.

	Since I started working I did not have as much time to go on my long walks like I did last fall. Now though that was not an option at all. Leaving the economic zone meant going through a guarded checkpoint, which often featured a long wait and a lot of harassing questions from a mean spirited state trooper. I had thought when they were going in that the little guard booths and gates looked a little flimsy. Now that they were manned, with drone assault tanks and clusters of armed men waiting just off to the side, they did not look so traversable.

	Later that week I went in to the school library and posted a message on the xnet. I described the fences and barricades going up and the patrols and checkpoints. I asked if anybody else had experienced anything like this.

	There were several quick replies, but I really only read the first one, chilling as it was. ‘You and your family should get out of there as soon as you can, if it’s not too late already.’

	 

	As it turned out there were more people trying to enter our compound than leave.

	All the people who worked in the factories but for whatever reason chose to live outside the economic zone were reevaluating that decision in light of the checkpoints. Waiting in line, both to get in and out, could add hours to the daily commute. Within the first couple weeks we had a whole slew of new neighbors. Many of them were people who worked on the factory floor crews under my father and so knew me as well.

	After an initial adjustment to all the noise these new neighbors created, as multiple families crammed their way into single row-homes, everything went back to normal. I continued to go to school in the mornings and work in the afternoon and wonder about college. None of us ever had occasion to leave the economic zone, so all the extra security around the perimeter had minimal impact on our lives, and unless we went over to the superstore, whose parking lot was now crossed by the barbed wire fence, we never even came within sight of all the security.

	If anything the neighborhood became cozier and more communal. My parents spent more time outside, gathered with groups in the central courtyard around the old swimming pool filled in with dirt to become a garden. They drank sometimes, or ate out there, or just sat and enjoyed the warm weather. The mood at these gatherings was jovial. People joked that without even trying we now all lived in our own gated community.

	After a while I joined some of these evening block gatherings. It was part of being officially an adult, I suppose, but I was more there because that’s where the family often ate dinner and mom insisted we all eat together. The neighbors were always asking me about my plans after graduation.

	“I accepted the offer from Boston College,” I told them. I had done so at my dad’s urging, and without any certainty that I would go. I needed to cough up a large sum of money by August and had no idea where it would all come from. I kept looking for and applying for scholarships online, and mom took me to the corporate bank one day to look into what sort of loan options I had. We ended up leaving saying we would think about it, which I had, though it was obvious from my mom’s silence that she would consider such a loan only as a last resort.

	Another couple of weeks passed, and things started to shift on us. It started with new patrols. The drones we sometimes saw cruising around outside the fence appeared now on interior streets. At our evening dinners we sometimes saw them rolling by on the adjacent road, the turret swiveling back and forth like someone slowly shaking their head in discouragement. I could tell everyone noticed them and was trying to ignore them. I always stared, even getting up sometimes for a closer look. They had guns on them, that was obvious, but also something I suspected to be Taser rounds and perhaps tear gas canisters.

	 Next came a curfew. Everyone had to be inside by ten o’clock. Sprawling conversations with the neighbors were now curtailed, and as a result the frequency of our dinners outside dropped. It was getting into the season when it was a little too hot for such hanging around outside anyway. Not that many of the homes here had air conditioning, or could have afforded to run it anyway. Like the past few summers we opened windows, ran fans, and sweated.

	On the free news streams there was talk of arrests. The secessionists out west, they said, were abetted, were in fact still receiving aid, from anti-American groups all across the country. In Washington D.C. the headquarters of several liberal PACs were raided and the leadership of these organizations were arrested, accused of funneling money to the secessionists. Some commenters talked about an ‘underground highway’ that was moving people and equipment out west in support of the armed groups out there, and of a whole ‘underground web’ being used to funnel money electronically to the rebels. This last part sent a chill through me. I decided to avoid the computer lab from then on.

	In response to this whole underground movement there was enacted, by the federal government, a series of new strictures on finances. It was suddenly a lot harder to convert our corporate dollar pay into regular dollars. That was another announcement that left me cold, since all my money would need to become regular dollars if I was going to afford tuition anywhere.

	Mom and I visited the bank again, where we found out I should start requesting money be withdrawn in dollars, up to the per week limit, each week. I was informed this would likely put me on some Global Security Agency watch list, but I figured the ‘needed money for college’ explanation would sound pretty good to anybody that ever asked. We also looked into the student loan paperwork again, since it had suddenly become a lot more substantial and onerous. At home that night I got on our creaky old home computer and started filling out the forms with the hope the whole thing could be approved before August.

	At no point did I think about what would happen if I could not get the money together. I was assuming that it would all just work out. Mom jarred me out of this when she said, “have you looked into deferring your acceptance? If we can’t make it happen this year you could stay on with your father and save up money for next year.”

	It was a good thought, and a viable one, as I had read about that option during the application process. When she said it though I was struck by the implication. I suddenly felt like I really was following in Dr. Mosley’s footsteps, in the literal sense that I would be someone who ought to be researching ways to harness unlimited power and end the energy crisis and create a better world for everyone, but instead was going to be stuck forever working as a janitor.

	 

	Everyone looked forward to Memorial Day weekend. In past years the economic zone factories, which ran every day of the week most of the time, would shut down for the long holiday weekend, and everyone got the time off, even my always moving father.

	That Friday was my high school graduation. During such ceremony my cynical side won out over the optimist. I looked on the whole thing as a lot of meaningless pomp, as empty and unbearable as the self-aggrandizing essays I had to write for my college applications.

	The student body itself was a haphazard crowd. A lot of us could not afford the graduation gowns the school sold. Instead, looking across at everyone, I saw people in worn out or oversized suits that clearly were borrowed from a relative, people in mock graduation gowns that looked like they belonged with a Halloween costume, people wearing literal black sheets with a single hole cut in the center. I had my mom’s college graduation gown, which was made of some heavy material and was stifling in the heat. At least most of us had the hats. 

	There was a lot of exuberance among the students, as if graduating from this joke of a high school was an actual accomplishment. I did not know if I would make it to college next fall or would spend a year working full time to save up money, but I felt like anything I had done in high school was, at best, a trivial first step toward much more significant things. All I wanted to do that evening was get through it.

	I did not go to any graduation parties, nor did I much want to. I still had no close friends at school. The one thing I would miss about it was the computer lab. I would no longer be able to go there in my off hours, to exchange messages on xnet message boards and play pirated games. I resigned myself to a long summer.

	That weekend there was plenty of barbeque out in the courtyard and hanging out over at the superstore food court. People congregated at the latter to watch baseball, whose season had been delayed and was just now getting underway, minus several west coast based teams. I felt cooped up myself, wanting to go for some long walk but being constrained by the security perimeter and the sweltering summer heat.

	On Memorial Day itself, as the sun set and the heat abated enough to go outside, a large group of neighbors came out to the central courtyard for a final holiday cookout. My dad was regarded as the best barbeque chef on the block, and he rolled over the big grill we normally left chained to an exterior stairway for the occasion.

	Dad stood over the grill in the lingering heat and talked with the neighbors. To many of them he was also their boss at the factory. I was never quite certain how much deference they gave him on these occasions. As far as I could tell they chatted up with him just like anybody else, even when he took the opportunity to tell his favorite off-color joke.

	“You know why black people like fried chicken?” He asked this of Hal, a big black-skinned press operator who stood near the grill drinking a beer and talking about the best ways to cook meat with my dad.

	There was an awkward pause as Hal gave him a sidelong look. Like Hal a lot of the workers at the factory were black, and some others nearby had heard this and were staring as well. At last the big man replied with a suspicious, drawn out, “why?”

	“Because fried chicken . . . is delicious! I mean really, who doesn’t like fried chicken?”

	Another pause loaded with tension. Then Hal started to laugh. Others did too, though perhaps a little half-heartedly. Hal at least seemed to think this genuinely funny.

	“I mean come on, right?” Dad was laughing as well. “I love fried chicken.”

	All of us ate and drank our fill. Dad said I could try a beer that night if I wanted, mom said I couldn’t, and I told them I had tried it before and wasn’t all that interested. Mom chatted with some of the other women about how their kids were doing in school and about how the school might go back to full time after the next election, when the conservatives got kicked out and competent people got put in charge. I got into a conversation with a neighbor just a few years older than me who seemed genuinely interested when I told him I wanted to go to school and become a nuclear physicist and solve the energy crisis.

	Late in the evening, as my dad was packing up the grill, I saw mom come rushing over to him. She was carrying our mobile phone, an ancient device that was the only one our family could afford. Normally dad carried it but had been busy and handed it off to her that evening.

	“It’s work,” she said. “It sounds important.”

	I watched from a distance. Dad held the mobile for a moment, just listening. Even though it was dark out by now, and the streetlights cast minimal lighting into our courtyard, I could see my dad’s face. It got pale enough to be visible, like the grey of the moon.

	He handed the mobile back to my mom. “I have to go.”

	“What? Where?”

	“To the factory. They’ve called a meeting of all the shift supervisors.”

	“Now? At eight o’clock on a holiday weekend?”

	He shook his head without looking at her. “I don’t know. They didn’t say. Something must have happened.”

	By now everyone else was quiet, listening in on this conversation. “I’m, uh,” dad looked around at all of them. “I’m heading over there now. I’ll be back.”

	He walked off into the night. A stillness fell over the whole party, conversations deadened. Slowly people began to speak again, in quiet voices.

	“So what’s happening,” I came over to ask my mom.

	She shook her head as she looked off toward the street. “I’ve just . . . I’ve got a bad feeling. We should just go to bed, everyone has work tomorrow.”

	Except we didn’t go to bed, and neither did the neighbors. The night started to drag on yet nobody wanted to move, as if doing so would topple some precarious edifice that was holding all of us up. I saw a few people trickle off, only to slip back in a little while later looking for news.

	The neighbor I had been talking to said he was going home, but asked if I would come get him if anything happened.

	It was weird. I’m not sure what any of us expected, if we really had logical reason to expect horrible news or if we were just paranoid, but I guess that was the point. Between the patrols and security and this unexpected and odd meeting there was a tension that none of us could escape or release.

	Sometime past midnight I was at last tired enough to doze. I was still sitting outside, in an old lawn chair. I saw my mom suddenly shoot up, and that got me stirring as well. I realized my dad had returned, walking back into the courtyard, his face still pale enough to reflect the streetlights.

	“Charlie,” one of the neighbors was the first to speak even as several of us rushed up around him. “What happened?”

	“It’s . . .” dad paused as he realized he had a little crowd. I think he expected, or hoped, to be able to slip in, to not have to speak of this again until morning. He collected himself before continuing. “We met with agents from the, the Global Security Agency. They say that . . . they say there have been . . . they say equipment from some of our factories was caught being shipped to the separatists out west.”

	“What?” someone asked. We were all confused. ‘So what?’ ‘We had nothing to do with that.’ ‘They took four hours to tell you that?’ Dad was bombarded with comments from the crowd.

	For a moment he just stood there, the questions seeming to wash over and away from him. “They said for security reasons they’re closing the factories.”

	This sent a shutter through the crowd and quieted the incredulous shouts.

	“So . . . what happens to us?” mom asked.

	“We’re being relocated. The factories are being relocated, at the end of the week. All of us, everyone who works for the Acclaim or Firebridge plants is going to be relocated at the end of the week. They said, there’s gonna be an official announcement tomorrow when everyone gets in. If you don’t want to leave, they said, anybody who doesn’t leave forfeits their employment contract and may owe fines to the plant owners.”

	Being under twenty-one I did not have an official employment contract. Most of the people here though, including my dad, did. They guaranteed a wage but also made it difficult to quit, even when a company did something like this.

	“They also said anybody who declines to come will be . . . will be considered a suspect in the ongoing investigation into terrorist links and . . . and will probably be detained by the GSA.”

	Right away everyone wanted more details and several questions got shouted at once.

	“They’ll arrest us?!”

	“If we don’t go.”

	“We only have a week to pack?”

	“We’re all being taken on chartered busses, unless you want to drive yourself, and there’s not gonna be a lot of room for luggage.”

	I knew already that few people here still owned cars, and none of them could have afforded gas to get very far. Several other people must have thought the same thing.

	“Where are we going, exactly?”

	“To a commerce zone in Wisconsin, outside Chicago.”

	That was definitely too far. Even with the advantageous exchange rate we got from the corporate credit I was sure nobody here had a spare five-hundred dollars or so to drop on gasoline.

	There were more questions, but my dad had reached his limit. With assurances we would all find out more in the morning he staggered off toward home. I collapsed into bed and, despite everything, fell fast asleep.

	 

	The next morning we found that the whole special economic zone had been sealed up, nobody allowed in or out. I heard a rumor at work, from some of the other janitors, that all the workers who still lived outside the economic zone had been arrested in raids the previous night and were now being held at our local police precinct, within the security perimeter.

	Starting that day I did note a much larger security presence. Men in body armor with blocky ‘G-S-A’ letters along the back patrolled the streets in the company of large armored drones. Other agents, wearing suits, kept coming in and calling people off the line, taking them off for questioning. I was never questioned myself, but everyone who went found it rather mundane, with lots of questions about how long they had worked here, what they did, if they had traveled recently, had relatives out of state anywhere.

	I don’t know if any of us really believed that there were terrorist sympathizers hiding within our community. I don’t know if the GSA agents themselves believed it. More likely, it seemed to me, that someone high up in the parent corporations who owned our factories wanted to relocate us for totally different reason, maybe a better tax incentive or something. Those higher ups probably had connections in the GSA who could pull some strings and create the whole separatist link, must-move-to-a-more-secure-location excuse, so the move could be paid for by the government.

	At this point I was mostly wishing I had applied to some school in Chicago, though I could not recall even considering any in the area. Despite the assessment of my mom I was now leaning toward taking out some of the steeper loans I could get, in order to make tuition and start this fall instead of waiting a year.

	At the factories the workers were only there Tuesday morning, where some big meetings were held and people were told when they would be moved. The whole thing would go in waves starting on Friday. After that everyone was sent home. The support staff though, which included maintenance and hence myself, had to stay around, working on cleaning the place.

	It was just as well. Skipping a week of pay would have hurt, so it was a good thing that my dad, as part of management, also had to stay. I might as well have been working, as I had little else to do. That week a gnawing anxiety followed me around as I saw even more security patrols and GSA agents going about. I was thinking of the computers in the school library. I had been rather paranoid at the time, so I didn’t think anything could be traced to me, but I had loaded all kinds of host emulators and protocol spoofers and file formers on several different machines there in order to access the worthwhile parts of the internet. I definitely hoped it could not be traced back to me.

	That I could do all that at the computer lab meant I never loaded anything illegal on our home computer. I was quite glad of that now, and not about to risk it after Tuesday night, when a couple of raids in our row-house building found people with marijuana and resulted in several arrests. I stood out on our second floor balcony that night and watched people getting hauled off by federal officers and made up my mind not to try to access the xnet from home.

	I desperately wanted to though, to read up on the streams I followed, to ask if anybody had a similar experience with their economic zone being suddenly moved like this, and if so what exactly I could expect. To stay safe I instead got on the legitimate web, stuck to the social media streams. Since, unlike most people, I never bothered with such anodyne things before except in the most cursory way, it meant I had never curated my social stream feed to any extent. What that meant was that I had not set things up to filter out all the trolls and spam and nonsense.

	Using the built it camera in our clunky old laptop I took a new profile picture, since the current one featured a prepubescent version of myself. Then I put up a post explaining how we were being abruptly moved by the company to Chicago and asking if anybody had gone through something similar. After the post went up I waited for a reply.

	Most of the people I was linked with on the social streams were people I had met on the xnet. It was hard to say if they were trustworthy. Plus, even if they were, I was sure that their own anxiety about abusive trolls and government libel suits and the Global Security Act, the same anxieties that kept all the free news streams from being anything more than vapid, would prevent a full airing of what anybody knew. Still though I hoped to get something.

	Instead there was nothing. I sat there waiting, but no responses appeared at all. It seemed a little odd at first, then I realized that the stream was not updating. I set it to do so, and the whole thing promptly froze up. After rebooting the whole computer I discovered the problem was that our internet connection was down.

	As I found out the next day, the internet hardlines for the entire economic zone had been shut down in advance of the move. Even mobiles had limited signal, and the shut down affected the free wireless network at our local superstore too. The only really viable option was to go down near the one still connected cellular tower next to the police precinct. Getting on a free social stream was definitely not worth borrowing my parent’s mobile and walking all the way over there.

	When they offered overtime for the people cleaning out the factories that afternoon I gladly volunteered.

	 

	The St. Petersburg special economic zone was first created six years ago, and when it opened people moved in from all over looking for work. In doing so they brought a whole lot of stuff with them. They moved from larger suburban houses into the slim row-homes or hastily assembled apartments. Despite this they crammed all their stuff into their new spaces.

	Now, as everyone got set to move, it all came spilling out. On our balcony I spent Thursday evening watching as people hauled all their crap out into the courtyard, to go through it, to pack it, to decide what to keep. There was everything imaginable out there: old computers and electronics and ancient storage media like compact discs, odd bits of furniture, random kitchenware, clothes by the mound, and old shipping boxes as assorted as their contents.

	I could not sleep that night. It was odd and warping to think that these were my last nights in my room, staring at the dim streetlight pattern on the far wall. Moving in here had occurred near the beginning of high school, which seemed like an eternity ago. I had survived high school with the help of this little sanctuary and I was saddened that I might never see the place again.

	It was late by the time I got to sleep, and so I overslept the next morning. When I awoke there was a lot of activity downstairs. I slipped out onto the balcony again. Everyone in the first wave was leaving, on foot, walking out onto the street and down toward one of the main entrances to the economic zone. They carried with them luggage slung over their shoulders or dragged behind on rollers. In some cases they had boxes wrapped multiple times in duct tape. One family had camping backpacks with exterior frames, stuffed full so that each bag looked as big as the person carrying it, and with extra bits and ends strapped or dangling from the sides.

	When they were gone the courtyard below looked like an abandoned yard sale. The stuff they could not bring or no longer wanted was just left, spread out around unpacked boxes or piled up underneath stair cases. It felt like a single tumbleweed ought to blow through right then to complete the scene.

	I went downstairs and had breakfast. I had packed my own stuff a couple days before, having very little I wanted to take along. Which was a good thing, since a little later some of our neighbors came around with news. They said that the busses that would be taking us weren’t coming up to the economic zone itself for security reasons. Everybody had to hike to a GSA checkpoint on the freeway a mile or so away for security screening. In the blazing heat it would have been a tiring walk even without lugging a bunch of stuff along.

	There was no work that day, but our own move was not scheduled until Saturday. I spent the day meandering through the economic zone. I passed half-empty apartments and stacks with overflowing junk piles outside. At the superstore I found the place almost deserted beyond the employees. The movie theater there was closed, as was most of the food court. The televisions were still on, displaying a news stream with coverage of some fighting going on in southern California, though I did not watch long enough to discern the details.

	My last night at home was even more anxious than the previous ones. The heat of summer had reached that extreme where even the nights were uncomfortable. It used to be on nights like that I would get up and go down to the superstore, which was open twenty-four hours and had air conditioning, but neither of those things were true anymore. I could not sleep though, and after shifting and laying on my bed at every available angle I gave up and got up. I went out and sat on the balcony, in a lawn chair I had claimed from the detritus in the courtyard. 

	Out there, with the scant street lights that were still on blocked by the row-homes, I could lean back and just make out a few stars. One of the things Dr. Mosley and I had talked about was how useful fusion power would be for rocketry, for traveling around the solar system and even, potentially, to other star systems. It was another aspect of the bright future I intended to be a part of, despite how dim the stars looked that night. With that thought I at last fell asleep.

	The next morning I got up, having slept in the clothes I intended to wear, got breakfast, and grabbed my bag. Together with my parents, none of us too laden down, we walked with a small crowd out of our homes and along the empty streets of the economic zone.

	At the entrance gate we were waved through by the guards and directed down a main thoroughfare. As we went I saw police cruisers and drones parked along our route. Small camera turrets on the roofs of the drones swivelled to track our movement.

	After trudging for what seemed like far more than a mile through the heat we at last got to the freeway. A former underpass had been converted into a GSA facility some years ago, in response to some terrorist attack I wasn’t old enough to remember. My parents, I noticed, had a sort of visceral reaction to the place. It was the same sort of unsettled looks like when they shouted at the stupidity of politicians on the news or at the burdensome mandates of the zone’s corporate patrons.

	The checkpoint itself filled the space beneath the freeway and overspilled onto either side and onto the roadway above. Every vehicle getting on or off the freeway, or passing by here, would have to pass through the checkpoint. From what I could see the cars only slowed down, rather than stop, as they passed, but I was sure there were plenty of cameras in the series of toll-booth like archways that spanned the freeway.

	All of us were sent into the checkpoint’s main building beneath the overpass. Inside we found ourselves in a long line, which was not so bad since there was air conditioning. Seats in this waiting area were piled with random bits of luggage, abandoned it seemed by some of the people here before us.

	At the front of the line we had to put all our bags and everything in our pockets and our shoes and belts and glasses and jewelry all into little plastic bins that got passed through an x-ray machine. Each person, in turn, had to pass through some enclosed scanning booth, the far side of which was blocked from sight.

	Once we were all through security we were directed up a long flight of stairs and down a short hall. Beyond this we emerged back out into the open, now standing on the freeway shoulder. Parked here were a series of self-driving busses in a long line. State troopers and representatives from corporate were on hand, asking people for last names and directing them to the appropriate bus. Around the entrances to the vehicles little crowds formed as people jostled to get aboard.

	My family got to ours and waited our turn. Once we finally got on we saw the reason for the rush. The thing was crammed with far more people than seats. Little kids sat on laps, while some not so little kids sat jammed in with their parents. Toward the back the bus had a bathroom stall on one side and some open space across from this where people were standing, while others just stood in the central aisle, tucking into rows where their own loved ones sat.

	We were looking around, trying to figure out where to sit or stand or be when some kind of bell chimed. The door behind us slid shut and there was the hissing sound of pneumatic suspension being activated. Then, with a slight lurch forward and a steady acceleration as we merged into traffic, we were rolling out.
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	The bus ride sucked. I had lived the past few years with my parents in less than five-hundred square feet of row-house, shoved into a room filled by my narrow bed. I had gone to a failing high school about to lose its accreditation where we were dropped into fifty-student classes, shoved in around blocky tables without elbow room, and told to write essays about how awesome America is and all the joys of life. I had worked in a sweat shop factory, mopping up spills on a hot and noisy factory floor crowded with rattling, sparking, leaking machines. Yet this bus ride seemed unbearable.

	For the first stretch I stood, in the central aisle, clinging to the bar that held up the overhead rack where people stowed their luggage. This was seeing its share of use, to the point that I worried it might collapse. The overhead rack, like the rest of the bus, looked ancient. There was rust in some corners, peeling vinyl on the seats, cracks in some of the windows.

	At the front there was a chain link barrier separating off the driver cabin area. There was a seat up there, situated in the middle, that could swivel around to face backward. Presumably it was meant for some maintenance person or monitor, or perhaps for a guard, but right now it was empty. Lights blinked and screens displayed graphical gauges all across the dashboard. Beyond this I could look out at the bus in front of us. The self-driving system kept us close enough behind it to see through its rear windows to the people aboard, crammed in just like we were.

	If they had told us how long this ride was going to be I had not been listening at the time. Fortunately my parents, and plenty others, had been. They had packed water and snacks. I also became glad for the overstuffed bags some people had brought. These now became impromptu chairs, set up in the middle of the aisle. The effect though was to make it impossible to move.

	Getting back to the bathroom was an arduous process, tripping over people, scooting by through narrow gaps, waiting while people rearranged themselves. A neighbor girl returned from one such trip, having left twenty minutes earlier, and declared “the bathroom is a disaster.” I ignored this, but when I had to go some time later, after navigating the aisle and waiting in a line of people pressed up against each other, I discovered how right she was. Someone, probably on some previous journey of this bus, had bombed the place, smearing their crap, literally, over walls and sink and unraveling all the toilet paper onto the floor. The tiny confines made hunching in against the walls all the more difficult.

	Part of what made the journey so long were all the checkpoints. They were set up along the freeway, at any major junction or outside any notable town. Some of them were like the one where we first boarded the buses, consisting of arches over each lane filled with scanners. The buses slowed down without ever stopping to roll through these. Watching as we passed I could not even say if such places were manned. We did slow down enough to get a good look, but each time all I could see were the many cameras and what I assumed to be sensors lining the sides of the gateways through which we passed.

	At other places the checkpoints were more primitive and the wait much worse. There would be National Guardsmen and some temporary looking aluminum siding buildings along the shoulder or off to the side. Chainlink or iron-bar gateways spanned the road over deployable tire shredder strips. Armored vehicles or even heavy tank drones, the size of regular tanks and bristling with armaments, sometimes flanked these open gateways. Traffic would back up far from the actual checkpoint, and for an hour or two we would do nothing but idle forward in short bursts. For these checkpoints our bus, and I think each bus in our convoy, got boarded. A door accessing the forward driver booth would open and a pair of GSA agents in body armor and holding automatic rifles would get aboard. They would look at the dashboard, pulling up screens and checking readings. Then they would turn and look at us through the grating barrier, staring without saying anything.

	It was late in the afternoon by the time we reached the Georgia border. Here there was a new checkpoint, manned by state troopers rather than National Guardsmen. It had heavy concrete bunkers on either side of the road, with walkways spanning between like some medieval castle. There was a solid metal set of gates as well, swung open on giant hydraulic arms. I also noticed a row of concrete pylons, set into slots in the road but capable of being raised up to form another barrier. All of it seemed so excessive. I could not imagine the particular terrorist threat this fortification was meant to prevent.

	When we first arrived at the back of the line of cars waiting at this checkpoint the actual structure was not even yet in sight. The wait lasted until after dark. A few times I made my way to the back and got up against a window, trying to look out at what was happening, without ever seeing much.

	All of us were exhausted by the time we did get to the front of the line. People were falling asleep in their seats, or sitting on their luggage, or standing and leaning against each other. I was sitting on the floor, curled up in a little ball. As much as I would have liked to fall asleep right then the only part of me that had succeeded in doing so were my legs. With people crowding in all around me I was unable to stretch out in any direction, unless I stood up, which seemed even more exhausting.

	The hiss of hydraulics and a lurch in the floor disturbed me from my fitful rest. I did not bother to stand, being too tired to care, but then my mom gestured for me to get up. With a creak, doors folded open. It was not the door up front to the driver cabin but the main passenger door midway down the vehicle’s length. State troopers in blue uniforms and bullet proof vests stepped in and shone flashlights around the bus interior. Then they started shouting for everyone to get out with their stuff.

	We’d all been stuck in here so long that nobody hesitated. Outside we found ourselves standing in the harsh brightness of some floodlights, right beneath the concrete monstrosity of the checkpoint. The state troopers kept shouting, telling everyone to line up there along the highway shoulder.

	Once they had everyone lined up some other troopers started searching us, one by one. They waved metal detecting wands over us, made each of us open our backpacks or luggage while they rooted around inside. When the metal detector wands were set off, and they did so at random times, as if they weren’t working right, then the state troopers would make people get partly undressed. In a few cases they discovered drugs stashed away in people’s bags. I saw them pull out several pill bottles from some guy’s bag a little ways down the line. Without comment the state trooper put these in a plastic bag, passed them off to another officer, and continued his search.

	One man, a lanky black man a little ways beyond us, refused to cooperate when they asked him to take his pants off. Without hesitation the troopers grabbed him. He resisted, and several of them wrestled him to the ground. I watched as they piled on to him, put plastic zip-tie handcuffs on, then lugged him up and marched him away. Throughout this a woman standing next to him was screaming. A boy a little younger than me held her back, but when they started to march off this boy reacted. He ran after them, shouting and cursing and demanding to know where they were taking his father. The woman followed as well, now in a role reversal trying to hold back her son. When the troopers just ignored them the son reached out, grabbing one of them by the arm. That triggered another frantic flurry. Troopers piled on the boy as well, and a few moments later both men were being marched off in cuffs. The woman left behind was in tears, alternatively screaming and sobbing. The state troopers got themselves situated again and proceeded in their security search down the line, ignoring the crying woman, now on her knees, a few feet away.

	Behind us other state troopers were making a sweep through the bus itself, moving with dogs and hand-held sensors. Altogether we stood out there almost an hour. Then we were told to grab our stuff and get back onboard. This set off a rush as people scurried to claim the seats and not be left standing in the aisle.

	Dad managed to claim about a quarter of a bench toward the back, next to a trio of teenagers who had rushed ahead of their families. Once we got underway again dad gave up his seat to mom. She propped her legs up on the back of the bench in front of her and fell asleep like that, while I curled up on the floor underneath her and tried to do the same.

	Being squeezed into the floor under a seat was about as tight as just crouching in the aisle, yet somehow I found having the back of a bench to lean on made things a little better. I dozed like that, I don’t know for how long. It was still night when I awoke. Standing up I saw nothing had changed. There were no streetlights outside, leaving just the little lights at the front and back of the bus creating pools of illumination in an endless void.

	Mom had to go to the bathroom, so we agreed to switch places. Even with how little space I had on the bus seat it was a dramatic improvement over the floor. I glanced at the boy sitting next to me, who had been sleeping himself but awoken with the movement next to him. At that moment I recognized him from school, as one of the kids in my English class who hung out with the gang that liked to shout ‘fag’ at me as I came and went. There in the darkness he met my stare, then gave me a single nod. I returned the gesture, and both of us leaned back and propped ourselves up as best we could.

	I awoke again a little while later to some strange new sound. Looking around I realized there was a low moaning noise next to me. The boy next to me, and the girl next to him, had started to make out. Started, perhaps, a little while before, because their passion had built some, to the point where she was starting to let out low groans. I stared at them for a moment, not quite able to discern anything in the darkness. Then I glanced around. I was sure others nearby, standing right next to me in the aisle or in the nearby seats, maybe even across the bus, could hear them. It seemed everyone who has not asleep was ignoring them. I looked down the bench, past the lovers, to the girl sitting at the other end, crammed up against the window. She met my gaze at the same moment. In the low light I could see her gesture to the two between us, then offer a little shrug. I did the same in return. I let mom take the seat again and returned to curling up on the floor.

	 

	It was morning by the time we got into Atlanta. After multiple long checkpoints getting into the city we arrived at a Global Security Agency operation center. It consisted of a low office building, a recharging station, and a row of shops. All of it was surrounded by a tall concrete fortification, topped with razor wire. The only entrance was a zig-zagging ramp lined with sensors and sniper points, then through a thick, metal, blast-door gateway. It looked to me like another case of security overkill.

	While the buses recharged their batteries we all got off. Some people went straight over to a low grass embankment near the recharging station and took the opportunity to lay out fully. They used luggage as pillows, put shirts or blankets over their eyes to shade out the sun, and tried to get some real sleep.

	More than anything I wanted to walk around, to move my legs after so long having them cramped up against me. As I did I realized just how hungry I was. Right away I rushed over to the little convenience store next to the recharging station. Already a line was forming.

	There was not a lot of stock on the shelves, and between all the buses there were a few hundred of us present. By the time we were done the convenient store was cleaned out. I had never seen anything like it. We were a swarm of locusts, a plague out of the bible, consuming everything.

	I escaped with a couple bags of chips. Dad, going a little further afield, discovered there was a coffee shop on the other side of the office building. He brought back donuts and coffee that my family and some neighbors devoured.

	All of us could see, just across the street from this compound, that there was a grocery store. With all the concrete barriers it was impossible to tell if it was open, but I heard some people saying they had noticed as we were driving in that the place looked busy. It did not matter either way, none of us could get to it. Guards patrolled the perimeter and watched us from elevated towers near the main gate. Some people went to ask about going over to the store, but were told nobody was allowed to leave the compound for security reasons.

	Even if we could have gotten to the store it may not have mattered. Unlike the stores within the compound a regular store was likely to not be following any of the price control measures the government had enacted earlier that year. The same inflation that had made my student loans seem viable would mean nothing over there was affordable.

	The buses took an hour to recharge. After that we were crammed back on board. The rush this time was not as great. I think all of us were just too exhausted to give it much effort. This time my family found ourselves in the little open area across from the bathroom at the back of the bus. It was an unpopular area because of the smell, but I found it to be one of the better locales. Since there were fewer people crowding the area and no benches it was possible to sit down, lean against the side wall, and stretch out my legs. I did this as soon as I realized I could, and promptly fell asleep.

	 

	By dusk that day we had passed through a dozen more checkpoints and arrived at a recharging station in Nashville. The border checkpoint into Tennessee was not as harsh, though I would not have minded another chance to get out, regardless of the circumstances.

	At the Nashville recharging station there was no fortified government compound, so we were not allowed off the buses. Instead some National Guardsmen came aboard, through the passenger doors, bearing bottled water and military rations. These boxed containers of single meals were passed into the crowd. It almost caused a riot.

	Being at the back of the bus put us at the farthest point from the distribution. The soldiers at the doorway shoveled the things into the crowd without regard for order. Some got passed on but a lot, I could tell, got intercepted, squirreled away, hoarded for later. In the end a single ration box made its way back to my family.

	In a way I was glad we had not gotten off the bus, since it meant not having to give up my spot near the back. After eating I laid down again and managed to curl myself up in a fetal position, back braced against the wall, and dozed for a while.

	That night was another long one in the crowded bus. If I had not been preoccupied with cramped muscles and hunger there would have been the problem of plain boredom. Once the sun set we were traveling on light-less roads. The only thing visible out the windows was the bus headlights shining on the rear of the bus in front of us. As the last in the convoy there was nothing to see behind us, or out the sides. Watching the scenery go by, as I had done throughout the day, was not even an option.

	My fitful sleep was interrupted at some point by a scream. It was a prolonged scream with a certain mournful wail quality. It sounded serious. I stood up and looked around. My parents and some of the others around us were looking forward, but at first I could not tell at what. I stepped over some curled up sleeping people for a better view.

	In the low light from the bulb above the bathroom entrance I saw a large woman frantically shoving her way out from one of the bus benches to reach the aisle. People around her tried to back away to give her space. As soon as she was clear someone nearby stole the opportunity to take her seat. The woman did not notice, instead letting out a loud, wailing cry as she pointed toward the windows on the right side of the bus.

	“Oh Lordy!” she cried. “Oh Lordy, Lordy, it’s come.”

	As she spoke, or spoke-screamed as it were, I recognized her. She was the woman I saw screaming back at the Georgia border checkpoint as two men, men I presumed were her husband and son, were hand-cuffed and dragged away by state troopers. The screams she was making now had the same desperate anguish.

	“Shana,” someone said to her. “What the fuck?”

	“Oh Lordy, Lordy, Lordy. Look! Brothers and sisters look! It’s come for us. The darkness is upon us. Oh Lordy.”

	“Shana.” It was a man, or rather a teenager as I recognized him from school, who was trying to talk to her. I might have thought him her other son except that he kept using her first name. “Shana, what are you talking about?”

	“Look, look! There they are! Oh Lordy, the dead is risin’ and a thousand years of darkness is upon us. Oh Lordy have mercy. Look, they right there.”

	“There’s nothing there.”

	“They right there, the dead is risin’. Brothers, repent. Lordy, Lordy, forgive us.”

	“Shana, there’s nothing there.”

	“What is going on?” a woman nearby me asked.

	“I don’t know,” I said.

	Another person, a taller man who might have had a better view, answered. “Some woman’s gone crazy.”

	“Hey,” the woman near me called out. “Hey! Can you keep in down.”

	“Darkness is upon us. A thousand years! Repent brothers and sisters.”

	“Hey. Can you . . .”

	“Lordy, Lordy, Lordy . . .”

	A voice called out from further up the bus. “Shut that bitch up already!”

	There were other calls like this in other angry voices. I did not like where this was going. I slipped around some of the people watching, for all that there was so little to see, and rejoined my family.

	Shana kept calling out as she had been, and the opposing chorus grew louder. Then I heard a loud ‘thunk’ noise. There was a crash, some more shouts, the banging and thudding of a scuffle. At last everything went quiet.

	For a long while I did not move. The whole bus had gone very quiet, and I did not dare break that. I remained like that, listening to the quiet hum of the tires and the sound of the wind outside.

	Slowly the low level of noise from murmured conversations returned. I stood up and stepped over next to my parents. They were facing forward, hanging on to the underside of the overhead luggage rack for support, and I did the same. Peering into the darkness I could not make out any details of the bus beyond its broadest outlines.

	“What happened?” I asked my dad.

	He shook his head. “I don’t know.”

	“They tied her up,” a man near us answered my question. “And gagged her.”

	“Who did?”

	He shrugged. “Some of the guys up there.”

	I stared into the darkness a few moments further. Then I returned to where I had been sitting earlier. I laid down this time, curled up in a ball there at the back corner of the bus, and at last fell asleep.
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	A beautiful, sunny summer day greeted our arrival. Our busses came to a stop in front of a long terminal that sat out front of this new special economic zone. Unlike ours back home this one had a fanciful name. Signs all over labeled it as ‘Eden.’ Aside from those of us disembarking the buses the main people present were GSA officers. They had rifles and heavy body armor and stern looks.

	As we had when we first boarded the buses back in Florida we were funneled into roped off lines that lead to security scanners. Our luggage went through x-rays and we passed through elaborate scanning booths again.

	Beyond security there were more armed GSA officers, these ones calling out directions. ‘Move forward.’ ‘One line, right here.’ ‘Keep your national ID cards out, you will need them.’

	They funneled us into another long, looping line.  By now the waiting had already been over two hours.

	“Excuse me,” someone a little ahead of us called out to a passing guard. “Excuse me. We’re all . . . we didn’t have anything to eat on our ride here. Is there a place nearby we could get a snack or something?”

	“You’ll have a chance to get something once you’re through screening ma’am.”

	“How long is that gonna take?”

	“Not too long.” The guard started to walk away.

	“Wait, wait . . . Are they going to, uh, is this where we sign up for apartments or does that happen later?”

	“I, uh, I’m not sure about that ma’am.”

	“We were told our leases from before would transfer here.”

	“I, um,” the guard kept glancing around, avoiding look at her. “I couldn’t tell you. You’ll talk to an agent when you get to screening, they can explain more.” With that the guard rushed off.

	Unlike with security this line moved at a brisk pace. As we got closer to the front I saw what we were moving toward. Set up in a few rows were a series of electronic kiosks. Each person went up to the kiosk and held their national ID card in front of the scanner. The screen would display a letter and a little graphic. At first I could not tell what the graphic was, but as we moved up even closer I saw it was directions. The screen would flash a letter, A, B, or C, and an arrow on a little map showing how to get to the appropriate area.

	Another guard, a tall, muscley, severe looking woman stood near the front of the line, making sure people kept moving. “Everyone must scan their ID card individually,” she projected her voice as she kept repeating this announcement. “Children under twelve may be accompanied by a parent. Scan you card and proceed to the designated waiting area.”

	“What is all this about?” someone asked the big female guard.

	“Standard entry protocol. Everyone will be screened and assigned housing.”

	“Why all the security?”

	“Why do you think?” someone else in line answered this question. “Terrorists. Trying to overthrow the government.”

	“That ain’t us though.”

	“Some of us. They found some. That’s why this whole damn move happened in the first place.”

	When it was our turn at the front of the line my dad went first. His own national ID card was super old, such that it did not have a scanable marking. Instead he fumbled for a moment before realizing there was a slot under the screen in to which to slide his card. This he did, and the screen flashed and displayed a big blue letter ‘A’. He continued ahead but hesitated a bit. Already I was coming forward as well. I noticed around me a lot of people had the older version cards like my dad, which took longer to read. I pulled out my own shiny new ID and popped it up to the scanner with a little flick of the wrist. I barely had to stop walking before it flashed a letter ‘A’ and the little map for me.

	I joined my dad and hesitated as well, waiting for mom. There were a lot of people doing the same, but there were guards there to keep jostling people forward. When mom scanned her card she got an ‘A’ as well and quickly joined us. We moved past a couple families who were complaining to some of the guards about being split up.

	Regardless of letter the maps had everyone continue on through a set of doors that led back outside. Beyond these doors we emerged into a large concrete yard. Buildings looking like old warehouses surrounded us. The map had directed us to the left, and in that direction we could see a big blue ‘A’ painted above what looked like a tall loading bay door. A line of people came spilling out of this, reaching almost to where we stood.

	There must have been other bus loads of people that arrived here before our own convoy, because there now seemed to be more people here than at the initial security line. In addition to our line there was another one, even longer, spilling out of a large, towering concrete warehouse across the open yard from the terminal building. This second warehouse had a similar wide door with a red ‘B’ painted to its side. Looking behind me I could see, a further distance away, a collection of trailers set out in a former parking lot. Some of these had yellow C’s and green D’s painted on them. There were lines there too, much shorter than ours.

	I did not know what the kiosks inside had been scanning for, and I had no idea what the distinction was with those sent to C or D, but the difference between our line and the B line could not have been more obvious. The B line was composed entirely of black people. There were also some black people I spotted over among the trailers. Standing up on my tip-toes and looking around I could not see a single black person in the A line. Our group was mostly Hispanics, in fact. Why we had been separated like this I could not fathom.

	In contrast to the security lines inside this one did not move with any kind of speed. People coming from the terminal piled into line behind us while we inched forward.

	Every so often an armored drone, usually the small, golf-cart sized patrol drones, would cruise past. Their turrets had the microwave-based weapon I recognized from the protests the previous fall. I also noticed guards standing atop the warehouse buildings, their bodies and long rifles silhouetted against the sky. 

	“This place has a lot more security than we had back home,” my mom said.

	“That’s why they moved us here,” a man nearby commented in reply.

	It turned out the big door into the warehouse was the front of the line. Looking in from here I could see the interior space was a wide aisle lined with cubicles. They stretched the entire length of this long, cavernous space. Although the cubicle walls were the typical grey fabric design, the cubicles themselves stood out for having opaque doors. Each door was the same height as the cubicle walls, which looked a little comical. If I had walked up to one of these I could have stood on my tip-toes and looked over inside.

	Preventing anybody from doing just that were a row of guards at the entrance. Unlike the guards out at security these ones seemed more bored than menacing. Every so often a door to one of the cubicles would swing open. The guards would then take the next person in line and direct them onward. Watching all this intently I never saw anybody come out of the cubicles. Where all the people going in were disappearing to I could not tell.

	Since everyone here was in family groups the line was far from single file. People mulled about together at the front of the line, and each time a cubicle opened they grabbed whoever was closest to send them along. As I was curious and trying to ascertain what all this was about I ended up standing foremost among my family when we reached the front. When the next cubicle opened the guard pointed at me, then gestured toward the door midway down one side.

	Once I started walking and got actually inside the warehouse space I noticed it had a second floor. To either side of this long, central aisle was a series of elevated walkways. Guards pacing up there could look down into the cubicles themselves.

	I reached the open door and looked inside. Within the cubicle there was a cramped little desk with a cramped little man sitting behind it. There was a thin folding chair in front of the desk and another door on the opposite side.

	The man in the cubicle wore a button-down shirt and a tight drawn red tie. His blocky glasses made him look like an office worker from some bygone era.

	“Shut the door and have a seat,” he said in mechanical tone. He had two computer screens in front of him, spaced out to let him look between them for a clear view at myself. “ID card.”

	I was wondering what all this was about and did not quite catch what he said. When I realized I scrambled to get my card from my pocket and hand it to him. “What is this?” I asked.

	“What is what?” He took the card without looking at me and held it up to a little scanning device on his desk.

	“This . . . place.”

	Now he paused and looked at me. “You mean Eden?”

	“I mean this warehouse full of cubicles.”

	“Oh. This is advanced screening. Group A. You were directed to Group A, right?”

	“I was, yes. Advanced screening for what?”

	“Excuse me?”

	“This is advanced screening for what?”

	He stopped typing on his computer and stared at me for a long moment. It dragged out, making me feel a little awkward. I wondered if I should repeat the question.

	“Hmm.” He turned back to his screen. “Looks like the computer did assign you to Group A, so that much is correct. Can you confirm your name for me?”

	“Trey Whitney.”

	“Uh-huh. Says here you’re still in school Trey.”

	“I just graduated.”

	“Says here you’re still in school.”

	“I, uh, I don’t know what to tell ya.”

	He started typing and swiping on one of his screens, an intent look on his face. “Did you just get your ID recently?”

	“Within the last year.”

	“You’re part of the group up from Florida.”

	“Yes I am.”

	“Hmm.” He started nodding to himself. “Figures. They’re record system down there is all screwed up. Probably all the cyber-attacks corrupting data.”

	I had read stuff about Russian cyber-attacks going on against government computers, saying how they were crippling various systems. There was always an official denial and never anything about it in the free news streams, so it felt a little odd to hear this government guy basically admit that all the xnet stuff was correct.

	“Okay, here we go.” He turned to his other screen, then swivelled it around on its rotating stand to face me. “Can you look at this and confirm it’s correct.”

	On the screen was a lengthy form. I leaned in to look at it. My name, up top, was correct, but right away I spotted errors. It had some random birthday that was not mine. I noticed it was a few years after my actual birthday, in fact. It listed my birthplace as Kentucky rather than Florida. It had the right national ID card number, but the wrong social security number.

	“Um,” I contemplated saying it was correct just to move things along. “No.”

	“No?”

	“No, that’s not right.”

	“That is your name there, right?”

	“Uh, yeah, that’s right, but . . .”

	“Listen, Trey.” His voice rose as he interrupted me, and he leaned forward some. I met his intent stare with a look of confusion. “Trey, I need you to look at this form and confirm . . . that this . . . is you.”

	His odd cadence as he finished left me still confused. I glanced back at the form, wondering if I had been seeing it wrong. I stared a moment further, briefly wondering if there was some kind of trick here, some secret detail in the form I was supposed to be noticing.

	I suppose if I were somebody more conscientious, or anal-retentive, the kind of person who checked all the boxes and jumped through all the hoops and made sure everything was in order when trying to apply for college, then I might have continued to insist there were errors. But I was my parent’s son, inured to bureaucratic details and chaotically independent.

	“Um . . . uh, yeah. Okay, yeah, sorry, I was, um . . . I read it wrong. Yeah, okay.”

	“This is you?”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“Great.” He swivelled the screen back to himself. “Sorry about that, we’ve had so many of these records get screwed up.”

	I wanted to ask what happened next and what it all meant, but the exchange had left me feeling weirded out. The rushed decision to relocate us, then doing so with far too few buses and pit stops, had just seemed like the usual corporate penny pinching abuse we always got. This economic zone, with its heavy security and odd sorting procedure, had seemed casually odd. But now, for the first time, I found myself with a genuine sense of anxiety.

	“Okay. So, you’re still in school. Are you planning on attending college?”

	This did not seem like small talk. I think he might have read the question off his screen. I had no idea how to respond.

	“I . . . I had thought about it.”

	“Okay.” He typed something. “Have you applied anywhere?”

	“I . . .” Answering yes felt like it could open another avenue of questions I was, at the moment, not at all interested in answering. “No.”

	“Just thought about it?”

	“It’s probably too expensive anyway.”

	He nodded and typed something more. “Involved in any sports or clubs in school, anything like that?”

	I wanted to respond by asking what the fuck was up with all these questions. “Why, uh, why are you asking?”

	“Sorry, this is part of the in-processing procedure. I don’t make the rules.”

	“I . . . why does anybody care if I was doing any sports?”

	“They’ll probably care if you applied for college.”

	That was a true enough statement. For a moment I wondered if this guy was part of some college application board, before realizing that made no sense whatsoever. “I guess so. But um, no, nothing like that.”

	“Okay. You spend a lot of time online?”

	“When I can. Gaming mostly.”

	“Sure.” Again, more typing as I answered. More than anything I just wanted this strange, disconcerting interview to be over.

	After he finished typing the man, the bureaucrat or college board member or whatever he was, swiped through some screens on his computer, then sat there staring for a long moment. “Alright, looks like you’re good. Here ya go.” He handed my national ID card back to me. “Go out this door, take a left, and head down all the way to the end of the hall. There’s a waiting room there.”

	I got up, picking up my backpack, but hesitated. “My family . . .”

	“Were they ahead of you?” he asked rather quickly.

	“They were in line behind me.”

	“Then they should be joining you in the waiting area shortly.”

	I nodded and headed out the door opposite the one I entered. I found myself in a long hallway, the metal walkways right above me. 

	At the end of this corridor was a concrete wall and a plain door. Passing through I emerged into a wide room filled with folding chairs. There was a small crowd here, more people from the buses, including some I recognized from standing in the security line. I went to an area away from the central cluster of people and took a seat.

	After sitting there a little while I belatedly realized there was food here. A table at the far end had snacks and soda lined out on it, in rather large quantities, looking like they had just barely been unpacked from warehouse palettes. I was unsure about this, but then saw some people go up and take some. Right away I did too, before somebody could say we weren’t supposed to. I scampered back to my seat like I had stolen the bag of chips and furiously munched them down. All the weirdness upon arriving here had made me forget how hungry I was until that moment.

	People trickled into the waiting area through its various entrances. There were multiple doors along all the walls of this room. Civilians from the buses kept entering, finding their way to chairs or the snack table. Military men, soldiers in uniform with firearms, came through as well, entering and leaving through other doors, always at a rushed pace.

	As I sat there I noticed that all of the people here were by themselves, no longer in family groups. I also realized that a lot of them were teenagers, faces I recognized from school. I wondered if I had mistakenly been funneled in to a group to be registered at the local high school, but then I noticed several much older adults as well. Everyone seemed to be sitting by themselves, looking around anxiously.

	Although the seat here was a lot more comfortable than the floor of the bus, the waiting was more painful. At least before I knew, or thought I knew, where we were going and had a sense we would eventually get there. Here I had no idea what was happening.

	I was dozing a little and almost didn’t notice when my dad at last walked in. He did not notice me either until I stood up and came toward him. I directed him toward the food, which he descended on without another word.

	“So how long have you been waiting?” he asked me as he ate a chocolate bar.

	“A long time. An hour, I think.”

	“An hour? Did you have to go through an interview?”

	“Well, yeah, I suppose.”

	“How long did that last?”

	“Not long. He asked me about school and if I planned to go to college. Actually,” I glanced around, then dropped my voice. “It was really weird. The guy, the interview guy, he scanned my ID, then pulled up this information on his computer that wasn’t right. Some of it was right, I mean, but it like had the wrong birthday and stuff. I got the impression though that he wanted me to tell him it was right.”

	“Did you?”

	“Yeah. I figured, whatever, what do I care if the company has my information right.”

	“They did the same thing to me,” my dad said in an even lower voice.

	“Oh yeah?”

	“Yeah, but I was in that interview for a lot longer. They asked me everything. I basically ended up telling this lady my whole life story.”

	“Did she have the wrong personal data for you too?”

	“Uh-huh,” he nodded with a wide look in his eye. “It was like you said, she made it sound like I should just go along with it. She said all the Russian cyber attacks have screwed up all the Florida databases and created a bunch of errors. Then she quickly showed me the screen and pulled it away before I could get a good look. It had me being about ten years younger, so I can’t really complain. It was just . . . yeah, weird, like you said.”

	“The interview guy just asked me if I planned to go to college after high school, but they had me being two years younger so I sort of let ‘em think I hadn’t graduated yet.”

	Dad just shook his head in bewilderment. “Have you seen mom?”

	“Not at all.”

	We sat there in silence for a moment. The next people to enter were a pair of soldiers. They had camouflage uniforms and body armor and automatic rifles slung over their shoulders. I assumed they were National Guardsmen, but as they walked passed I noticed there was no insignia on their uniforms, nothing identifying their unit or rank or even the military branch they belonged to. There had been enough military recruiters giving us pitches at my school that I had started to notice such insignia. I don’t think I could identify many of the emblems, the bars and chevrons identifying rank or the seals noting units, but I knew enough to notice their absence.

	The soldiers were looking at me too. Or rather they were looking at all of the people sitting there. Derisive gazes swept over the crowd as they walked through.

	They were almost through the room and to their exit when one of the soldiers stopped. The other turned around and started to reach for him, as if to drag his friend along, but then hesitated. The first soldier just stood and stared, his expression hardening.

	“You dumb fucks,” he said.

	“Dude,” the second soldier said, but again hesitated in his reach.

	“You stupid dumb fucks. What do you think you’re doing here?”

	It was unclear if he was talking to someone specific or just to all of us. Some people looked around, confused, uncertain how or if they should respond.

	“Do you have any fucking idea what this place is?”

	“What?” a woman sitting nearby asked.

	“You have no fucking clue, do you? Even now. Even . . . fuck. Why did you let them bring you here?”

	“What?” the woman asked. “Why do you think?”

	“What are you talking about?” a tall man sitting next to her asked.

	The soldier looked between them, looked around at the room. His expression was one of ragged incredulousness. “Eden. Camp Paradise. This place. Why the fuck did you let them bring you here?”

	“Do you think we had a choice?” the woman asked.

	“Of course you had a choice!”

	“We didn’t want to come,” the tall man said. “We were relocated.”

	“Relocated!?”

	“Dude,” the second soldier at last reached out and touched his friend on the arm. “Dude, come on.” The first soldier just shrugged him off and stepped closer to his interlocutors.

	“Yeah,” the tall man said. “The company, companies, we work for. They moved. They moved the factories we were working at up here, to a different economic zone.”

	“That’s what you think this is? Oh my God.”

	“That’s what we were told,” the woman said. “They said we could keep our jobs if we relocated. They told us they had to leave Florida because of security concerns.”

	“Security?” He turned his disbelieving gaze from her, to his fellow soldier, to the room at large. “Oh my God you are so fucked.”

	With that he turned and walked away, toward the exit on the far side of the room. I could tell that exit led outside from the bit of daylight that peeked in whenever anyone used that door. Now it flooded in as the door was flung wide open. Along with the sunlight came a new group of soldiers, bustling past the two in camouflage who were leaving.

	This new group wore blue uniforms, more reminiscent of the state troopers I had seen at so many checkpoints on the way here. I was specifically looking now for insignia, and noted that they too did not have any. They wore bulletproof vests over their uniforms and round helmet on their heads, and carried assault rifles. Accompanying them was some kind of chief or higher ranking officer. I surmised this from the fact that he did not have any weapon or combat gear like the others, though his blue uniform otherwise looked the same. He was young, to the point where I believed he could have been my age. He had that classic, cruel sneer on his face I had come to recognize. Were he not a white kid in uniform he could easily have been one of the boys at my school who liked to taunt me as I went off to class with Dr. Mosley.

	“Alright everyone,” he called out. “Everyone up, come on.”

	After the outburst from the guard passing through just before everyone was a little shaken. Some people started to stand while others just looked confused.

	“Everybody on your fucking feet!” the officer-kid shouted. “Move!”

	Dad and I got up, grabbing our bags. “What is going on here?” he asked me as if I had any more insight into our situation. I shook my head as we started walking.

	The soldiers directed us out of the waiting room. Outside we emerged into an open lot with more blue uniform soldiers. There was a low hill here, leading away from the warehouse, with an unpaved path winding up its side. The soldiers directed us that way, and moving in shock, in a sort of autonomous mode, we headed up the hill.

	All of us, guards and the little crowd, trudged along together. At the top of the rise I saw that there were more buildings, low concrete structures laid out in a grid. Off to our right, down the other side of the hill, was a sight that was drawing everyone’s attention. The guards said nothing as everyone in our crowd drifted to a stop and then stood there, staring.

	Looking down the hill I saw another multi-story warehouse building, much like the others around here. Behind it was a wide dirt field stretching away toward some more low hills. Within the field were conical mounds, piles of something black that had been lit on fire. Dark black smoke billowed into the air, drifting away into the clear blue summer sky. I stared at the mound for a moment, unable to discern what it was while both my eyes and my mind adjusted to take in what I was seeing.

	They were bodies. Dead bodies, most of them black, enough to pile into mounds as tall as the nearby warehouse. As I watched a truck pulled away from that warehouse. It was a dump truck, the heavy duty kind, with tires as tall as a person and lacking any kind of cabin since it was fully autonomous, looking like nothing more than a giant yellow tub on wheels. Its bed was filled with more black bodies. It backed up from the warehouse toward the flaming mounds. I noticed there were several pits around there, dug into the dirt, that at the moment were empty, and several other places further away where tall piles of dirt had been built up. I realized at some point I had taken a few steps forward, toward the front of the crowd, as I stared. The dump truck rolled up to an open pit and dumped out its load, sending bodies tumbling over each other. A smaller vehicle, a military grade patrol drone, cruised around the big tires of the dump truck to get to the pit, where it deployed a flame thrower from its turret. A sustained gout of flame got this new pile burning.

	Around me I realized everyone was staring. I looked around at their stunned expressions, mouths agape and eyes wide. “What is this?” someone asked. “What is going on?”

	The answer was already falling into place in my mind. I thought of the kiosks beyond the first security screen that sorted people by national ID card, and about the long line of black people I had seen in so-called ‘Group B.’

	“Welcome everyone,” the young officer kid stepped forward, strolling out to stand between the crowd and the scene we were witnessing. “Welcome to the Global Security Agency’s Eden Station. All of you are here because you have all been identified as having liberal sympathizes. What you probably have failed to realize is that liberalism is a mental disease, one that leads to self-destruction and death. You are here because you need help. Unfortunately for you our country is at war, and one side-effect of your disease is rabid anti-Americanism. You are all liberals and therefore you are all traitors. You have been detained under the provisions of the Global Security Act as a matter of national security and have been found guilty of treason by a national security court. The penalty for your crime is death.”

	Involuntarily I stepped backward to be a little more lost in the crowd. I looked around and found my dad was standing right there. He took my arm and pulled me back a little further so I was standing right next to him.

	“What are you talking about?” a man, the tall one first accosted by the guards down in the waiting room, asked.

	One of the guards near the officer stepped toward him, holding up a police baton. “Shut up while the commander is talking?”

	“Hey, fuck you man, what the fuck is this? You can’t arrest us . . .”

	“I said shut the fuck up cuck!” The guard stepped forward and swung his baton, walloping the man on the side of the head. He stumbled backward and fell to the ground.

	The officer watched this exchange with a passive expression, then turned back to the crowd at large. “We would love to help you all. If there was an easy cure, whatever it cost, believe me you would get it. Believe me, we are not get rich and screw everybody else Republicans. The Nationalists believe in helping all Americans. Unfortunately that sometimes means making hard choices. You all have a mental disease that is leading you to betray and destroy our country. We are losing the war in Asia because of you. For the sake of the nation as a whole something has to be done. Everyone deemed too far gone, too far infected by liberal lies to ever recover, has to be dealt with harshly. The good news for all you is that we’ve determined you are not too far gone. Listen to your councillors, obey the guards, set your mind right, get straight with God, and you will one day be cured.”

	With that he made a little sweeping gesture and the guards started moving, herding the crowd along the path toward the low concrete buildings on the other side of the hill. All of us started walking even as we continued to look at the piles of burning bodies. Already we could see the autonomous dump truck had rolled back to the warehouse. From chutes in the side of the building bodies were sliding out, tumbling in awkward fashion into its cargo bed.

	I was moving in an autonomous fashion myself, following the crowd. My mind was reeling from what I had seen, what I was still seeing, from what the officer had just said. It was such an odd experience, not a feeling of terror or revulsion, but the blankness of shock, the world not quite registering around me in its normal way.

	I became aware of someone crying. Others in front of me came to a stop and turned around, and without quite thinking I did so too. While the rest of us had moved away from the ridge overlooking the field of burning bodies there was one man still standing there. An occasional tremor shook his whole body as he sobbed.

	“Get moving!” a guard shouted as he ran up to this man.

	The crying man did not seem to hear him at first. Then slowly he turned toward the rest of us. I could see the tears streaming down his cheeks.

	“They’re dead!”

	“Get moving,” the guard shouted again. He slung his rifle over his shoulder and pulled out a heavy baton.

	All of us were staring at him with what must have been uncomprehending looks.

	“Don’t you see?!” the man shouted to us. “They’re dead. Everyone we came with. Our families. My wife. My daughter. Everyone not with us. They’re there,” he pointed to the field. “They’re there, being burned. They’re dead.”

	“Get moving you cuck!” the guard shouted and brought his truncheon down on the man’s back. Rather then move forward the man slouched, then fell to his knees. “Get moving and stop crying you fucking faggot!” the guard brought down his weapon again. There was an audible crack when it hit the man’s back. Still he did nothing, just knelt there sobbing. “You fucking spineless cuck.” This time the guard’s truncheon came down on the man’s head. There was another crack, and the man stopped crying, instead blinking rapidly. The guard did not let up. Another blow to the head caved in part of his skull. A third cracked it open, implanting the club deep into the man’s brains.

	For all the times I had seen people die in movies I was taken aback by this. I had never before realized just what a killing looked like. The movies always did a good job of capturing death, in all its potential goriness. What they did not capture was life. That moment when light disappears from comprehending eyes, when a face stops emoting and becomes a thing. I saw the look on the crying man’s face, for a brief second just as the truncheon smashed open his skull, when he was still alive, when he was being fully informed of his death. Then he was gone, a shell slumping forward and hitting the ground like a rock.

	“Keep moving,” another guard said to us, and without thinking we did so.

	 

	Among the low concrete buildings beyond the ridge-line of death there was more in-processing, more paperwork and line standing. The initial room was a wide space with white walls adorned with positive affirmations about the healing power of Christ and the patriotic glory of America. There was already a small crowd in here, standing around since there was no place to sit. After we were funneled in and had stood there a while other groups continued to arrive behind us.

	While the group I was with waited the shock wore off enough that people started to speak, but then only to express their shock aloud.

	“How can this be happening?” one woman kept asking over and over.

	“They killed them all,” some kid younger than me said, like the woman not speaking to anyone in particular. “Everyone that came with us.”

	“No,” someone else told him. “There were other groups that were brought over here before us. You’ll find your family, I’m sure.”

	“They were only killing black people.” This from a long, dark haired girl. “Did you see that? That’s how they were sorting us when we first arrived.”

	“Who would do such a thing? This is America, how can they do this?”

	“This is Nationalist party America. They do whatever they want.”

	“No, they can’t do this.”

	“You heard the guy, we’ve been found guilty.”

	“We didn’t even have a trial.”

	“The trials are all in secret. We’re terrorists. I read about this, online. They have secret national security courts, they go through files, hundreds a day, and declare people guilty or not right there, and if you’re guilty there’s no appeal, you get rounded up and brought here.”

	As this cynical, goateed man spoke I realized I too had read about this online. Some of the stuff I saw on the xnet talked about national security centers where people found guilty of treason were tried in secret and summarily executed. The thing was, I read about this on the same sites that had articles about all kinds of other secret government sites, ones where crashed alien spacecraft were being kept, where scientists had reverse-engineered their advanced biotech devices and zero-point energy generators and gravity drives. The sites claimed the government could cure cancer and solve the energy crisis and fly us all to the stars, but that instead it was going to put a bunch of people to death for reasons never fully articulated but that were always both arcane and pure evil.

	I had not believed that stuff I read about secret courts and secret prisons and mass executions. I was still struggling to believe, even as I stood there in just such a prison. I looked around and spotted my dad, standing right next to me. I scooted a little closer to him. He noticed me do this, and did the same.

	“We should do something,” a man, a younger one close to my age, said to the goateed cynic. He glanced around and lowered his voice. “I have a knife in my backpack. Maybe if we rush the guards there . . .”

	“Don’t be an idiot. Where would you go? Didn’t you see the towers and guards outside? They have sniper perches and machine gun nests all over this place. How far you gonna get with a knife?”

	“We have to do something! We can’t just let them kill us.”

	“If we try anything that’s exactly what they’ll do.”

	“They let us see the bodies though! They wouldn’t have done that unless we were just about to join them.”

	“No, if they were going to kill us we’d have been with that group. No sense separating us if they were going to just kill us as well.”

	“But we’ve gotta do something . . .”

	For a brief moment I found myself agreeing with this kid, with the idea of rushing some guards and making a run for it. Right away I felt foolish just for having the thought. I was scrawny and uncoordinated, I could not have won a fight against one of these ripped, trained guards even if he weren’t armed with an automatic rifle.

	Instead I, and everyone else, settled into waiting. I don’t know how long we were in the room, though it felt like hours. Eventually they called us out, guards ushering us forward through some double doors at the far end.

	Here we entered a hall where they separated us, directing the men through a door on one side, women to the other. This meant that any family groups still together at this point were being pulled apart. Literally pulled apart, in some cases. I saw children with only a single parent present being grabbed by guards to enforce the gender segregation. A woman stood in the hallway wailing in a combination of scream and crying as a children was pried out of her hands by a guard and a man in a blue officer uniform.

	I continued to stay close to my dad as we moved. Through the next door there was a table with some clerks in formal attire behind it who made a show of collecting all our stuff. We had to turn over our bags and anything else we were carrying. All of it was put into a plastic crate.

	“The first step on the path to being cured is rejection of false images,” another young officer, watching over the proceeding, said to me as the clerk made me turn out my pockets.

	Still being in shock I did not respond. I stood there silently while a guard vigorously patted me down. In the end the only things I was left with were the clothes I wore and my national ID card.

	They hurried us along from there. As soon as I was done with the inventory clerk I was rushed into another white room, this one with a checkerboard tile floor and a row of barber chairs. The place had all the look of a barber shop except that there were no mirrors on the wall. One wall was just blank, while the opposite one was a chain link fence. I realized the women were being herded into that side of the room, visible to us but separated.

	All of it belonged perfectly in this bizarre version of reality I had somehow stepped in to.

	I ended up sitting in one of the barber chairs, looking across through the fence at the dark haired girl from earlier. I watched as they hacked off her long hair until she was left with an ear length bowl cut. She cried through the whole thing. At the same time my own hair was shaved into a stereotypical military buzz cut.

	With thus uniform hair we were sent along into the next room, almost identical to the last one except narrower and with no chain link barrier down the middle. We were again out of sight of the women, and by this point I had also lost track of my dad. I looked around only to get pushed forward by one of the guards.

	The chairs here were built in and adjustable just like the barber chairs. Behind each was a complex array of equipment. At first I thought this was meant to entail some kind of medical examination. As I sat in the chair the technician or nurse or whoever she was rolled up my sleeve and started swabbing an area on my shoulder with an alcohol wipe.

	Suddenly I turned to her with a horrified look. It seemed she was about to give me a shot, and the thought occurred to me it could be a lethal one. Despite what some of the people had said out in the front room I was not convinced they were not going to kill us as well. For a brief second this nurse sitting next to me became the angel of death, black wings unfurling behind her and flames rising up all around.

	Then I blinked and realized that there were people around me getting up from other chairs, being ushered along by guards. The nurse had caught my look and glanced up at me. “It’s an RFID implant,” she said, hefting up a rather large device. It had the vague shape of a gun, but with a square barrel end and hoses and cables protruding from it that connecting around to the bulky, box-shaped machine behind her.

	“A what now?”

	“It’s a chip. It replaces your ID card.”

	I realized that, in my stunned state, I had completely forgotten her asking for my national ID card, and me handing it over, as I sat down. She had fed it into a slot in her machine.

	“Hang on. There’ll be a little sting.”

	She pressed the gun device to my shoulder and pulled a trigger. The sting was sharp but faded quickly. As she withdrew the device I felt something still pressing against my shoulder. I looked down and saw a bit of blood oozing out. The nurse was quick to dab this away, then wrap gauze and a bandage around my arm.

	“There ya go. Now you don’t have to worry about losing your ID card,” she said. “All your info can just be scanned right there.”

	It was a tracking device, just like I had heard them give to prisoners. Of course, I realized, what was I now but a prisoner. Nevertheless, it felt juvenile. It felt like one of those punishments I was subjected to in some class, not for doing anything wrong, but because everyone else in the class was an idiot who couldn’t sit still for five minutes.

	It was strange, unnerving and unsettling in what it said about me, but this annoyed me, angered me, in a way that pile of burning corpses had not. I felt ashamed when I realized I was thinking this way, but I could not help it. This felt far more personal and insulting, to be tagged like an animal or like one of those jackass kids in my senior English class, the pre-prison crowd of high school, who always use to heckle me on my way to Dr. Mosley’s. I was supposed to be moving on beyond them, to better and greater things, not being treated like one of them.

	I had no more time for such thoughts as already the technician lady was shooing me out of her chair and a guard was directing me onward. In the next room was an even greater insult that I thought I had left behind in high school. This was where they issued us uniforms.

	The center of this room was lined with bins containing clothes in various sizes. Button down shirts, khaki slacks, black loafers. Along the outsides the room was lined with changing booths. Another clerk, dressed like the others in the same clothes we were picking out, was there to direct people as they entered this room. I had to find clothes from the bins and change into them. When I tried to leave carrying my old clothes a clerk intercepted me, taking the bundle and tossing it away into some intermediate bins.

	“We must remove all false images before we can enter God’s Kingdom,” the clerk told me. I was about to protest, even at this point, but I took note of the guard in full combat gear standing nearby.

	Further down the room there were bins with other clothes. We were issued sweats and sweat pants and a small duffel bag whose contents I did not have a chance to examine. The stuff was practically thrown at me as I went, guards and clerks moving things along as fast as they could.

	Still in a daze from everything I found myself passing through a doorway and emerging back into the sunny day. It seemed impossible for it to be day out here at all, for it to be the same day that we arrived here, the day that began on the crowded bus. Time stretched and compressed around me in dizzying fashion. Was this really Monday, just one week after the barbeque when we found out we would be moving? It seemed like an impossibly eon had passed since then, yet it also seemed like it could have been earlier today, that this was all one long, bizarre, somehow sunlit nightmare.

	The group I found myself with formed up now in the open field behind this long in-processing building. Guards surrounded us again and walked with us as we continued forward. I chanced a look behind me, seeing the still rising column of black smoke over the little hill.

	I turned to look ahead. In front of us was a wooden fence and gate surrounding something that looked like a summer camp. I had never been to summer camp, but this was at least what I would have imagined one to be like. There was a sign set off to one side, surrounding by a bed of vibrant flowers. The sign itself was some plastic made to look like wood, like a halved log lying there. In letters made to look like they were carved in to the wood it read ‘Camp Paradise.’

	The gates to this place looked like they were the same faux-wood. They stood open, revealing paved walkways and plain white buildings beyond. I took note of a guard tower, a metal frame truss structure rising just beyond the gate, where guards with long rifles stood silhouetted against the bright blue sky.

	There was also a sign right above the gate, arching over it. In the same fake wood, with the same pseudo-carved letter font, it read ‘God Hates Fags.’
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	Camp Paradise was set up like some kind of nightmare version of summer camp. Standing at the front gates to greet us were a set of councillors. They looked like missionaries, the well-dressed and beaming smile types who often came around our old home, wondering if we’d like to have a chat. Except in this case the chat was not optional. These councillors escorted us further into the camp. As we went I saw other people wandering about. Some were other councillors, I gathered from their darker slacks or darker skirts with ties or neck scarves. Others were dressed like us, the same except in khakis and without the tie. We walked along paved paths crisscrossing between long, white-washed buildings and little patches of grass.

	Our building, when we at last arrived, was indistinguishable from the others. Through a door in its long side we entered a room lined with bunk beds and foot lockers. To the right a doorway led to a bathroom and a set of showers. Right away my eyes darted to the very obvious black dome of a surveillance camera in the upper corner of the room, and to its counterparts along the room’s length.

	Toby was the name of our chief councillor. I had already forgotten the names of the others, or more accurately, in my still dazed state I was incapable of remembering them. Toby wore an exaggerated smile as he had us all stand at the end of the room in a line and went down introducing each of us to the people already present here. Each time he said one of our names there would be a low, mournful chorus that would repeat back, “We love you,” and then our name. I looked down the room, well lit between the narrow windows and the skylights, at the occupants. Thin, hunched over men sat on beds or on folding chairs. A small collection were gathered around a table at the far end. All of them stared with blank eyes and expressions.

	When the introduction, as it were, was done the councillors assigned us bunks. I got a bottom bunk midway down the room. Toby told us to unpack our stuff in our footlockers and get to know the rest of our block, and that the councillors would return to take us to dinner and evening group a little later.

	Then they were gone. I sat down on my assigned bed and for a moment I was just still. For a moment I had the vague sense of my mind being somewhere else, having been left behind and now running to catch up, breathing hard, clenching its side, and calling out for everybody to wait up.

	I realized I was staring off into space. The space in front of me, however, had come to be occupied by an older man. He sat on the bed next to mine, staring back at me, or perhaps also just looking off into nothing, his face just as unreadable. He was mostly bald, with a ring of grey hair.

	“How are you feeling?” he asked me in a flat tone.

	“I’m . . .”

	That was the extent of our exchange, at least at first.

	“What,” I stammered as I focused back on his face. “What is this place?”

	“It’s Paradise.”

	“But . . . what . . .”

	“Why are you here?”

	“I’m . . .”

	“You’re here to be cured.”

	“Cured of what?”

	“Whatever your sin is.”

	“I don’t have any sins.”

	“Everybody has a sin.”

	“Only if you believe in that kind of thing.”

	“In here, I’m afraid, you believe.”

	There was another pause. The way he said this almost sounded like a threat, but I did not take it that way. “I’m,” I stammered, trying to form thoughts. “I still don’t understand.”

	“They will find whatever your sin is,” he said, still in that mechanical tone, “and they’ll cure you. Or at least they’ll try.”

	“My sin though, what . . .”

	“Or sins. Heresy. Atheism. Homosexuality. Bestiality. Pedophilia. Alcoholism. Addiction. There are plenty to choose from. In the end it doesn’t matter. They are all the same.”

	“I still don’t,” I shook my head, trying to clear it, as if my mind was out of focus. “How are they going to cure us.”

	“Therapy. Shock exposure. Clean living. They have ways. When I was first brought here I was a devout Muslim. I prayed five times a day.”

	“Now though?”

	“Now I still pray.”

	“But, what, to a Christian god instead?”

	“No. I pray when they tell me to, and I ask for all the things they tell me to ask for. And at night I pray for myself, and ask for what I really want. It doesn’t matter. God is not listening.”

	At last, coming in with a time not worth mentioning but happy just to have finished the marathon, my mind seem to catch up with the present. I took a moment to examine what this man was saying, the dark implications hidden within his modulated tone.

	“How long have you been here?” I asked.

	“Almost four years. Since just after the war started. That is nothing compared to my upstairs friend though.”

	He gestured upward with a nod. Only then did I realize there was a man lying on the top bunk. He had a book, the Bible in fact, that he was reading, but right away he put this aside and leaned over to look down on us.

	“How long have you been here?”

	Instead of answering he hoped off the bunk to stand in front of me. He was a short man, wearing the same clothes as the rest of us, except his shirt was partly untucked and buttoned up wrong, and he had a wild look in his eyes. “Trey?” he said. “Your name is Trey?”

	“Uh, yeah.”

	“Ian.” He stuck out a hand, and we shook, his grip crushing and his up and down motion overly enthusiastic, threatening to jar my arm out of place. “I’ve been here a few years, but this isn’t my first camp.”

	“There are more of these?”

	“More or less. There are different ones. I was arrested ten years ago now, right after the President’s Day bombing.”

	“You were arrested? For what?”

	“Who knows, they wouldn’t tell me the charges. Doesn’t matter now I guess.”

	“You must have done something.”

	“Did you do something, Trey?” the older Muslim man across from me asked. “You’ve been arrested too. We all have. That’s why we’re here.”

	While I understood what they said I could not make sense of it. At no point had police officers grabbed me or read me any rights or taken mug shots. Nothing about what I had experienced today, or this last week, in any way resembled what I thought of as an arrest. Whatever had happened to me, being arrested was not the term for it.

	I realized Ian still had a grip on my hand. I looked at it, and he did at the same moment, then quickly he let go. “The good news,” Ian said, “is that the worst is over.”

	“It is?”

	“You survived the tests. The vetting process.”

	“The what?”

	“They decided,” the Muslim man said, “that you were curable. Not someone to be given an injection and thrown into the burn pile.”

	I thought of the warehouse full of cubicles, and of the strange tone of the man interviewing me, showing me inaccurate data and giving me that weird look.

	I looked around. A few beds down from me was where they had assigned my dad, but I could not see him there.

	“So, um,” I asked, “what is it that they do here? I mean, do you guys just lay around like this all day.”

	“No. There is a routine. We have this afternoon off while they process all the new arrivals.”

	I wanted to ask more but was a little afraid of the answer. Instead I laid down on my bunk. The bedspread covering it was both itchy and thin. Coming from Florida it already felt a little cool, and I worried what it would be like at night.

	Laying there I started to wonder if I should be doing something right now, planning escape or finding out more about this place, but before I could think further, physical and mental exhaustion overtook me. After the passed couple nights on the bus even an itchy bed felt real nice, and I drifted off into an afternoon nap.

	I do not think I dreamt at all, because when I awoke it felt like no time had passed, like I had just suddenly lurched into a different reality. I forgot where I was at first and jerked awake with a shock, looking around trying to figure out what had happened.

	I heard my name and realized my father was kneeling beside me.

	“Trey. How are you?”

	“I . . . I’m fine.”

	“I went looking for your mother but couldn’t find her.”

	Mom. I had managed to sidestep thinking about her ever since we witnessed the true nature of this camp. I thought back to the burning pile. All the bodies had been black people, I thought, but then I had been looking at it from a distance, with a haze covering the whole operation. I could not be sure there weren’t others in there as well.

	It did not seem like that could really have happened though. I had been standing next to her, talking, in the security line just this morning. She couldn’t just be gone like that, killed while I sat around in a waiting room feeling bored.

	My dad probably knew what I was thinking in that moment. The thought had probably consumed him all day. “I didn’t get much chance to explore around the women’s section of the camp. Hopefully she’s over there.”

	“They, uh, they let you just wander around?”

	He shrugged. “Nobody stopped me.”

	It felt good to hear him say that. It was the kind of thing I would have said, the kind of thing I might have done had I not been so tired and discombobulated. Just walk out the door and start looking around as if nobody should be stopping me.

	“They let us come and go as we like,” my Muslim neighbor said, entering our conversation while still laying flat on his bed. “They always know where we are.” He reached across and tapped himself on his shoulder. I became aware of the slight pressure I still felt there in my upper arm, where the implant was.

	His interruption created a pause in our conversation. We waited as if he might say more, but he just lay there, staring at the bunk above him.

	“Well,” my dad said. “Hopefully we’ll have a chance to meet up with her later.”

	“I do not think you will,” my neighbor said. “They do not let the men and women talk to each other much.”

	“I’m sure she’s over there though,” I said to my dad.

	“Yeah.”

	Again we fell silent, this time both of us a little afraid to speak, to continue this line of thinking.

	“Do you know what they have planned for us?”

	I shrugged. “Not exactly. They’re going to cure us of our sins.”

	“That sounds ominous.”

	I bit my lip absentmindedly and nodded to this. It seemed to me my dad was even more incredulous about all this than I, unable to see our situation as being quite real.

	“They took my wife and children elsewhere when I first arrived here,” my neighbor said, still without looking at us. “I have not seen them since.”

	 

	By the time they came to bring us to dinner I was starving. In fact I had been starving for a while now, ever since midday on the bus ride. I had discovered though that hunger came and went, that initial periods of pain and gurgling stomach would crest and recede, put off by the occasional snack. I looked forward to my first real meal since leaving the economic zone.

	The councillors came in and made us all line up in the central aisle between all the bunks. The others seemed to know to do this right away, without verbal announcement, and us newcomers followed their lead. From there we were marched out in a single file line, councillors and armed guards lurking along our flanks.

	As we walked through the summer dusk I got my first good sense of the camp’s layout. There were guard towers not just along the wooden perimeter fence but throughout the grounds, each of them topped with a machine gun nest. I noticed there was a football field with attendant metal bleaches toward the back end of the grounds. There was also a bit of new construction going on, in the form of building frames and recently poured foundations.

	They brought us to a large, central building. One end of it was dominated by a large cafeteria space. It turned out both the men and women in the camp all ate here. I saw several long tables already occupied by the female inmates, wearing long skirts and starched blouses. I tried to look among them to see if my mom was present, but at no point did I get a good look.

	Cafeteria workers dressed like our camp councillors, and with the same glassy-eyed smiles, dished out food onto our trays. It was low-grade meat, looking like burnt chicken, along with cornmeal and limp vegetables, but I was too hungry to be concerned about details. We were all funneled over to one of the long tables. People sat down but did not start eating. I was starving though and so as soon as I got to my seat I started in.

	Right away, before I could even take a bite, something struck me. For all I could tell it had been a bolt of lightning. My body was jammed forward, my face almost planting into my plate of food. Pain erupted across my back. A second later it had spread into my right arm, which I realized had arrested my forward jolt by being jammed into the table.

	I spun around to see what had happened. A guard stood behind me, a police baton in hand. He looked like a police officer in his blue uniform, and he looked at me with a deep, accusatory scowl. He held my gaze for a moment. I could not tell if he saw confusion or rage on my own face, the two feelings were both erupting in my mind. All he did though was stare, then turned and continued walking down the line.

	I looked at my dad, who sat next to me, but he just shook his head. Glancing around I saw nobody was eating yet. For a moment I wondered if this was some kind of cruel torture, to starve us then put us in front of food, let us smell it, then beat us any time we ate. Nobody was talking either, at our table or anywhere else in the cafeteria. The sound of people eating at other tables, people moving down the food line, collecting their trays and plates, the occasional direction from a councilor or guard, all this managed to fill the room with some noise, but among the inmates there was no talking. It made me paranoid about trying to ask what the fuck was going on.

	All I could do was wait. Once everyone from our building was seated our head councillor, Toby, took a spot at the end of the long table, flanked by some of the other councillors. He looked around at us then stood up, held out his arms, and bowed his head.

	The other councillors all joined hands, with Toby and each other. Some of the inmates did as well, some did not.

	What followed was the strangest blessing I have ever heard before a meal.

	“Dear Lord,” Toby said in his strong, projected voice. “Thank you for this bounty we are about to receive, though we are scarcely worthy of it. How better it might have been for You to let us, such unworthy sinners, to starve and die. Yet in Your infinite mercy you have extended to us this blessing, for which we are most grateful. Thank you also for continuing to grant us strength in our struggle with sin and addiction . . .”

	I was staring at Toby as he spoke. I did not catch the rest of what he said, because I was once again thunderstruck, another blow crushing across my back. Once again I spun to look at the guard. This time he did not hesitate. Reaching forward he grabbed me by the hair. He jerked my head around, then pressed it forward. Belatedly I realized he was forcing me to bow my head during this prayer.

	“. . . just as we know that it would be more just that You simply let us die, yet you continue to grant us the courage to continue. Amen.” Toby finished. At last we could eat.

	The food, I was certain, was the same cheap aisle stuff that could be found at the superstore back home, food that was processed and packaged at a plant in some other special economic zone in some other state, one that allowed it to bypass all sorts of FDA regulations. The odds of food poisoning were a little frightening, but this fact was something I could consider only in an abstract, removed, back of the mind sense. I was hungry enough that the food tasted really good.

	When dinner was over the councillors came down the table and informed the new comers about which ‘group’ they would be in. Each group had a councillor that led it, and was assigned a room number as well. After bussing our trays we split into these groups and were escorted upstairs.

	The upper floor of this place reminded me of my high school, except a lot cleaner and with everything painted white. There was a long, central hallway with what I thought of as class rooms on either side. Each of these had a main desk, rows of smaller desks and folding chairs, a white board, and a computer hooked up to a projection screen. It was all the accouterments I had come to expect of school. This alone would have been enough to traumatize me, to have graduated a week before only to find myself kidnaped and shoved right back into high school. It only got worse from there.

	There were big windows at the ends of the central hall and big windows in each of the classrooms, along with an occasional skylight, that made the place seem airy and well-lit despite the fading evening outside. We were taken to a classroom with a southern exposure, the setting sun painting bright spots against one corner of the room. There were more than enough chairs and desks here for our small group, but the councillor had us bring our chairs forward and gather in a tight semi-circle at the front of the class.

	Aside from our own, main councillor, there were a couple others present as well, lingering in the back. There was also one of the police men/guards lingering near the doorway.

	I looked about. There were a dozen of us present here, most of whom I knew to be newcomers, recognizing them from the security and in-processing lines that morning. Among them was a tall, black man. The implications of his presence gave me a chilling realization. It occurred to me that it meant the sorting process that morning, for all its cursory appearance, had not been based solely on race. If a black person could end up here it meant white people, people like my mom, could have been in that other line, the one to the giant pit of burning bodies.

	It was an awful thought, being annoyed that a black person was here, alive instead of dead, but in the moment I could not help thinking it. A fresh sense of dread washed over me, and I struggled to maintain my composure.

	“Welcome, newcomers,” our councillor said, beaming a giant smile as he pulled up a chair at the center of our semicircle. “I’m Councillor Davey. Welcome to Camp Paradise. I know some of you may have had a rough time getting here, but that’s all behind us now. We’re here to help you.”

	If anybody around me had any more idea what this was all about they weren’t letting on. Even the people I assumed to not be newcomers just sat there with blank expressions.

	“Help us what?” I asked, blurting out the question without thinking.

	“To overcome addiction. To overcome sin. I know, I know, you’re going to tell me you don’t have any problems with sin or addiction or destructive behavior. Admitting you have a problem isn’t easy. I know, I’ve been there, Trey, was your name? I’ve been where you’re sitting now, Trey, not that long ago, refusing to admit anything was wrong. But if you’re ever going to be cured that is going to be the first, critical step.”

	Davey, I realized, was not that much older than me. Yet from the way he talked, for the sincerity and lack of sarcasm and the strange false smile on his face he seemed about as foreign from my experience as one could get. He might as well have been an alien.

	Davey paused and looked around at all of us. “That goes for everybody. There are twelve steps in this process, which we’ll talk about in a moment, and I won’t lie to you, it’s not easy, but the key is not to get hung up on the big picture. Focus on taking things one step at a time. Admitting you have a problem, and wanting to be cured, those are the first and most difficult steps. Trust me, once you’ve done that, once you’ve really accepted that, then God will take you and lift you up, and when it’s over you’ll realized just how much easier He made it for you once you accepted Him in and let Him help you.”

	There was an awkward pause when he finished, everyone just staring or looking about at each other.

	“What if we don’t believe in God?” my dad asked.

	Before Davey could respond, before I could think about how this was a good and valid question, there was a sudden burst of motion. One of the other councillors pounced toward us, wielding a police baton I had not even known they carried. With a wide swing from behind he brought this crashing into the side of my dad’s head. The force and shock were enough to knock him from his chair, sending it skidding a little as he fell to the floor.

	The councillor stood over him with a furious look. “Blasphemy of any kind will NOT be tolerated here!”

	I stared at the councillor in disbelief, as I think did my dad and most of the others in the room. The councillor remained standing there, over my father, glaring down at him for a few moments further. Then he turned and moved back to the unobtrusive spot at the edge of our group where he had lingered a moment before.

	There is something especially unnerving about seeing one’s father get hit. Had it been my mom I might have jumped up right then and attacked, for all that would have just gotten me clubbed on the head as well. Here though I still had an urge to strike back, to tackle this jackass who had just brained my dad for the stupidest of reasons, but I was held back. If someone could overpower my bulkier, stronger dad, I could not imagine myself having any chance. The result was an uncomfortable, grating sense of helplessness with which I sat there.

	Dad scrambled back up, pulling himself back into his chair. “I’m okay,” he said when he noticed me staring. “I’m alright.” It was obvious that he was not. There was a giant, growing purple and red spot on the side of his head, and his eyes did not seem to quite focus right when he looked at me.

	“The path to being cured isn’t a straight line,” Councillor Davey said. “It’s important to understand, there will be missteps, there will be mistakes. We all have to learn the rules, learn what God wants of us, before we can move forward. The important thing is that when we fall down we get back up again and keep going. So, with that in mind, why don’t we start by all introducing ourselves.”

	So we went around the circle, each person saying their name in a flat tone. I knew about half the people present, at least by face, from the factory back home. The group included a guy named Jimmy, a year older than me, who had been at my school until he graduated and went to work at the Firebridge factory; a woman named Samantha who had worked on the factory line in my dad’s group; and Garett, a big black guy who had graduated in my class and with whom I had, as far I recalled, never exchanged any words. These were the people whose names I knew prior to this day, and even still before that moment I would have considered them all effectively strangers. Now I looked at these somewhat familiar faces with the hope of the desperate. I could not even say what I was hoping for, except maybe some cold comfort in knowing there were people in the same weird and horrid situation as myself.

	Councillor Davey insisted that, after each person state their name, the group repeat back ‘I love you,’ and the person’s name. It felt weird doing, and we sounded like a disinterested chorus, like so many classes I had been in responding without enthusiasm to the prodding of a determined teacher.

	Once all that was done Davey got up from his chair and scooted it forward. “I find the best way to get started is to just dive right in. So, who would like to go first?” He leaned forward on the back of the chair and looked around at us.

	Everyone was shooting sidelong glances across the group, hoping for somebody else to volunteer. “First to do what?” Jimmy asked.

	“To come up and confess their sins to the group.”

	“Pff.”

	“That sounds like a volunteering. Come on up.”

	As Jimmy slouched forward out of his chair and came to sit in front of the group, I wondered if everyone here was reverting to their high school selves. Having just graduated I did not even have to revert, I had gotten a week off before suddenly finding myself back in a waste of time class, albeit with new, horrid undertones and overtones.

	“Alright Jimmy,” the councillor said. Some of his assistants had drifted forward, standing behind Jimmy, a little back from the group, arms folded. Davey circled around in front and got down on his haunches, examining Jimmy as if he were some animal. “Go ahead.”

	“I . . . Go ahead what?”

	“We’re here, Jimmy, to confess our sins.”

	“I don’t have any.”

	“We’re all sinners Jimmy. You do believe in God, right?”

	For how useless Jimmy had been in an institute of learning he was not stupid. I saw him look straight at my father, then shoot a glance toward the guard at the door. “Yes.”

	“Okay. God will forgive your sins, and so will we, all of us here in this room and at Camp Paradise, but you have to confess. Unburden yourself Jimmy.”

	“Um . . . well, um . . . when I was like, twelve, I stole a . . .”

	Davey held up a hand and resettled himself. “Jimmy. We’ve all done things we regret. And if you want to talk about them in individual session we can.”

	I got a chill at the mention of individual sessions, wondering if this was some other horror we were about to be subjected to.

	“Right now though,” Davey continued, “we’re talking about the big ones. The sin that brought you here.”

	“I, um, I don’t know.”

	“You don’t know?”

	“I came here because they told us they were relocating our jobs, and the company was paying to transport us. I didn’t . . .”

	Another hand held up from the councillor. “It’s not too hard to figure out Jimmy. There are just a few. Are you an atheist?”

	There was some hesitation while he glanced around again. “No.”

	“Are you sure?”

	“Yes, definitely. I mean, no, I mean, I’m definitely not.”

	“Okay, okay. Are you a homosexual?”

	“No!”

	“Are you a liberal?”

	This time the reaction was some puzzlement. “No?”

	“Did you vote in the last election?”

	“I, um . . . yeah.”

	“Did you vote for the Democrats?”

	“Well . . . I voted for the new governor, but that doesn’t make me a liberal.”

	“It does though Jimmy, don’t you see? You’ve enabled them. You’ve enabled a traitor to this country. That makes you an accessory to treason.”

	“What?” Jimmy sounded genuinely offended by this idea.

	“America is losing the war in Asia because it’s being undermined by liberals. They’re the ones that are trying to secede out west. They can do that because people like you voted for them.”

	“But I don’t live out west. I came here from Florida, I . . .”

	“I know, I know.” Davey was holding out his hand again in that paternal way. “It’s not always straight forward to understand. Nobody sets out to sin. We do it without realizing it. There’s a triangle of evil, with today’s permissive modern culture, our sinful flesh, and the manipulations of Satan drawing us away from the path of light. There’s so much confusion out there it’s possible to fall into sin without even realizing it. But realizing it, and accepting you have committed sin, those are the first steps to salvation.”

	“I . . . okay, I, guess I helped the traitors. I didn’t mean to though. I’m sorry, I . . .”

	Davey stood up, walking forward, and placed a hand on his shoulder. Jimmy looked up, more confused than ever.

	“That’s a brave thing you’ve done. You’ve taken the first step.”

	“Does . . . does that mean I can go now?”

	“Hmm,” Davey gave a little chuckle. “The cure for liberalism isn’t that easy, I’m afraid. We have to tear it out, root and branch, to make sure you, or anybody, never falls again.”

	“But I . . .”

	Davey patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. Give yourself over to God. You’ve taken the first step. If you continue down this path there’ll be good things. At the end of this path you’ve started today is a purity only possible with God. That’s the goal, to become pure, to be freed of sin and desire and made an instrument of God’s will. You’d like that, right Jimmy, to be pure and free of sin.”

	“I . . . yeah, I . . . I guess.”

	Patting him on the shoulder again the councillor guided him up out of the seat. “Who wants to go next?”

	By this point there was a nervous rattle running through me, causing my hands and knees to shake in a way I could not stop. Nothing about what Councillor Davey had just said sounded good to me. I had even less idea than Jimmy what sin I could confess to, and I definitely did not want to be made free of desire, to be made a tool, of God’s will or anybody else’s. I had no idea what I would say when it was my turn.

	The councillor seemed to notice my shaking, and chose to single me out for it. As I stood up my nervousness subsided in a wave of a stronger emotion: annoyance. What right did these assholes have to subject me to this religious nonsense? As I sat down I had an overwhelming desire to tell Davey to go fuck himself.

	Before this impulse could get the better of me I glanced over at the guard, and at the baton wielding councillors around me.

	“Trey,” Davey said. “Unburden yourself.”

	“I, uh, I don’t know what to say either. I wasn’t old enough to vote in the last election.”

	“Are you an atheist? Have you denied God at any time in your life?”

	I recalled conversations I had with Dr. Mosley, about religion, about the nature of God, about the history of Christianity. “I’m more an agnostic.”

	“So you’re a coward.”

	“What?”

	“You’re a coward who won’t take a stand for anything,”

	He was still talking in the same upbeat, everything-will-be-fine voice he had been using the whole time. It was jarring to here him ask a question with a hint of menace behind it in that voice.

	“I’m someone wise enough to know what I don’t know.”

	Unlike my father I saw the blow coming. One of the councillor’s pounced on me from my left side. I raised my hands to shield my head. A blow come down from a baton on my forearms. There was a sickening thud sound. The second blow came from a different angle, hitting me in the side before I had time to react. There was less force in this blow, but it still knocked the wind out of me. I doubled forward in the chair and felt more strikes on my back.

	“You’re a coward!” someone was shouting at me. “A coward!”

	“Accept God,” another voice, I realized it was Davey, said. “Accept Jesus as your personal savior.”

	“You coward! You atheist traitor! Out Satan, out!”

	“Okay,” I managed to shout after recovering enough breath to speak. “Okay! Stop! I believe in God. I accept Jesus.”

	They had stopped actually hitting me, but were still standing all around. Realizing it was over I slowly sat up and looked around. The councillors were all standing around me, staring down with grim looks. They had me completely surrounded and looked ready to resume beating me at the slightest provocation.

	My arms and back ached, and I was still struggling for breath. I felt at a tender spot on my side and winced at the touch.

	The tight circle around me parted enough to let Davey step forward. He came up and put a hand on my shoulder. “The only cure for your condition comes through Jesus. Only when you’ve truly given yourself over to Him will you be whole.”

	I tried to speak, but my voice caught in my throat.

	“What was that?”

	“Nothing.” With so much here reminding me of high school I realized that, then as now, my best recourse was probably just to say nothing, to find some back corner and try not to get noticed.

	Davey leaned down in front of me. “I know this seems harsh, but we do this out of love. God’s love, working through us, can accomplish anything. It can bring you out of sin and into the light.”

	Sticking to my plan I said nothing, but he must have seen the scorn in my eyes that met this statement. “I can see we’ve got a lot of work ahead of us Trey.”

	He led me back to my seat. As I sat down my dad leaned over to look at me. “Are you alright?” he whispered.

	I nodded, wincing again as I touched at my side. I wondered if they had done any real damage, broken a rib or something, and if so whether or not there was any hope of seeing a doctor here. It still seemed best to say nothing either way.

	Between Jimmy and I the group had a nice set of object lessons in how to handle being put in the hot seat. The next few people who went all followed Jimmy’s lead. They admitted to voting for Democrats or to giving money to some liberal cause or to not going to church and vowed in all cases to get better. All of them avoided any kind of physical confrontation.

	As I sat there half listening to them the pain in my side subsided. It was a relief, since I did not know what I would have done had it not. This, however, made way for me to notice the pain in my soul. I did not like that I had shouted out an acceptance of God. My parent’s were express atheists, rejecting the churches of their youths after they became more a vehicle for political fund-raising then any kind of good works organization. I had generally defaulted into their style of thinking without ever thinking much about it. Whether I was going to believe in God though I certainly was not going to do so because somebody beat me. If anything it made me decide to reject the religion of these people that much more.

	I was embarrassed to have ever said I accepted God. Even if I had done so to stave off a physical attack. The true cowardice, it seemed, had been not sticking beside my beliefs even under torture. Part of me wanted to attack these councillors right then, to enact bloody revenge. I knew that was futile though, if not suicidal. I began to wonder if I could fake this belief they seemed to want and thereby get myself out of here. That, of course, made me wonder if anybody, faking or not, ever got out of here.

	This train of thought was interrupted by a new person in the hot seat. I had heard his name twice by now and already forgotten it, but fortunately Davey had a way of repeating every name during conversation. I tuned in when I realized that voices were being raised.

	“You must realize Terrence,” Davey said, “that this is a sin.”

	“No, it’s not. I’ve been through your bullshit enough already. I’m a gay man. That doesn’t mean I’m not a good Christian.”

	“But it does.”

	“No it doesn’t.”

	Davey paused here, crouched down in his usual way and staring hard at this Terrence. From behind one of the other councillors came up and walloped him on the side of the head with his police baton, just the way they had done to my dad. He recoiled but managed to stay in his chair.

	“No cussing!” the other councillor said.

	“It is a sin Terrence,” Davey continued.

	“No it is . . . isn’t.” The blow to the head had left his speech sounding a little slurred, but he pressed forward. “I’ve accepted Jesus into my heart and have his unconditional love, and nothing you do . . .”

	Another blow landed on him, this time more to the shoulder. “Blasphemy will not be tolerated!”

	“It’s not blasphemy. I worship the same God as . . .”

	“Blaspheme!” Another councillor joined the first one, striking Terrence with his club. “Repent sinner, repent.”

	They kept beating him. “No!” Terrence shouted. “No, I won’t.”

	With a signal from Davey the two stopped. There was a pause while Terrence remained crouched over, covering his head with his arms. Slowly he seemed to realize he was no longer under attack. He looked up again at Davey.

	“You’re so close Terrence. But to be cured you have to want to be cured.”

	“I don’t want to be cured. There’s nothing wrong with . . .”

	The two councillors resumed, smashing their clubs across his back. I wondered if that was what I looked like. Seeing Terrence continue to deny these people, even as the attack continued, made me again feel ashamed for my own performance in the chair. A few moments later though my more rational self began to reevaluate the wisdom of resistance.

	As the beating continued two more councillors joined in and Terrence slipped off the chair, sprawling onto the floor. They started kicking him. One kick landed right in his face with a sickening crunch. After that he managed to get his arms around his head again, curling up in a fetal position as the councillors continued.

	“Alright,” Davey said, prompting the beating to stop. “Everyone, can anybody tell me what Terrence’s mistake is?”

	It was a question to the rest of us, which I think caught everyone by surprise. I thought of several sarcastic replies I held back. Nobody said anything.

	“His mistake is not wanting to be cured. Resisting a cure for your disease just makes our jobs harder, and we have to resort to harsher measures. I don’t like it any more than you, but that’s the unfortunate reality of sin. When Terrence introduced himself you all said you love him, right?”

	Technically we had all said this stock phrase they made us say about everybody. I glanced around, worried about where this was going. There were some ‘yeahs’ and grunts of acknowledgment to this question.

	“This treatment, this camp, is all about love. Now, unfortunately, there’s going to have to be some tough love. I need all of you to help me. Everyone, stand up, stand up.” We all got to our feet a little reluctantly. “Everyone, if you love Terrence, if you want him to be cured, you need to come help show him the error of his ways. Come on, everyone line up behind me.”

	Still reluctant, and a little confused, we formed a line behind Davey. “I’ll go first.” He took a few steps forward and planted a kick right into Terrence’s gut. Terrence grunted and coughed. He was no longer covering his head, no longer able to defend himself at all, he just lay sprawled there on his side, bleeding from his nose and mouth, bruises swelling across his skin.

	“Okay, you’re turn,” Davey said to us. “Everyone, come on, step up. Don’t worry, you’re helping. We shouldn’t question God’s wisdom, even when it seems harsh to us. Step up, help your brother Terrence on the path to righteousness.

	So each of us had to step up and kick Terrence. A few, including Jimmy, seemed to follow the councillor’s lead, getting into the spirit of it, aiming for something vulnerable and striking with a certain relish. Most of us though just came up and looked horrified. My dad refused at first, before being shoved forward and shouted at by the baton wielding councillors. He ended up sort of kicking Terrence in the leg without much force. I followed behind and did the exact same thing, hoping not to hurt him. By that point he might have lost consciousness, since he did not seem to react to anything.

	Afterward two of the councillors picked him up and hauled him out of the room, and those that had not gone were spared the hot seat, at least for that evening. Instead Davey announced a new torment.

	“Your homework for tomorrow,” he said, “will be to write up a moral inventory.”

	Once again this place had managed something so unexpected that my mind felt left behind, racing to catch up.

	“There are worksheets for everyone to fill out, that I’ll be passing out in a moment. What this is, a moral inventory, is a catalog of sins, not just yours, but all of those in your family. The root of moral sickness is found in our families, our parents and relations, the people who influenced us growing up, whose actions or examples led us astray. We’ll talk more about just how we catalog this tomorrow, but for now I just want you to fill these out, for yourself and your close relatives, write up all the sins you can think of that may have led you astray.”

	He started passing out paper workbooks. I flipped through the one I got to find it filled with questions and blank lines where essay answered could be written.

	It was so bizarre that I felt, in an almost physical sense, something in me snap. It was a writing assignment. Right away I was ashamed that this, after everything else, this was what put me over the edge. I had spent so much time in high school English being aggravated by the writing assignments we got, paper topics so asinine, so inane, that I felt a physical pain doing them, when I did them at all. I had so looked forward to being done with that, to getting out of the joke that was high school to move on to something so much bigger. Instead here I sat, kidnaped and brought to some bizarre, alternate reality high school where the writing assignments were even more asinine and the students got physically beat, maybe even killed, when they did not get the right answer.

	I still did not know about believing in God, but this cure had definitely succeeded in making me believe in Hell. I was living in it.
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	My time at Camp Paradise was a theater of the absurd. When I woke up there the next morning everything seemed different, as if a haze had settled over the place. Such was its nature, I soon found, that this transformation happened every morning. Always it was testing my capacity for shock, combining the outrageous, the brutal, and the inane in ever more mystifying ways. My senses were expanded and dulled with each new affront, leaving the whole place, the whole world, looking, sounding, tasting different.

	Over the next several weeks we entered into a routine. Each morning we were roused by a loud horn sounding in the first grey lights before the dawn. The councillors who ran our barracks would gather us there in the hall in front of our beds, like some military drill. Then we would go out for a morning workout. They marched us over to the football field on the east side of camp. A running track circled the field, and we were made to go running. Every morning the councillor running the whole exercise, dressed in gym sweats that were neatly pressed and tucked in, would yell at us that he wanted two laps. I think each lap was a quarter mile, though it went in a circle and always felt like going nowhere. Everyone from our hall would jog these two laps, the councillor jogging along side us. Most of us ran in a dense pack, but those in worse shape would fall back. I quickly learned this was to be avoided at all costs. The councillors would drop back to run alongside the stragglers, haranguing them about how they must purify the body to purify the soul, accusing them of the sin of slothfulness. Anybody who flat out stopped running got beaten.

	At the end of the two laps, without fail, a councillor was there to yell out ‘give me one more!’ I hated them when they did this more than I hated them any other time. It was one of many cases of being treated like children, like we couldn’t handle the truth of our situation. After that third lap the councillor would just do it again. ‘One more lap.’ Over and over they did this, so that every morning we always ran ten or fifteen laps, each one the last. Almost always I became too exhausted to keep track of the total. Instead I stared at the fit, sweat pants-wearing councillor, wondering, if I rushed him in a surprise attack as I passed, whether I could strangle him to death before the others stopped me.

	After that it was back to the barracks for a shower. The post-workout shower, like most things here, was mandatory, yet more so. They monitored us, closely, making sure everyone actually took a full shower, no skipping or skimping. All over the bathroom, above the stalls and in the communal shower area, there were the black quarter spheres mounted on the walls that housed surveillance cameras, as ubiquitous here as anywhere else in the camp. There were sensors, I learned, in the doorways, including the bathroom doorway, that detected our implanted chips, letting the councillors know how long we spent in the bathroom.

	This odd obsession with cleanliness extended to the rest of the camp, and was often the subject of our morning task. Every day after the shower they broke us up into work details, and most of these involved cleaning something. Groups were assigned to cut lawns and tend the flower beds interspersed among the buildings, to mop floors and clean bathrooms, to paint walls and fences. I was skeptical how much of it needed to be done, versus how much was busy work. I always tried to get on the ones that worked outside, because the weather was nice and it gave me further chances to survey the extent of the camp, looking for any possible avenues of escape.

	There were other busy work details as well, which involved actual construction work. I was never on any of these, but my dad got put on one right away, perhaps because he had been a foreman at the factory or because he was a general contractor before that. After that he got assigned to a different barracks, and I saw him only sporadically.

	From my dad I found out that the new construction I had seen the first day was being handled by the inmates. More barracks and a warehouse of some kind were in various stages of construction. These projects, my dad complained, were slow and tedious because they were not given any power tools. The ostensible reason for this was to make them work harder, so that the workers appreciated what they would accomplish that much more when it was complete. I knew right away the real reason was because, despite the different names they used for us, ‘campers’ or ‘fellows’ or ‘congregants,’ that what we really were was prisoners, and it would have been a big risk to let the prisoners use power tools.

	Not that the construction needed to be completed in any hurry. I could not imagine why this camp needed a new barracks or a new warehouse at all. The barracks that did exist, and the storage areas in the main building, were all half empty. In my own barracks almost everyone had a bunk to themselves, even my Muslim neighbor, since in the first week I was there his upper bunkmate, Ian, got transferred. I asked ‘where to’ but my neighbor just shook his head, and none of us inquired about it further. I wondered if this new construction meant whoever was running this camp anticipated a major influx in the near future, or if they were building barracks just because.

	The relative emptiness of some of the buildings made it seem possible that I could slip away, hide somewhere, either as part of some escape attempt or just to wait until this nightmare ended. Always though I came back to the device implanted in my arm. I would feel at it then and remember how easy it was to track my every movement through the camp.

	Work details lasted throughout the morning. Afterward we were gathered for lunch, often cornmeal and plain pasta, eaten in the cafeteria in an ominous silence. The cafeteria was small, so we often ended up in crowds waiting outside for others to finish, which was my primary opportunity to speak with my father.

	“Still no sign of your mother?” He asked me that each day, and I always just shook my head. “Me neither.”

	“I think we might be doing some gardening on that side of camp tomorrow. I’ll try to get on that work detail.”

	This was a lie, but I did not have the heart to tell him the truth. I had given up on mom. Some part of me knew she was a burned corpse in the piles over the hill at in-processing. I wondered if dad really did still hope, or if maybe he kept asking because he did not want to admit to me that he had also given up. It was an illusion we shared that would be broken if either of us stopped holding it up, so we pantomimed the routine for each other.

	Most of us were becoming adept at going through such faked motions, a result of our continued group sessions. These dominated our afternoons, following the same arc as the one I experienced the first night except always with new, more pressing demands. They had us memorize bible passages, including the so-called ‘clobber passages’ that details how homosexuality is a sin. At times we were required to denounce the sins of others. These sessions they called, without a trace of irony, ‘first stone’ sessions. Sometimes this was in a general, abstract sense. They asked us what we thought of atheists or liberals, and we were suppose to wax poetic about how disgusted we were with such traitors and how, as instruments of God, we would kill them given the chance, or else convert them if we could. More often the denunciations involved each other. All of us in my group got a chance to sit across from Terrence, in an activity they called the ‘Lie Chair’ for some reason, and call him a ‘faggot.’ I sat there looking into his swollen face, still a purple and bloody wreck from that beating the first night, and tried to summon some kind of rage.

	The councillors encouraged us onward, saying how his awful sins were responsible for so much bad in the world, including the bad things in our own lives. Some people in the group seemed to really get into it, screaming invectives at Terrence, or whoever was being tormented that day. I got to sit in the Lie Chair at least twice a week and have someone call me a ‘soulless, communist, vaginized cocksucker.’

	As always anybody who refused to participate, or who did not seem to be sincerely trying, got beaten.

	After dinner, in the evening, the schedule varied. Some nights there were more group sessions. Some times we would gather with other groups for large assemblies where we would listen to motivational speakers. I found their constant talk of hellfire unintentionally humourous. Every Wednesday night there was a church service that involved a lot of praying and an inevitable political tirade from the head pastor. Their talk of how well the Global War was going, about signs of economic improvement, about the president’s continued good health, all made me doubt the truth of anything they said, but at the same time got me no closer to knowing the reality of the world outside the camp.

	Other nights we had study time, of all things, during which we were sent to the library. I was shocked and a little excited despite myself when I learned this place had a library. Getting there I found out it was more a Christian bookstore equivalent of a library. Up until then I had always thought Christian bookstores were just regular bookstores with more bibles. As it turned out what Christian bookstore really meant was censored bookstore. There were all the sections and categories of a normal library, but with whole subjects conspicuously missing.

	Nevertheless I spent as many evenings as I could in the library. When our group had time there most of the others spent it doing the homework we got in group sessions, studying the bible or writing little essays on their past sins. I did this too, if only to avoid being beaten, but I always put in the minimal effort. Then I would wander off into the books.

	It was another surreal experience finding something to read in that library. Everything was there. They had a science section. Except it was filled with books about intelligent design, about creationism in geography and astronomy, about the reality of miracles and UFOs and the dangers of Satanic cults. In the history section I found a scholarly looking book about how the founding fathers were all devout Christians and derived the entirety of their philosophy from the bible. I found a less scholarly work claiming the Civil War was about state’s rights and how black people fought for the south and actually preferred the confederacy. In the political section there were more books than I could fathom on the evils of liberalism with titles like ‘The Enemy Within,’ ‘Treason,’ and ‘Parasites.’ I found one book that spent a lot of time describing how global warming and the energy crisis weren’t real problems, because God would never let that kind of thing go too far, just so long as we remained vigilant against the creeping atheism and socialism infecting our country.

	I wandered into the fiction section, still unable to believe it existed. Here, among the books of the ‘Left Behind’ series and its countless imitators, I found a book about a dystopian future in which ‘progressives’ had taken over the country, with the help of something called U.N. Agenda 21. This evil organization, headed by some one-world government, illuminati type group, then started rounding up all the good, God-fearing Americans and putting them into reeducation camps. Here they were forced to renounce their Christian beliefs and accept what the book kept calling ‘the homosexual agenda’ without ever quite defining what that meant. Except of course none of them did, and instead they got killed by their cartoonishly evil, incompetent captors who raved impotently while the good folk who had held onto their beliefs experienced moments of rapture as they were martyred by firing squad. This exact scene played out multiple times in this turgid work, which I read in its entirety, so enthralled I was with its surreal premise. The main hero ultimately escaped by overpowering a guard, getting hold of a gun, and sparking an uprising.

	I thought about Terrence’s destroyed face and meek whimpering as he said, over and over, how we was sorry for his sin and no longer wanted to be gay, his words turning into blubbering as he was clubbed and punched and the councillors screamed that his lies were an affront to God. I thought about myself, saying the same things and hoping not to be attacked in turn. It seemed the chance of sparking a prisoner revolt, even if I could get a gun, were slim.

	 

	During my third week a new influx of prisoners arrived in the camp. There were not enough of them to fill out the place in any real sense, but enough to make it seem like there were a lot of new faces around.

	Among them were quite a few black people. I counted it a small victory that I no longer felt annoyed at their presence, as if it lowered the chances my mom was still alive. Instead I found myself befriending a couple of them. Damon and Tyrone were brothers, a little older than me, who claimed the set of bunks next to mine. They had been arrested during the violence that marked the midterm election several years back, along with the rest of their extended family, and been in various prison camps ever since.

	“Were they,” I found myself stammering as I tried to ask about these other camps. “Did they have the whole, the fire, and the pit out front, like this place?” I could not bring myself to describe it in gorier detail. From where we were, painting the side of some barracks building by hand, we could turn and look over the nearby hill to the west. Like it did many days a column of black smoke was rising over there, drifting off into a clear blue summer sky.

	They both shook their heads. “We never seen anything like that.”

	“Did your . . . I mean, did you come here with your parents?”

	Again the simultaneous head shake. “Mom got transferred somewhere else last year. Don’t know where she is. Mammy passed on the year before that.”

	“Mammy?”

	“Our grandma.”

	“Oh, I’m sorry.”

	“Our uncle was with us until a couple months ago, but then he got transferred too.”

	“Why did they arrest your whole family?”

	“Because we’re black.”

	“But,” I glanced away, sheepishly. “I mean, didn’t they say? Didn’t they charge you with something?”

	Tyrone looked at his brother, then shrugged. “Nah, they never said.”

	“What about you man?” Damon asked. “What ‘r a bunch a white people doin’ in a prison like this?”

	I had not thought of my answer to this before, but in that moment I blurted out something that rang true as soon as I said it. “Oh, we’re here so the people running this place can pretend they aren’t racists.”

	Both of them looked at me for a moment. “Word,” said Tyrone.

	After that we were friends. I was excited to learn that they both had been involved with the xnet, accessing it through illicit programs installed on the computers in a prison library, just as I had at high school. It was interesting to discover that the places they had been before had internet access at all. Although they described camps laid out like this one, with communal barracks, a central building with cafeteria and library and classrooms, and even work projects like the painting and gardening jobs we got, I quickly realized they had been otherwise left to their own devices, never exposed to a program like the one here. It made me wonder just how organized this whole program was or how much of it was ad-hoc. Much like in high school I had the distinct impression the people in charge had no idea what they were doing.

	So far the newcomers had not been assigned to groups like we were the first day. I suspected this meant there was a shortage of councillors, given the large number that seemed required to work with any of us. The newcomers came with us to morning exercise and work details, and to meals, but otherwise they were left to either wile away evenings in the barracks or the library.

	“I heard they’re going to put us into group sessions starting tomorrow,” Damon said to me one evening, just before lights out, about a week after their arrival.

	“Be careful,” I said, and right away both brothers were taking a few steps closer. I realized nobody had probably told them what to expect. “It’s, um, it’s all about confessing your sins.”

	“That don’t sound so bad,” Tyrone said.

	“Well, it’s interesting what they consider a sin. Being a liberal or progressive or whatever, believing in, like, socialism or something like that, are all sins to these guys. They make you confess to something like that, and if you can’t think of anything they beat you. If you confess they might beat you anyway, if they don’t think you’re being honest. They make you sit in front of the group and say your name and admit to being an atheist or gay or a liberal or whatever and then you have to say how you want to overcome that.”

	“Like AA.”

	“Like what?”

	“Alcoholics anonymous.”

	“Oh. Maybe, I don’t know. Have you guys bean to alcoholics anonymous?”

	This got a smirk from both of them. “Our uncle was.”

	“Oh, sure. Well, here they also sometimes have a person sit in a seat, and then everyone else takes turns sitting across from them and insulting them and telling them how much they suck because of whatever sin they have.”

	“Why?” Damon asked.

	I shook my head. “I have no idea what the point of any of it is. The important thing though is to be convincing. They tell you all these things are sins even if they aren’t, so you have to fake it and agree with them, or they beat you. There’s usually one councillor there leading the group and like three or four others who just stand around with those clubs ready to beat people. Sometimes they tell us to beat each other, er, I mean, they make us beat another prisoner if he’s being really resistant or something like that.”

	“They make you hit people?”

	“They encourage it. You kinda get away with faking that too. You kick or punch, but not too hard.”

	“That’s messed up.”

	“This whole place is messed up.”

	When I said that, though, I had not yet found out just how messed up it could be. The next evening, at group session, the councillor started by standing in front of us and folding his arms. He looked about for a moment, then declared, “it has come to my attention that one of you has been trying to fake his way through his confession.”

	Everyone looked about, not quite sure what this meant but knowing it sounded bad. The councillor took a few steps forward to stand right in front of me.

	“Well Trey. Is there anything you’d like to share with the group?”

	“Me? What did I do?”

	“Don’t play dumb, I know you’ve admitted to faking it. You don’t even want to be cured, do you?”

	Of course I did not want to be cured, whatever the hell that meant, it sounded awful. I stammered. “No, no, I do, I . . .”

	“What? If you really wanted to why did you say you were faking it.”

	“I didn’t.”

	“You deny telling some of our new campers yesterday that you were faking your way through these group sessions.”

	It was at that point that I recalled the conversation with Damon and Tyrone. My mind reeled, wondering how I had gotten here and what I could do. In that moment I made the decision to double down.

	“No. No, I never told anybody that.”

	“That’s a lie. We know you admitted to faking your confessions. You’re happy living a life of sin and depravity aren’t you? You’d happily go back to that wouldn’t you? Go back to denying God and destroying our country, you nigger-loving faggot!”

	That last part made me think they must truly have known what I had told the brothers. I wondered if they were the ones that rolled on me. It just as easily could have been someone else in the open barracks listening in, or for that matter it could have been some listening device hidden somewhere that a councillor had been monitoring.

	“No, I don’t . . .”

	“You liar!” As he raised his arm I instinctively cringed. The first blow from his baton connected with my shoulder. “You lying faggot. You’re just another evolutionist. Another global warming fanatic, aren’t you? Worshiping false science instead of God.”

	This one cut, and I’m sure he knew it. I had spent a good amount of time with Dr. Mosley talking about just such things. It had been almost exciting at the time, since strictly speaking teaching evolution was outlawed in Florida schools. Dr. Mosley and I had made a point of going over it, of looking at the arguments that tried to discredit evolution and how thin and pathetic they were.

	Now I was the one that was thin and pathetic. “Of course not,” I said, trying as hard as I could to sound convincing. “I know God created us in six days. I . . . I reject all that evolution . . . stuff.”

	“Liar!” He was right up in my face.

	“No, no, I reject it. I don’t want to be a gay atheist or a thief or a witch anymore!” Of course I never was gay or a thief or a witch, but at various times I had admitted to all these sins under the threat of the councillors and their clubs.

	“You’re an evolutionist liberal trying to destroy people of faith to substitute your own sick, perverted fantasies. God will have no mercy on your kind and neither will we!”

	Then the blows started in earnest. They pounded on my back and arms and sides until I lost sense of where any of it was coming from. Without quiet knowing when it happened I realized I was on the floor, curled up in a fetal position, arms cradling my head in some pathetic effort to protect myself. There was more shouting, directed at me, perhaps at others as well, different voices. Someone started kicking me. More shouting. The world spun into some bizarre place where everything was out of focus and passed through a red filter. I felt like I was on fire.

	It stopped as quickly as it started. I was still laying there, balled up, a throbbing sensation coming from all over my body. It took me a few moments to realize the actual blows had stopped. Still, I did not dare look up, fearing someone was waiting for me to expose my face so they could get in a really good punch.

	“Trey, stand up,” said the councillor. I heard him clearly, but made no effort to move. “Stand up you evolutionist faggot!” Something wacked me near the base of my neck.

	Slowly I managed to uncurl myself. There was a chair nearby, perhaps the one I had been sitting in. I grabbed hold of it, steadying myself and managing to rise back to my feat.

	I looked about. At the bottom of my field of vision I could see a blurry thing that I realized was my cheek. Despite my efforts I must have taken a hit to the face on that side that was now swelling. As my vision shifted and came into focus I saw Councillor Davey standing in front of me.

	“Since group sessions apparently aren’t sufficient for you,” he said, “you’ll be starting individual sessions as soon as they can be arranged. Go ahead and take your seat.”

	I slumped into the empty seat, my head swimming, unable to focus or listen to what happened the rest of that session. My dad, still in the same group sessions as me, placed a hand on my shoulder, and I offered a wane smile in return.

	I had no idea what to expect from these individual sessions. Others had been assigned to them, notably Terrence, the proud gay men who was now a shuffling skeleton that sat in the back during group and fidgeted with a loose thread on his sweater. He, nor any of the others who went, would talk about them at all, which made them seem all the more ominous. 

	At least once a week, in the evening during our library study time, people would be called out to these individual sessions. Usually none of us saw them again until late that night or the next day, when they would return, or be returned, to their bunk in the barracks. I thought about approaching Terrence and asking what was in store for me, but I knew he wouldn’t answer. Nobody would, given the example just made of me after I offered some newbies advice on what was to come.

	For the next couple days I wondered who it was that had informed on me. Later that night, as I stood in the bathroom looking at the welt on my face and the bruises across my arm and back, Damon and Tyrone came in to console me.

	“We heard what happened. You stuck your neck out to help us and got . . .”

	“We owe you.”

	I shook my head. “It’s alright guys.”

	“You gonna be okay?”

	“I think. I hope so.”

	I did not think it was them, but that left open a lot of other possibilities. Soon enough I would decide it did not much matter, and it would be forgotten among my other concerns. All the same, I never again tried giving advice to a newbie at the camp.

	It was about a week after the severe beating that a set of guards and a councillor I did not recognize entered the library and called my name. I walked off with them, out of the camp’s central building and across to the medical center. The first thing they did was take me to a doctor, who had me undress and gave me a full physical exam. I knew this could not be the extent of things, so all it did was serve to build the tension that much further.

	Then I was escorted to an elevator and down to a basement level. Down a concrete hall with bare light bulbs we came to a big, ominous metal door. They led me into a dark room with what looked like a dentist chair in the center. Closer inspection, which I got as they brought me up to the chair, revealed a whole lot of inexplicable mechanisms and devices mounted around it, all of it looking unsettling. I was so nervous one of my legs was shaking in a way that I could not make stop.

	They put me in the chair and strapped me down. Heavy leather cuffs fitted around my forearms, my upper arms, my upper and lower legs, and my torso. There was also some metal fitting that they tightened like a vise around my neck and the sides of my head. Soon enough the only parts of me I could move were my fingers, toes, and eyes.

	The people, I don’t know if they were guards or councillors or something else, who were operating this room all worked with quiet efficiency. Once they had me secured in place they strapped a pair of suction cup things to my temples. As they did I felt the tingling sensation of electricity. Then, through my now constrained peripheral vision, I saw them wheel up an IV stand next to me. One of the operators inserted a needle into my right forearm, then with practiced ease got this hooked into the feed bag.

	Somewhere behind me a light came on, and in front of me the wall was lit up, revealing it to be a blank white surface. The operators continued to work, attaching smaller cuffs or pads around my arms and chest and neck. I hoped these things were biometric sensors but feared they might be electrodes or drug injectors or something else unimaginably horrible.

	The unease I was feeling in my gut began to subside. This felt weird, because I still felt scared out of my mind. A moment later I realized that the anxious, upset stomach feeling I had was being replaced by nausea. I swallowed hard, wondering if I was about to throw up on myself. Constrained as I was I could imagine it would be easy to choke on my own vomit.

	Then the video began. It was projected on the screen in front of me, and a moment later the sound came on. For a moment I was too disoriented to comprehend what I was watching, only that I had no choice but to watch, my head stuck forward as it was. As it continued I realized it was a political speech. In fact it was from the last presidential election a few years ago. It was the Democratic candidate, a black woman, accepting her party’s nomination at their convention. As she went on I began to feel a burning sensation in my arm where the needle was inserted, and my nausea increased.

	It was then that I realized what was going on. This was some kind of conditioning experiment. They were going to show me videos of whatever they disapproved of and pump me full of drugs that made me sick. It was something straight out of a science fiction story. All my anxiety was replaced by incredulousness. Did they honestly think this would work?

	The speech, like so many political speeches, would go on for a while. The nausea I was experiencing came in mounting waves. Each time I managed to swallow and gag and stop from throwing up the sickening sensation ascended to a new level. In truth I was barely paying attention to the video at all, such was my discomfort. I could not have repeated back more than a sentence from the booming audio.

	The thought occurred to me then: what if this did work? What if they really could brainwash people this way. It was, I thought, the most horrid form of death imaginable, to remain living but have one’s personality warped into something unrecognizable. Such a fate was something I wanted to avoid worse than anything, even the debilitating sickness I felt.

	I closed my eyes, resolving to resist whatever they were trying, even if it turned out to be stupid and ineffective. Closing my eyes though brought the electrodes on my temples to life. I don’t know how they could tell, but when I clenched my eyes shut they administered an electric shock. It was continuous and painful, and after a couple seconds I was forced to open my eyes again. I tried closing them lightly rather then clenching them shut, but got the same result.

	There was nothing I could do but sit there and watch this video and feel awful. I was still not paying attention to it, nor could I have if I wanted to, given how terrible I felt. It might have been working on some subconscious level though, I thought, and so I did my best to ignore it, to think of other things. I thought of Councillor Davey, and his cronies, and the guards who had led me in here, tried to picture their faces and think about all the weird catchphrases they used, their talk of ‘moral inventories’ and ‘false images’ to refer to movies or video games or books or anything I might have enjoyed outside this awful camp. I imagined them hovering just out of my vision, administering these horrid drugs, and I imagined punching them in the face as my only means of relief.

	I resolved to just let myself puke, then found I could not actually do so. I could not tell if that was because my stomach was not very full, or because of the position I was in, unable to bend over, or perhaps because the drugs just created a certain sensation without actually doing anything to my digestive system.

	After some eternity the feeling began to abate. Then it was gone, disappeared in far less time than seemed possible. I drew a deep breath as I realized the video was done, replaced again by the brightly lit blank wall.

	Another video started. The instant it did I tensed up, bracing myself for another wave of pain. The picture came into focus and the audio boomed to life. I recognized this video. It was one of the motivational speakers who had come to speak with us a week or two before. This was in fact a film made of that actual speech, complete with the raw audio recording made from the back of the crowded auditorium.

	As the speaker finished introducing himself and started into his pitch about how only through the removal of sin and material concern could we become tools for God’s divine plan, I started to develop a warm sensation in my stomach. It spread quickly up my spine and to my extremities. It felt like a pleasant tingling in my skin.

	I breathed another deep breath. Had I been able to I would have leaned back and gone to sleep with this warm sensation spreading through me. I smiled and closed my eyes, and right away was jolted by an electric shock to the head that snapped my eyes back open.

	I realized in that moment that I was being subjected to a mirror version of the previous treatment. Some new, pleasant drug was being pumped in to me to correspond with this video about becoming empty vessels to be filled with the Holy spirit. Resisting this seemed even harder. I concentrated on other things, like the pain I still felt in my head from the electrical shock. It still seemed ridiculous that any of this could really work, that they could really change people’s opinion or personalities this way. But at that moment I was becoming frightened that it just might be possible.

	The world around me began to distort in weird ways, as if I was being moved, or the room was moving around me. Some part of me contemplated that this drug might be some form of intoxicant. I continued to try to think of other things but found it impossible to sustain any kind of train of thought.

	In an amount of time that seemed far shorter than when I had originally sat listening to this motivational speaker the video ended. Another one started, this one a science video talking about evolution. The nausea began to grow in my stomach again.

	The cycles continued like this, for at least a dozen different videos. For some stretches I may have lost consciousness, or at the very least lost any sense of time. The painful-drug videos seemed to last far longer than the pleasant ones, but I could not tell if this was calculated cruelty or just a result of my own warped sense of things. I longed for the painful ones to end and the pleasant ones to come back, then stopped myself when I realized this was what they wanted me to think. I concentrated on the whole experience just being over, and returning to my bed in the barracks, on being anywhere but here. Everything shifted and blurred together into one long, raw sensation.

	I was semi-conscious when they removed me from the chair. I was hauled between two guards back across the camp. I might have blacked out for portion of the trip, or I might have walked the whole way with minimal help, I can not be sure.

	At some point I realized I was back in my bunk, laying awake in the middle of the night. I took a long moment to collect myself and examine my mind. I found I did not agree any more with the councillors than I had that morning, at least as far as I could tell. If anything my ‘individual session’ had left me disliking them all the more, with memories of things I specifically wanted to like or dislike if for no other reason than that they had given me drugs to get the opposite reaction out of me.

	Once more I felt confounded that anybody could think a technique like this would work. Experiencing pain was far different than just the memory of pain. In the detached world of memory I could clearly tell that it was not the videos they had shown, or the ideas they had expressed, that had caused me pain. It was the assholes running this camp.

	As I lay there that night I kept thinking about the end game of all this. It was obvious what they thought should happen to people who could not be cured. When did they give up? Some people had been in this camp, or others like it, for a decade. When the people running this camp finally decided we could not be cured of beliefs through beatings and hackneyed science fiction techniques, then what would become of us?
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	At Camp Paradise the days were long but the weeks were short. Between morning exercise, work details, meals held in almost total silence, group sessions, study time, assemblies, and general waiting around for each of these to start, it seemed like an interminable landscape lay between each morning wake up horn and the chance to lay down again for sleep. This last was the moment I most looked forward to in the day. I had no privacy outside the six inches between my ears, and few opportunities to retreat to that space save for sleep.

	Despite each day being a slog, or maybe because of it, I could not keep track of them. Each one slurred into the next seamlessly, my short and dreamless sleep serving as an almost imperceptible blip in an unending stream of pointless activity. Somewhere between the morning run and afternoon group session several days would pass, and by the time I got out of Wednesday evening prayer those days had become weeks.

	The individual sessions continued, but not with the regularity I expected. Given the nature of the program I would have thought they would need regular, frequent repetition. Instead it would be a week before I was called out of library study again.

	Having become attuned to this I noticed when others were called out as well, and realized that everyone who had been marked for individual sessions rarely got them more than once a week. They were also quite random and haphazard about selecting people. I could not tell if this was by design or through the general incompetence I began to feel was running this place.

	Sometime in the height of that hot summer a new group arrived composed entirely of women. A barracks on our side of the camp was cleared for them, resulting in a bunch of new people moving into my own hall. It was still nowhere near enough to fill all the beds, but the bathroom always felt a little more crowded at any time of day.

	“I talked to some of the noobs,” Damon told me. At one time in my life a comment like this, about talking to a bunch of girls, would have elicited a different inflection in his voice, and those listening would have smirked and nodded and said something like ‘ahhh yeah.’ But it was the end of another long day, waiting in line before being let into the cafeteria for dinner, and we were all exhausted, mentally and physically. Instead Tyrone and I both acknowledged him with blank looks. “Before this they were at some all-women prison.”

	“Why they move them here?” his brother asked.

	A shrug. “They didn’t know. Some of ‘em thought it was ‘cause they can’t afford to keep so many prisons open.”

	Up until that moment I had not considered the cost of running this camp. The lack of signs notwithstanding we all knew it was being run by the GSA, and from our perspective their budget might as well have been infinite. But of course it wasn’t, and of course there were limits on how much they could do.

	As far as I could tell the individual session conditioning chair was the only one in camp. The chair itself seemed expensive, but maybe even more so were the drugs. If they were of the new class of psychotropic drugs I had read about with Dr. Mosley, and which were often the focus of the more excessive conspiracy theories on the xnet, then they were both very effective and very expensive. I could attest to their effectiveness, at least in producing intense sensations. But that implied it was expensive to run that chair, and if the camp only had one, that meant they could only run one individual session at a time.

	When this clicked into place I think I smiled for the first time in weeks. With that realization I found, to my surprise and relief, that I no longer feared that chair. Although I felt like it had been ineffective I had always worried that it might be. I suppressed that fear to avoid facing the horrid possibility that one day I would wake up and agree with these fuckers and start enthusiastically kicking and insulting those whose confessions seemed insincere, right along with my jailers. I knew now that would not happen. Perhaps, with a more concerted, focused, well-managed effort, the program that chair entailed could work. But it was not going to work here. It was being run by idiots.

	“Did they say anything else?” Tyrone asked, and I realized the brothers were still talking about the camp newcomers.

	“They say there’s been more inflation, which is making a lot of people head west to join the Resistance.”

	“How they know that?”

	Damon shrugged. “That’s just what they said.”

	“Were they getting news at their old prison?” I asked, intrigued by the thought.

	Again he could only shrug. “I’m just tellin’ ya what they said.”

	It was not the first time we had received some tidbit of news about ‘the Resistance.’ When I was first reading about them on the xnet there had been a lot of crazy rumors and conspiracy theories, and a lot of recriminations against them, blaming them for the losing war effort. Ostensibly they had been the reason we had been moved from the old special economic zone in Florida, which I think made some people blame them for our predicament. Now more than ever I was intrigued by the concept. I found myself wishing the Resistance was as powerful as its detractors online had first claimed. Because if that were true it would mean there was somebody out there fighting all this. It would mean there was an end game to this nightmare that did not involve becoming a burned corpse or a mindless, conforming tool of God’s will.

	 

	With the new arrivals there were more changes in the works. Around that same time the work crew my dad was on finished up one of the buildings they were constructing. It looked like it had originally been intended as a warehouse or storage center, but like many of the warehouses in our old economic zone it was being repurposed as a sort of factory.

	Most of the teenagers in the camp, including myself, got assigned to this new building, which was labeled a nutrient processing center. Why the fancy technical name I could not fathom, but the work was straightforward enough. Instead of work details we would now spend each morning, after the morning run, husking corn.

	Up until then I had not even realized that there was a large series of corn fields just beyond the eastern fence of this camp. I found that out talking to some of the other kids who claimed they had spent time out there, manually picking the corn. I heard from others that they had been reassigned from work details in the camp to go out and plant a fresh crop.

	I wondered why this wasn’t being done by machine. If there had been more hyperinflation, I reasoned, that might have driven the price of gas so high that having us harvest the corn was more economical. Though it seemed to me, no matter how high the price got, that having people harvest the corn, people that had to be fed, would always use more energy and so be more expensive. I was far from certain about that though, and thus far from certain about whether or not this was more busy work or an actual task they needed done.

	The converted warehouse had no air conditioning, nor even fans moving the air. The heat was stifling, even for someone who grew up in south Florida. Nevertheless life seemed better with this change. There were no more afternoon group sessions. These were now limited to twice a week, and they no longer came to take me to individual sessions. Instead I spent ten hours each day, sweating and peeling husks off corn cobs, sitting on a stool in between a large pile of still husked corn and a large pile of the husked ones, in a line of stools with others all doing the same thing. The monotony gave me time to think, if I wanted, or let me just zone out.

	The place I sat, which was assigned and the same every day, was between a tall, pretty girl who had come in from the all-women prison recently and a lanky Hispanic boy a year behind me at my old high school. We could sit facing any which way, the piles were on giant tables within easy reach. People carried on conversations up and down the line of stools. I tried to talk to the girl next to me, not just because she was pretty, in a tall and plain sort of way, but because I was curious for news.

	“Did you guys get news where you used to be?” I asked. “I mean, your previous prison.”

	She looked at me as if uncertain I was speaking to her. Then she quickly turned away and shook her head.

	“Not at all?”

	More head shaking, this time quicker. “Okay. My name is Trey.”

	She turned again with a confused stare at my outstretched hand. Then she shook her head and turned on her stool to face away.

	“She doesn’t talk,” the guy on the other side of her said. He was a towering black kid with a gentle voice.

	“Like, at all?”

	“Nope. Not that I’ve heard.”

	“Do you know her name?”

	“Nah, man.”

	“If she deaf?”

	“Doesn’t act like it.”

	“So, um,” I leaned over, hesitant as I reached out to her. I touched her on the shoulder and she jumped a little as she turned back to me. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you can’t talk. I’m . . . I’m sorry. I’ll leave you alone.”

	She flashed a brief smile as we both turned back to the mindless job we were working.

	“My name’s Ben, by the way,” the big black kid declared. “Good to meet you Trey.”

	“Likewise. I don’t suppose you have any news.”

	“Nah man, I’m same as you, locked in here, don’t hear nothin’.”

	“Don’t matter much anyway,” the Hispanic kid on my other side said. “There’s no news worth hearing.”

	“Have you heard anything?” I asked.

	“About what?”

	“About anything. Anything going on outside here.”

	“Ah, man, don’t listen to that man, it’s all rumors.”

	“I’d settle for rumors at this point.”

	“Nah man,” he grinned widely, “don’t get your hopes up. Nobody comin’ to save us.”

	“I didn’t think so,” I said, “which is why I wondered what was really happening.”

	“Ain’t no terrorist freedom fighters gonna break us out of here.”

	“Yeah, I heard that one too and didn’t believe it either. But something must be going on, they keep bringing more people here.”

	“Was you a terrorist before they brought you here?”

	“No,” I smiled, “but there was all sorts of news about a possible terrorist attack. I don’t know, I thought maybe something like that had happened and they were arresting a bunch more people to scapegoat them or something.”

	“Whatever man.”

	It was a testament to what this place did that I considered my current circumstances an improvement. In high school I had hated most of my classmates, avoided talking to them and looked forward to leaving them all behind. Here I liked the group that sat around me in that food processing factory. It was a lot better than the mostly older people in the barracks or at evening group session. They always seemed so tired and defeated, like they were zombies marching through life without purpose.

	Unfortunately, I feared, my dad was becoming one of those shambling corpses that did little but sap morale. I still only ever saw him in line for meals, or at our now less frequent evening group sessions with Councilor Davey. Being with my dad there was painful. For all that we had been through already he just could not seem to get down the art of faking the opinions these people wanted.

	Whenever they put my dad in the ‘Lie Chair’ he would always sound flat or sarcastic as he told them he hated liberals and atheists and didn’t want to be like them anymore and wanted to be a tool for God’s will. Neither he, those of us watching, or the councillors believed him. Davey would scream at him that he was a liar, that he didn’t want to be cured. The more my dad professed otherwise the more old and pathetic he seemed, and inevitably they would start beating him. As they did I felt nothing but frustration with him. How could he not have learned to believable fake it after so many sessions, so many beatings?

	Immediately I also felt bad at myself for thinking this. I was blaming the victim, pure and simple, yet I could not help feeling this way. I worried that, despite myself, that was the kind of person I was becoming while being here. I wondered if such thinking, such feeling, was what it meant to become a tool of God’s will, devoid of everything except for love of an abstract concept and revulsion at the failings of fellow humans to live up to that ideal.

	 

	A week later, on a Sunday, we were roused from bed early. Getting up before dawn was normally reserved for every other day of the week, with Sunday allowing for a little extra rest. Today there was no big horn waking us up. It was Councillor Toby, who blasted some little air horn as he walked down the central aisle of our barracks.

	“Everyone in my group get up. Rise and shine.”

	Without any rush I pulled myself out of bed. Nobody else around me seemed in a hurry so I figured I was safe from individual attention for falling behind. As I came to stand at the end of my bunk I realized Toby was alone. There were no other councillors around helping him out.

	“Get up, everyone dressed. It’s time for work.”

	There were some moans or protestation further down the aisle. “But it’s Sunday.”

	“I volunteered us for some extra duty. This group’s been getting lazy since we stopped our afternoon sessions. Everyone needs to stay motivated. It’s hard work, and a life long commitment, to be an ex-liberal, and you’re not going to get there being slothful. Everyone up. Get dressed.”

	By this point I had a pair of work clothes and a pair of nicer ones. They were the same clothes, actually, khakis and polo shirt that had to be tightly tucked in. It was just one set had seen the rough labors of work details and was stained with dirt and sweat, while the other I wore to group sessions and the library and so was stained with blood.

	Before coming here I would have been embarrassed about changing in front of so many other people. With the communal shower though there was no choice, and this place gave me bigger concerns. I changed right there in the aisle. As each of us got ready we stood in the places the councillors had always insisted, at the end of our bunks and just to the side, as if we were a military formation. Except none of us stood up straight with eyes ahead like soldiers. We slouched or leaned against the bed posts with hands in our pockets like beaten animals, some of us with drooping heads as they tried to get in a last little bit of sleep.

	“Come on you lazy faggots. Let’s get moving.”

	As usual we filed out of there in a rough, lazy line. Had I been more awake I would have pondered more what this was all about, working on a Sunday with only Toby supervising.

	At the converted warehouse the pile of un-husked corn we had gotten in earlier that week was almost gone, and the pile of husked corn was all gone, since we had spent all yesterday shucking them in a series of hand turned threshers that spit out a steady stream of seeds into a giant container. Since it would be the middle of the next week before more raw corn arrived we did not have a lot left to do, making this whole exercise seem even more pointless.

	“Alright, get to work you sloths,” the councillor said as we took up positions on our stools next to the remaining corn. “We need this done before service.”

	Already present were the female workers from our neighboring barrack hall and their lead councillor. It seemed their councillor had also volunteered them for extra work, which meant we would be done all the sooner and compounding the futility I felt in being here.

	Half awake as I was it was easy to slip into some trance like state, husking corn without seeing or thinking anything. The quiet around me, when I noticed, just confirmed that everyone else was in a similar state.

	There were no clocks in this place, so I had no idea how much time had passed. At some point I looked up and realized that neither Toby nor the female councillor was around.

	“Hey, um,” I said. “Where is everybody?”

	The girl who sat next to me looked around but as always said nothing. On my other side the Hispanic kid, whose name was Miguel, just said, “what?”

	“Where are the councillors?”

	This got him looking up and around. After a moment he slowly put down the ear of corn he held and stood up from his seat. I had stopped working as well, and watched as he did a slow spin, taking in the whole room. Without giant piles of corn to either side of us it was not hard to see the entire space.

	“I don’t know,” he said.

	Others around us had been listening and now started to look around as well. I stood up myself and confirmed what everyone else saw, that there were no councillors present.

	We had never been left unsupervised in the factory before. There were no obvious security cameras around, but I wondered if they had some hidden cameras somewhere. It seemed plausible, but regardless they had always left councillors out on the floor, walking around to make sure nobody was slacking off.

	“Should we do something?” Ben, sitting two seats down from me, asked.

	“I dunno.”

	“Trey, why don’t you go look for them?”

	“Me?”

	“You’re the one that said something.”

	“Okay.”

	In retrospect this seemed like an awful idea, but at the moment I was groggy and could not imagine I was doing anything wrong. I got up and walked down the line of people, all of whom had stopped working and were now staring at me. The line ended near one of the exits that opened onto the outside. Going that way seemed like it would get me in trouble, regardless of my intentions, so instead I turned and headed toward the office area at the far end of the warehouse floor.

	I had never been into this part of the building, but there was a window there looking in on a desk cluttered with papers and a bulky desktop computer. The door was closed but unlocked. I poked my head in to find there was nobody inside.

	Looking in I could see the office was bigger than it appeared through the partly closed blinds in the window, and there were several doorways opening off it. I crept in, peering around to see if anybody was home. As I entered I heard a strange thumping sound coming from somewhere further back. Without thinking about it I headed toward the sound.

	This led me to an open doorway at the back of the office. Beyond the doorway was a dark room. I walked right up and stood in the doorway.

	As it turned out this was the main security room. A bank of monitors showed feeds from security cameras positioned around the warehouse. I could see my friends on the screen, sitting on the line of stools, working without alacrity or not working at all. This was not, however, what I first noticed.

	There were two people in this room: the female councillor and Councillor Toby, though it took me a moment to realize this, because the first sight I got of him was his bare ass. The girl councillor was propped up on a table next to the monitors, arms wrapped around Toby, legs spread wide. Toby was partly standing, partly on top of her, his shirt on but looking far more haphazard than usual since it was not tucked in, which it could not be since his pants were around his ankles.

	For a moment I just stood there, taking in this scene, a little dumbfounded. That they were having sex was both obvious and inconceivable. Then everything fell into place, and I realized how they must have conspired to both volunteer for this Sunday morning duty, or maybe even invented the concept themselves, then drug all of us out of bed and down here, all for the sole purpose of this clandestine rendevous. All their self-righteous piousness seemed so much more hollow, so much more rank with hypocrisy in a way I had not appreciated before. It all seemed funny.

	I could not help myself, once my mind fully registered what I was seeing. I laughed out loud, a short, sharp chuckle.

	The girl opened her eyes. She saw me, and screamed. In the same moment Toby reacted, spinning around, his penis springing in the breeze. Seeing it made me laugh again.

	“What . . .” Toby started to yell but tripped on his pants, falling but then catching himself on the table. I kept laughing upon seeing this bit of low comedy. I was so struck by the humor of the situation that I did not even react as Toby hiked up his pants and rushed across the room at me.

	All of a sudden I was not laughing as I was being bull-rushed out of the doorway. Toby had one hand on my neck and the other braced across my chest. He drove me backwards, causing me to crash into the desk in the main office.

	“If you say anything about this . . .” he said, but I cut him off. I had not even had a chance to comprehend all the implications of this before he tackled me.

	“Fuck, come on man,” I said as I reached up with my arms. To my surprise I found he was not completely overpowering me. I managed to push his arm away from my neck, then in the same motion planted my hands on his chest and shoved him backward.

	For a moment we just stared at each other, both of us in shock. Then his face hardened. He stepped forward with a swing I was unprepared for, clobbering me across the face. The world spun, and then I felt myself being pushed. I stumbled to the floor.

	“Striking a councillor is a corporal offense,” Toby said as he stood over me. “You are gonna regret this.”

	I would have been happy then to just go back to sleep. I felt way too groggy and tired for all this nonsense. I was aware of things happening around me, of the girl coming out of the security room with her clothes back in place. I rolled over and started to stand again, but Toby came over and kicked me right in the forehead. The blow slammed the back of my head against the floor, and then I lay there, even less aware of the world.

	The next thing I knew I was being hauled to my feet by armed guards. Two large men in military camouflage uniforms propped me up and handcuffed me. Then they marched me out of there, through the factory, passed all the other teenage prisoners, my friends, watching, out into the bright morning sun.

	I was taken to the south side of the camp. At first I thought they were taking me back to the medical center, back to the individual session drug torture chair. Instead we went to the building next to it. At three stories it was one of the taller buildings in the camp. Although it took me a moment to realize I recalled this was the camp holding cells, a prison within a prison. I had never known anybody who had been in here. Inside they took me down a long white corridor lined with heavy cell doors. Toward the end of the hall the guards uncuffed me, unlocked a door, and shoved me through.

	I got a brief moment to take in the contents of this cell. There was a cot on one side and a toilet in one corner, with a sink built in above that. There was nothing else in here, not even a light. I saw everything only by the light spilling in from the hallway. Then the door closed behind me, and everything was cast into darkness.

	 

	I spent the next eternity in the absolute pitch dark of that cell. At first I found my way to the cot and laid down, I think falling asleep again. When I awoke and found it was still pitch black I realized that in here it would be difficult to tell if I was asleep or not. There was not even a bit of light creeping in around the door, which seemed to be sealed off from just such a thing. They had meant to cast me into total darkness, meant for this cell to be like this.

	We had not had breakfast that morning, and I would not get a meal that day. I drank from the sink and pissed toward where I thought the toilet was. And I sat. Or paced. At some point I realized just how quiet it was in this cell as well. If I did not actively make noise in some way I could not hear anything else, no other minor sounds coming from other parts of the building. The silence had a piercing quality to it, like a constant high pitched tone.

	At some point, sitting there in the darkness long enough, I think I began to hallucinate. In total darkness it was impossible to say where a daydream ended and a hallucination began. I imagined, or saw, myself running through the forest, chased by councillors with their tight tucked polo shirts but carrying high-powered rifles. I saw my mom, screaming as she was burned down to ash. I saw my broken father sitting in the individual session chair, gibbering and agreeing with whatever images were put before him.

	For a moment I thought I was developing clairvoyance, that these were actual things I was seeing. I legitimately entertained the thought that I was developing the ability to see the future and the past and far away places. I caught myself and tried to shake the feeling, recalling my conversations with Dr. Mosley, talking about the weird, irrational beliefs some people accept. I wondered if everyone who believed something irrational did so because they had hallucinated it at some point in the dark.

	But then, right away or maybe a great time later, I again began to think I was seeing the future. Maybe, I thought, this was the future. There seemed no reason to expect anything different. The people out there, the councillors and guards who were running this camp, they were in charge of the country. My parents had been so happy the previous fall when the Democrats had retaken control of congress, yet this camp still existed, I was still here. Trolls still ruled the internet, the war in Asia still threatened nuclear annihilation, states still outlawed homosexuality and teaching evolution, and state-sponsored torturers still kidnaped people like my family.

	I imagined, there in the darkness, all of this darkness extending, beyond my cell and this camp to the rest of America and the whole world. I realized I was seeing the future. Total darkness. I was not going to go to college. There was no college I could go to, none that was not answerable to the torturers or located in an active war zone. I would not study physics like Dr. Mosley, I would not work on fusion research, I would not save the world and end the energy crisis and usher in a glorious new era. Nor, for that matter, would anybody else. The country, the world, was run by people who rejected objective facts, preferring instead to shout their predetermined beliefs in the face of anybody who questioned them, preferring to silence those who brought up reality with beatings and torture and executions. There was nothing before me but darkness, nothing but war and poverty and atrocities, and nothing for me to do but watch as a passive observer, unable to even tell people what I had seen.

	When I emerged from that cell it was the same way I entered, handcuffed and escorted by stern National Guardsmen. At first I imagined it was just another fantasy. I was taken down the same white corridor and out into the same bright sunny morning. The fantasy persisted for far longer than usual, leaving me to conclude it must be real. Yet the sameness of everything made it seem like no time had passed. Time had been twisted and distorted in the darkness, so I could almost believe I had been in that cell for mere minutes. Yet the intense hunger in my stomach offered an incessant marker to the passage of time.

	“What day is it?” I asked, not expecting a response.

	“Tuesday,” one of the guards said.

	I had spent two days in the darkness. I could not believe my time in there was so short, or so long.

	The guards marched me down to the football field at the east end of camp. As my mind readjusted to processing sensory inputs I became aware of a crowd. There were people around me, all of them walking in the same direction. I looked at them, and kept catching them staring and quickly turning away, unwilling to meet my gaze. It occurred to me that I might be walking to my own execution. The only thought on the matter I could manage was perhaps requesting a last meal.

	The football field had bleachers along its long sides, and a large crowd was gathered in these. Others stood around on the track or the playing field itself. The guardsmen escorted me toward the southern goal post. The base of the goal post had cushioning wrapped around it, thick enough that my arms could just barely wrap around the thing. I found this out as the guards uncuffed me, then re-cuffed my hands such that I was stuck hugging the goal post, my face planted in the cushioning. If I shifted a little I could look around a little at the crowd.

	I stood like that, not bothering to look, leaning my head against the goal post and clenching my dark-adapted eyes against the morning sun.

	A voice came on a loud speaker. At first I could not quite understand that words. Then I caught my name. “. . . found guilty of assaulting a camp councillor. The punishment is twenty-five lashes, sentence to be carried out immediately.”

	‘Twenty-five lashes?’ I might have just thought this, I might have said it out loud, I could not quite tell. ‘What the fuck is that?’

	Suddenly there was a guardsmen behind me. He pulled my shirt up, untucking it from my pants, then with a long knife cut it open up the back. He pushed the tattered thing aside, leaving my back fully exposed.

	I tried to turn to look behind me, but could not get much of a view. Then I heard the warm-up crack of a whip.

	A whipping. This was a thing that was actually happening. I considered for a moment if I was still in the dark cell, experiencing a very vivid dream. Then the first blow landed.

	The experience was somewhere between a punch and an electric shock. Pain hit me right away, and I knew this was not a hallucination. Whipping was a thing they did here at Camp Paradise, I realized with some detached part of my mind still capable of rational thought. Given all their other medieval views it only seemed to make sense.

	The voice on the loud speaker was counting with each blow. I think some in the crowd, perhaps encouraged on by the councillors, were calling out the count as well, like a cheer as if an actual football game was being played. It was a nice gesture, I thought, since there was no way I could keep track myself.

	The pain was like a fire, like being burned, occasionally interrupted by the lightning stroke of another blow. As it continued the lightning became less and the fire more. It was a pain not so much in my back as all throughout me, as if I existed in a burning haze. At some point I became completely unaware of the blows landing, perhaps because I passed out. I remembered the number ‘six!’ being shouted by the crowd, and the number ‘eight!’ and the number ‘twenty-one!’

	The next thing I remembered was being hit with a cold wave. I realized someone had thrown cold water over me. It was the nicest gesture I had received in quite a while. National Guardsmen uncuffed me from the goalpost, and I promptly collapsed.

	My return to lucid thought was marked by a man, a doctor perhaps, applying some bandages to my back as I lay there on the field. When he was done someone started yelling at me to get up. I tried with all my might, only to collapse again. The person continued yelling. I struggled again without success.

	Then I was aware of somebody hoisting me up. My arms were over the shoulders of two large men. Belatedly I realized it was Damon and Tyrone. Supporting me like that they seemed so much bigger in that moment. They held me up and I managed to lift my head enough to see Councillor Toby standing in front of me.

	“I hope you’ve learned your lesson,” he said.

	I nodded without thinking, because it was the only thing to do.

	“I hope so. Remember, if you go through making more unfounded accusations . . .”

	I had not made any accusations, I thought, but my memory did seem pretty fuzzy. Nevertheless I felt certain I had told nobody what I saw him doing in the security room, had not even attempted such.

	I shook my head, automatically. This seemed to placate him.

	With the help of Damon and Tyrone I walked. I did not know where we were going but I felt too weak to ask. They were my friends though, and I knew that for sure when they carried me to the cafeteria, to breakfast. I ate one of the sweetest meals of my life that morning. The plain eggs and hash browns never seeming so succulent.

	Following breakfast everything fell back into its regular schedule, as if none of this had ever happened. Were I not in intense pain I would have started to wonder if it ever had.

	They marched us back over to the food processing warehouse. There was a new shipment of corn brought in from whatever nearby field was harvesting it. On days like this the boys were usually given the responsibility of unloading the trucks while the girls went to the line of stools and started husking. Sometimes some of the girls, to prove they weren’t weak or out of some sense of solidarity or for some other reason, helped with the heavy work of unloading. So today, as we came in, some of them saw me and came over.

	One of them, a girl named Julia who talked often with Tyrone, stepped forward. “Go work on the line,” she said to me. “I’ll take your place on the dock.”

	“Thank you,” I said, one of the first things I had said aloud in a while. I was surprised to find my voice so hoarse and weak.

	I went over and sat on my stool. Until the unloading got underway there was no giant pile of corn to be husked and so no work yet to be done. I sat there next to the silent girl, nobody else around us, feeling equally unable to talk.

	By now the pain had become localized to my back, but it was still raw. I slouched down, hung my head, and tried not to think about anything.

	Someone touched me. I looked up at the mute girl. She had gotten up from her stool to stand right next to me, then reached out in a very timid, hesitant gesture. I looked at her with a blank expression. For a moment I thought she would just go back to her seat. Then she reached out again, took one of my hands in hers, and leaned in.

	“It’ll be alright,” she said in a whisper. Her voice was a little deep but perfectly strong and normal. Before then I had assumed her muteness was a physical defect. Now I thought maybe it was some kind of post-traumatic stress or something. “I know how you feel. Trust me, it get’s better. Remember how you feel, remember your anger. You’ll need it one day. But right now just don’t let them beat you. Hang in there. It’ll get better, I promise.”

	I looked at her, feeling the haze from pain and isolation that had clouded my mind finally lifting. I watched her throat bob as she talked. I looked down at her hands holding mine, how hers seemed so large, engulfing my own. I listened to her voice, a little on the deep side.

	The realization hit my like the whip, except instead of blurring the world in sharpened it. I realized that must be why she never said anything. Hearing her voice, seeing her as she spoke, it had taken me an instant to put it all together. But what about the councillors, the people running this place, the people out front doing interviews? Did they not know? How could they not? And yet here she was. If they had known, if they had realized she was transgender, I felt certain they would have labeled her a man and put her in with the men and let her suffer there. They must not have known. She was hiding in plain sight.

	And now she was risking it all to give me this small bit of comfort. My realization made the moment all the more poignant. Whatever hope for the future I had given up when I was in isolation, I wanted to believe her now.

	“Thank you,” I said.

	She flashed a bright smile at me, so different than the wane smile I had gotten when I first tried to speak to her. “My name is Sarah.”

	“Trey. It’s good to meet you.”

	She smiled again and retreated to her seat. Again it made me want so very badly to believe her, to believe that it really did get better. I had heard that in high school and believed it then, believed when I graduated I would go on to something so much greater. Instead I went on to this place, and somewhere in the darkness I had seen the future. It did not get any better.

	 

	I never got the full story of everything that happened surrounding the whole illicit councillor sex incident. From Damon I learned that Toby and the female councillor had felt the need to concoct a rather elaborate story, I assume to cover with the other councillors. It involved me and another, ‘unidentified assailant’ assaulting and attempting to rape the female councillor, only to be interrupted by Toby. Since there was a supposed second assailant on the loose the whole camp was placed on lock down for two days. Individuals were brought in to form line ups, until at last the female councillor decided to finger a particular individual as her ‘attacker.’ This may have prompted whoever was in charge to decide to do something about me as well, or perhaps just made them remember I existed.

	The brothers of course wanted to know the real story, and I told it to them, uncensored. They knew as well as I that none of the other councillors would ever believe my story, or at least they would never act on it if they did. It did not matter either way, there were plenty of cruel men capable of replacing our barracks leader.

	I spent a grueling day working in the warehouse, the fiery pain in my back subsiding into a stinging soreness that made me wince at every move. At the end of the day, when it came time for dinner, we were marched first to the football field again. I saw that a little step ladder had been set up below the southern goal post. Instead of a whipping post it was to be used as a gallows. The noose hanging from the center of the crossbar looked eerie in the red light of the summer evening.

	Some of the prisoners were sitting in the bleachers again to watch this spectacle, but my group ended up out on the field, standing room only. The pain I was in felt somehow worse than it had been that morning, the ache overwhelming everything else. I suddenly became aware of some other people around me.

	“Trey,” my dad said. “Are you okay?”

	I looked at him. Obviously he had seen what had happened that morning. For a moment I was back home, being asked if everything was alright by a parent who could, and would, do something about it. Except back then I had never wanted them to do anything about it and would never have said anything was wrong. Now I was just in pain.

	“I’ll survive,” I told him.

	He looked about to hug me, then thought better of it. I smiled and held out a fist instead, and he bumped his fist against mine.

	Up at the gallows the accused was brought forward. They had a hood over his head at first, but as soon as he was up on the step ladder this was removed. I recognized him. It was Ben, the tall black kid who sat two down from me in the factory line.

	I took a few steps forward. For that brief space I thought I was going to do something, that I was going to speak out. It had not quite registered with me until that moment that I was here to see the execution of an innocent man, someone I knew first hand was innocent.

	I stopped. There was, of course, nothing I could do except maybe something foolish that would get me killed along with him, or maybe banished back to the oblivion cells. Instead I continued to make my way forward, to stand near the very front. As one of the councillors read out the charges and the sentence I caught Ben’s eye. We stared at each other for a moment. I could not read anything from his face, whether or not he was thinking about how this affair ended with the white kid getting whipped but the black kid getting hung, or maybe pleading for me to help him somehow. All he did was offer a smile, and I smiled back.

	Then they put the noose around his neck, tightened it, and kicked out the step ladder. Ben was a big kid, and the whole goal post rocked with his added weight. He twisted there for a moment, his legs twitching, his face turning purple.

	“This . . .” a man next to me said. Turning to him I saw he was an older black man, perhaps close to my father’s age, with grey trim around his short hair. “This is a lynching. How could this be happening?”

	The how seemed obvious to me, maybe because of what I had seen in the darkness. Up on the noose Ben stopped twitching and then just hung there, eyes bulging, purple tongue stuck out a little, twisting slowly around from the rope, and some part of me died or snapped or transformed into something else.

	I turned to the old man next to me. “Why not?” I asked.

	He seemed to come out of a daze and turned to meet my stare. “What?”

	I gestured to Ben and the goal post. “Why not?”

	“Why not?”

	“Why can’t this be happening? What should prevent it?”

	“It’s . . . it’s barbaric. Lynching is, it’s Jim Crow, it’s what people used to do, it . . .”

	“So what? People used to do it, and they still do it. The moral arc of the universe doesn’t bend toward justice. It doesn’t bend toward anything. There is no moral arc of the universe, the universe just is, all we have is the moral arc of people that bends in the wind. Today it bends toward this.” I gestured with contempt toward the gallows.

	“Oh . . .” he looked at me with something like pity. “Oh son. That’s a bleak thing to hear from someone so young.”

	“Yeah, well, that’s reality, obviously. Maybe you could afford to be optimistic when you were my age. You were born in the twentieth century. Everything was going to just keep getting better. Your future was so bright you had to wear sunglasses.” I looked away from Ben and the noose, out toward the clouds on the horizon, highlighted in red by the setting sun. “It never occurred to anyone that the reason their future looked so bright is because it’s on fire.”
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	Fall brought a new sense to Camp Paradise. All the leaves changing color and the cooler weather were not things I was accustomed to. Back home the end of summer meant the end of oppressive heat and a beginning of more pleasant days. Up until it started happening I had not put any thought into how cold this camp might get.

	Walking along through piles of fallen yellow leaves I kept thinking about where I might have been. I had only ever seen the colleges I applied for in online photos, but it was not too difficult to imagine the camp as one of those beautifully lit campuses, with bright plazas and storied buildings and steeped traditions. I realized I was going through a parody of the future I had imagined. This place had dorms like a college, just with a lot more monitoring. It had school uniforms. It had early days and classes, even if those classes taught nothing but lies.

	With the changing weather our schedule shifted again. New building construction was winding down, as was the work we were doing in the food processing warehouse. I would have thought the fall would have been the busy time for that, but instead my barracks group was reassigned to work details, cleaning and raking leaves, and put back in afternoon group sessions. Often at these there was a particular emphasis on how global climate change was a hoax. We spent several weeks on the subject, reading from several supposedly technical books we were assigned. I read the books fully myself, curious despite myself after having read some articles with Dr. Mosley that debunked these very books. I found any mention of technical details in these books was just a thin veneer for the main content, which consisted of outlining the professional and political shortcomings of certain researchers. One book they had us read went into great detail of refuting all the conclusion of climate research with bible passage that outlined how God would not let that sort of thing happen.

	All of this had me wondering if this was some kind of overcompensating reaction to something that had happened in the outside world. Perhaps actual climate change had led to some major crop failure or something and, had I access to real news, I would have been hearing a lot more about the subject. I did notice that the food we got had decreased in variety. Meat, in the form of spam or something similar, showed up about only every third day, and the rest of the time it was cornmeal or noodles, the vegetable soup no longer appearing at all.

	The camp uniform switched after Labor Day, from polo shirts tightly tucked into khaki pants, to polo shirts tightly tucked into khaki pants with a sweater layered on top. For most us, especially myself, this represented a big improvement, since the relatively clean sweater covered up my blood and dirt stained work shirt.

	Nevertheless an extra layer was not quite enough to keep me warm. The low level of heating in our barracks meant I spent most nights sleeping in all my clothes, as many layers as I could manage, and was still shivering. The main building, where all the group session class rooms were, was still heated. It was enough, despite the threat of violence, the intellectual abuse, the general hypocrisy of group sessions, that I preferred them over any work detail in some cold building.

	The other major change came in October, the day after the first snow fall. There had always been guards about, both soldier types with unlabeled uniforms and the more frequent armed councillors. Now we started to see armed Global Security agents. They were dressed like police officers, with blue jackets and bullet proof vests and big yellow ‘G-S-A’ letters emblazoned across the back. I saw them all around, individually or in pairs, moving around the camp as if with some urgent purpose, though I never saw them doing anything other than going somewhere.

	Around the barracks, among some of the older guys who had been here longer, I started to hear talk of something called ‘vetting.’

	I wanted to ask somebody what that meant, but I remembered my own experience, warning Damon and Tyrone and getting myself sent to individual sessions for my trouble. I did not think anybody would tell me even if I dared ask.

	A week went by in which nothing else changed, beyond continued sightings of the GSA officers and continued whispers, in the bathroom or in beds late at night that I could just barely overhear, talking about the next vetting.

	It was a Sunday night, as people were turning in just before lights out, that I got my first real hint of what was to come. My Muslim neighbor had just come from the bathroom, wrapped in an extra blanket he had procured somewhere. He sat down on the edge of his bed.

	“My friend,” he said at a whisper. “I must tell you, you are the last friend I have left.” All this time I had spoken with him, yet never learned his name. I felt awful in several different ways when he called me his last friend. “Tomorrow they will start vetting us. I am not going to make it. I want to ask something of you.”

	“Um,” I sat up and stared at him in surprise. “What?”

	“Will you say a prayer for me?”

	“A prayer?”

	“A prayer. Not to the Christian God that has locked us in this horrible place. To Allah. To the one true God.”

	“You want me to pray right now?”

	“No, no, not now. When I am gone. When they have taken me.”

	I stared at him for a moment, and forgetting the impropriety I asked, “what is this vetting I keep hearing about?”

	“It is what you went though when you first came here. They will be testing us. To see if we have been cured, if we make sufficient progress to becoming ex-liberals, true upright Christians. There will be tests and examinations. Those that do not pass go back, back over the hill to the camp entrance, to . . . to the in-processing facility.”

	My mind reeled with the implication of what he was saying. This was it, the end game I had dreaded and pushed out of my thoughts on so many nights.

	“I . . . why . . . I mean, why me? Why would Allah listen to me?”

	“He listens to everyone. He won’t answer your prayer. He hasn’t answered the prayers of anyone in this place.”

	“So why pray at all?”

	“Do you worry it will cause you harm?”

	“Well,” I lowered my voice a little more, “in this place . . .”

	“I see, yes. Do it silently. Allah hears all.”

	“But why . . .”

	“Does doing this violate your belief in some way?”

	I sighed. “Why do you think you won’t make it through?”

	“They know me. They will insist I renounce my faith, my true faith. I have done so before, to keep myself alive, but no more. I will not renounce, and they will kill me. Better I had done so in the beginning and died with the rest of my family, but Allah forgives all who come to him, no matter the hour.”

	“I . . . I understand.”

	“You will do this for me then?”

	“I . . . I will, but . . . I’m sorry. I’ve known you this whole time and I don’t even know your name.”

	“I never told you. You don’t need to, Allah will know whom you’re speaking of.”

	“Should I . . . should I say anything in particular?”

	He smiled for a brief moment. “I cannot tell you what to say. All I ask is that something be said.”

	 

	The next day a cold rain, shading into sleet, was coming down. As I got dressed I braced myself for an interminable run in freezing rain, far from our first that season. I had to give credit where it was due, the councillors kept us running out in weather like that, even though it meant they had to stay out in it themselves. It did not make me want to kill them any less.

	I soon found that the whole schedule that week was being thrown into chaos. We skipped the morning exercise and instead were taken to the big auditorium in the main building.

	The whole camp, as near as I could tell, was present, all crammed into the narrow seats. One of the head councillors got on stage. I had seen him before, at other assemblies, introducing motivational speakers. For all I knew he might have been the head of the camp, none of the higher-ups ever introduced themselves. He wore a suit and acted with authority.

	He led everyone in an opening prayer, in which he asked for God’s blessing on us in our journey to being cured of the insanity of liberalism, and he prayed for our troops fighting in East Asia and Russia and the Middle East and asked God to grant them victory, and he prayed for our economy, that it might recover and be made healthy again as well. This last one was new, and sounded ominous.

	After that he introduced a guest, a Dr. Karl Tucker. Another man in a suit came up on stage and took the microphone.

	“The tests you are to be given this weak are to measure your progress,” he said to us with a big smile. “That’s all. This is merely about measuring how far you’ve come and what areas you may still need to work on. Just be honest. There are no wrong answers.”

	I had thought the principle at my high school was a bit naive and clueless, at least when it came to teenagers. This guy was far beyond that. I had been beaten, physically assaulted for giving wrong answers. Did this guy really expect any of us to believe him?

	The assembly broke up and our group session councillors took us to our respective class rooms. The first day was one long battery of multiple choice questions. Most of them were about bible passages, finishing certain selections or naming key old testament figures.

	I sat in the back of the class, even though that left some empty seats in front of me. Damon and Tyrone and a few others joined me back there, which made me glad, to be joined in this small act of defiance. I ignored the dirty stares we got from the councillors as they passed out pencils and the official scan sheets for bubbling in multiple choice answers.

	A short ways into the test I heard a mumble nearby. I turned to see Damon, sitting next to me, shooting sidelong glances my way. I paused, looked up at the front of the room. The councillor monitoring us was sitting up there, reading some book of his own.

	“What’d’ya get for twenty-four?” Damon managed to ask in the lowest whisper possible. It took me a moment to realize he had said anything at all, and a few more to parse the sounds out into words.

	After that I paused again. I had never cheated on a test in high school. I had never needed to. I had never helped anybody else cheat either. I simply had never liked anybody that much, and perhaps nobody had known me well enough to think cheating off me might be a good idea.

	As I pondered this I was struck, once again, by the dizzying nature of the mirror universe I had entered. Literally nothing less than my friend’s life may be at stake here. Helping him cheat suddenly felt like a moral obligation.

	I lowered my left hand under my desk. The answer I had for twenty-four was ‘B’ so I flashed two fingers. Damon glanced away, then nodded and went back to the test.

	A few moments later he shifted in his seat. When I glanced over I saw him holding out fingers of his own underneath his desk. His off hand showed two fingers while gripping his pencil. The other hand he held lower and made like he was flexing it, but as he did so he splayed out five fingers, than two. He repeated this gesture a few times. I interpreted it to mean ‘twenty-seven.’ I had the easier job of flashing back the answer.

	We continued this throughout the day. I noticed at some points Damon leaning toward his right, away from me, and realized he was passing signals with his brother over there. If I knew them as well as I thought than Tyrone, the better study, was also feeding him answers. All along I became ever more terrified of being caught. A few times Damon flashed a number and I just shook my head. I had answers for those, but I wasn’t certain, and I worried they would notice if we both got the same wrong answer on the same questions.

	The test went on all day, without even a break for lunch. As I became hungry and tired I lost the ability to see the test as anything legitimate. This was a test of lies. As I got to questions about the actual age of the Earth and the origin of the Grand Canyon I wanted to start marking the true right answers, rather than the ones I knew they were looking for. I wanted to stand up and just start reading the answers to everyone, or even better to rush forward, smash the overseeing councilor’s face in with something, and read the answers from the test booklet he had up there. I wanted to lead an uprising, to tear down the entire farce of an institution that was this camp.

	Fantasies like this I rarely had opportunity to entertain, and this seemed like an inopportune moment. It occurred to me that maybe they were intentionally trying to wear us out with this test, to see what answers we would give when we became tired and worn down. I felt ever more certain that was the case as the testing ran through what would have been dinner time and the world outside grew dark.

	By this point I could say, definitively, that I had answered the same question more than once, that the test was repeating questions with just different phrasing. The questions themselves were also becoming more subjective. ‘What was the proper response to the existence of homosexuals?’ How the fuck was I suppose to respond to that? Was anger the right answer? Compassion for their condition? Acceptance that God had a plan for them? None of them above? All of the above? The none of the above came first, which meant that the ‘all of the above’ answer included the ‘none of the above’ answer. This was not the first weirdness like that I had caught on this test, and not for the first time at Camp Paradise I wondered if it was part of some mind game or just the result of all this being managed by idiots.

	Before that day I would never have thought how exhausting testing could be. The standardized tests colleges required as part of their application were nothing compared to this. Arriving at last for a late dinner I felt worse than I did after a day at the warehouse. All of us returned to the barracks, almost fell asleep during the obligatory shower, then fell asleep for real.

	The next day we skipped morning exercise again, and breakfast as well, as we once more were gathered in the big auditorium. The doctor we had met the day before, the one responsible for this test, was up on stage again, as were several others whom I gathered to be his assistants. There were almost two dozen of them, varying widely in age, men in light shaded suits, women in skirt suits with their hair pulled up tight. We were asked to listen for our names, then each assistant came forward with a electronic tablet and read out a single name. The people called were told to accompany that assistant out of the auditorium. After that we were told to wait.

	To me this bore an unsettling resemblance to being called out of study time for the so-called ‘individual sessions.’ I sat there, waiting and fidgeting. Looking around I saw there were councillors and guards standing around, but nothing else seemed to be happening.

	As always there were no clocks to be seen. My stomach made an audible growl. Damon looked over at me. “Yeah, me too,” he said.

	“Is something supposed to be happening?” Tyrone asked.

	I shook my head. I imagined those that had been led out being strapped into chairs and forced to watch videos while drugs were pumped into them. I had no idea how long they had kept me in that chair, even if I assumed what was happening now took a similar amount of time.

	After what turned out to be not long at all, yet felt interminable, a couple of the suited assistant people returned. They came up to the stage and called out names. A couple more people left with them. Even before they were out another of the assistants entered, getting up and calling another name.

	So the day continued like this. At irregular intervals we got individually called out of the auditorium. Nobody called out returned, and nobody dared ask why. I for one did not even dare ask it of myself.

	Eventually, as the morning wore on, people got restless enough to try moving around. The guards did not stop us. When this became apparent others did as well. Groups started gathering, in the aisles or right in front of the stage. The auditorium started almost at capacity, but the slow trickle of people being called out cleared up a little space.

	“We should go talk to the girls,” Tyrone said. Damon and I both gave him sidelong looks. Our time spent working in the warehouse had been the only real contact we had with the female population at the camp, and Tyrone in particular had made the most of the opportunity. As usual I had bigger things on my mind, then and now, and I think as the elder Damon did as well, feeling some responsibility to look after his younger brother in addition to himself. It had been apparent though, and now even more so, that Tyrone missed those warehouse days more than we did.

	“Where are they?” Damon asked.

	He knew right where they were sitting, that particular barracks group we had worked with, a dozen rows back from us. Many of them had gotten up and were congregating in the aisle that ran behind the last row of seats.

	We got up and headed over. After all I had been through I might have hoped not to feel socially awkward in such a situation, but I did. I wondered, if I survived all this, if one day I would be able to tell impressive stories. As soon as I thought that though I realized it was another empty hope for the future. If I survived this, I knew right then, I would never want to talk or think about it again.

	There was a set of girls that Damon and Tyrone had sat amongst on the line when we worked in the factory, including Julia, the one who had taken my place loading right after I had been whipped. I took the opportunity here, as an ice-breaker, to thank her again. It felt like the right thing to do. A few moments later though the little clique was gathered around the brothers, and I found myself leaning against the back wall next to Sarah.

	“How are you?” I asked her.

	She glanced at me, then shrugged.

	“Yeah. I think we’re gonna be waiting here for a while.” She nodded. “Do you mind if I talk at you?”

	This got her to smile, her real smile, so different from her forced one. We slumped down to sit in the aisle with our backs against the rear brick wall of the auditorium.

	For what must have been hours I held a long conversation that I tried my best not to make one-sided. I told her I had come up from Florida, told her how my family and everyone in our special economic zone had been lied to about where they were taking us, told her we had every reason to believe this move would be bad but went anyway, because everyone was so deathly afraid of becoming unemployed. I asked if she had been through something similar, and she shook her head. So I started guessing. I had heard one of the groups brought in since my arrival was from Michigan, and when I asked she confirmed she was part of this group. I asked if she had come with her family, which was not the case. I asked if she had been arrested herself, which was true. I wanted to ask what for, but that felt like prying too much. I expressed this thought and got a bright smile I was unsure how to interpret.

	“Would you go back home if you could get out of here?” I asked. She grimaced at this. “Do you have a home to go back too?” This got her to hold up a hand and shake it to indicate ‘sort of.’ “Hey, that’s better than I got.”

	Hanging out like that helped the time pass, if nothing else, but my stomach kept growling. Whenever it did she would point at me and laugh, her laugh strangely more high-pitched than her voice.

	Some time in what turned out to be the evening the doctor and his whole crew returned, along with a large clutch of suits and councillors. It was announced that they were concluding for the day. We would get dinner but would not be returning to our barracks that evening. Instead they gathered us back into our groups and marched us to the cafeteria. After we ate we went upstairs, to some of the classrooms which had been converted now into makeshift bedrooms. Desks were pushed aside and there were piles of blankets.

	I grabbed some blankets to lie out on the hard floor and some others to wrap myself in. As we soon found out the heat in this building was turned off during the night. It might have been off the whole time, but during the day in the crowded auditorium I had not noticed.

	My dad had been called out during the day, and so was not present, but Tyrone, Damon, and several others who had worked in the corn factory with me were. That night a bunch of us ended up as a series of burritos, wrapped up in blankets and then mashed against each other for extra warmth.

	“Hey Trey,” Tyrone, next to me, whispered after the lights were turned out.

	“Yeah?”

	“Why don’t you think they’re letting us go back to the barracks?”

	I paused, hesitant to answer.

	“Do you think everyone who’s been called out has gone back?” he asked.

	“Probably.”

	“Maybe they don’t want us to see what’s happened to everyone,” Damon, on the other side of his brother, said.

	“Why not though?”

	“I don’t know,” I said, “and I’m not sure I want to.”

	The next day we were all gathered back in the auditorium for more of the same. It was obvious that the crowd was thinner than the previous day. There was an initial announcement from a councillor about how well we were doing, than the doctor and his people called off a bunch of names.

	As soon as the first batch was gone everyone wasted no time picking up wherever they left off yesterday. We migrated to the back again, and once more I spent a day talking with Sarah. This time though, with fewer people around, we managed to get a little bit of space around us. She sat close to me, huddled up against my side, and at times would whisper the answers to my questions in my ear.

	“Why are you so worried about talking?” I asked, my own voice a whisper. “Do you really think anybody will notice?”

	“You did.”

	“I . . .”

	“Would you risk it if you didn’t have to?”

	“That is true enough,” I said aloud.

	“I didn’t plan this. I just avoided speaking for so long people started to think I was mute, and so I started pretending I was.”

	And nobody had picked up on this. I stared off into space and marveled. This place truly was being run by morons.

	I got to spend almost three full days like that, talking with a girl in a dark corner of a crowded auditorium to distract ourselves from how hungry we were. They only fed us once a day, each evening right before bedtime, and then only a thin meal. The nights just kept feeling colder, as did the days, perhaps because there were fewer people now in the auditorium.

	Sometime in the late afternoon of that Thursday my own name got called. I was lead upstairs, to one of the classrooms. In here I found they had cleared most of the seats away. In the center of the room was a chair with all sorts of electrodes and medical sensors integrated into it. Bundles of cabling stretched from the chair over to some computers lining a fold out table nearby.

	They sat me in the chair and started strapping or sticking things to me. There was a blood pressure cuff, some cuffs clipped onto my fingers, some clear plastic things on the ends of wires tapped to my arms and chest and legs, a thing that looked like a hair net of sensors wrapped over my head.

	The doctor who had brought me here, a man with boyish looks but a harsh voice, stood in front of me while others, assistants of his or councillors, attached me in.

	“Trey, do you know what this is?”

	“No idea.”

	“This is a lie detector. We’re going to ask you some questions. Answer everything honestly and you’ll be out of here in no time.”

	I could easily imagine what they were going to ask. It seemed I might have reached the end of the line. There were enough of us in this camp who struggled to fake our way through group sessions, passing a lie detector seemed out of the question. But then again maybe nobody had passed. I had seen nobody return from these ordeals, perhaps everybody was systematically failing and going straight to . . . I did not even know, to being shot on sight or to whatever execution method they used out front.

	“We’re going to ask you some warm up questions to calibrate the system,” the doctor said. “To start, what is your name.”

	I tried to concentrate on my middle name. I took a couple short, quick breaths. “Trey.”

	“What is your date of birth?”

	This time I took a quick breath and a long one before answering. I had no idea how much I could do to throw off the calibration, but I was going to try.

	For a moment I contemplated just conceding. Answering the questions with full honesty, telling this guy and his camp and his Nationalist party and everything they stood for to go fuck themselves, to ultimately be deemed incurable and sent to the burning corpse pile.

	As part of their calibration the doctor held up a card with the number six written on it and asked me to memorize the number. Then he went through, starting with zero, and asked me if the number on the card was a zero, or one, or two, etc., requiring me to answer yes or no. I concentrated on the number five, imagining the card he held in front of me showing a five, willing myself to believe that’s what it said. When his count got up to five I switched up my breathing before answering, then did so again at six and seven.

	Throughout this the assistants said nothing and the doctor only spoke in the same even, clinical tone. I had no idea how much my tactics had bought myself. I was sure my heart rate was through the roof, I could feel it pounding as the blood pressure cuff squeezed my upper arm.

	Finally they got to the actual content. The first real question the doctor asked of me was, “do you believe in God?”

	This was it, the moment of truth. I thought of my Muslim neighbor, what he intended to say at this point. I paused and drew a long breath. “Sure, why not?” I said.

	“Please just answer yes or no.”

	“Yes then.”

	“Do you believe in Jesus?”

	Do I believe there was a person named Jesus who existed at some point? “Well yes, of course.”

	“Do you believe in the Holy Spirit?”

	What did that really mean? Surely ‘spirit’ existed as an abstract concept, like school spirit, and certainly a holy version of that was also a thing. “Yes.”

	The questions continued like this, becoming more specific about the things I did or did not believe. “Remember, slow, deep breaths,” the doctor said. I took a deep breath, then started taking shallowed breaths. They asked me my thoughts on creationism, on the age of the Earth, on the reality of global warming and the utility of the welfare state. It was not unlike the test from Monday, where the correct answers were lies. “Remember to breath Trey,” the doctor said. I started holding my breath briefly before answering each question.

	Then just like that it was over. Without comment the assistants came in and started removing all the sensors. I dared not ask what happened next. While the doctor headed off again with some others I was escorted out by a pair of councillors.

	They took me in a round about route to an exit at the far eastern end of the main building. Outside it was raining in cold, slushy sheets. “Go straight back to your barracks,” a councillor told me, “and wait there. No wandering outside.”

	I nodded, having no intention of wandering in the rain anyway. Once I was unleashed I ran, even though I was drenched and freezing before my second step. As I went the rain soaked world seemed to blur my thoughts. Had I passed? Was I going to live? I had no idea.

	I got back to the barracks hall. Inside I found a majority of the residents were already present, including Damon and Tyrone, who had been called that morning.

	“Man, you made it!” Damon greeted me with a hug despite my being sopping wet.

	“Yeah, I guess so.”

	“No man, you made it, you passed. We all did.”

	“How do you know?”

	“We’ll explain,” Tyrone said, “but first, shower. Trust me.”

	As usual there was no heating in the barracks, but the showers had plenty of hot water. I took my time, standing alone in the big shower room, letting hot water run over me.

	Out in the main room I got changed into my spare set of clothes and then took blankets from my bed to wrap around myself for extra warmth.

	“So what’s the deal?” I asked the brothers.

	“Some of the guys say they’ve been through this before,” Damon said. “They say anybody back here got passed.”

	“What if you didn’t pass?”

	“They say they tell you and take you off right away.”

	“Old Dennis knows,” Tyrone pointed to a man staring out a nearby window. “Come on. Dennis, tell Trey about the vettings before.”

	Dennis himself was not that old, not nearly as old as my father. He had been here, or in prisons like it, for the better part of a decade though. He was a frail looking man with thinning hair and a lazy eye. Like me he stood wrapped in a blanket for extra warmth.

	“Tell him about the last vetting.”

	Dennis looked at me for a moment, then smiled. “The vettings before? This was nothing compared to them. They used to do them all the time. Every night they’d call out a few of us and put us in those lie detectors. They had a whole building for it, what’s the secondary storehouse now. They would hook us up and question us for hours. They’d ask about recent events we didn’t know anything about, just to get our reaction. They’d ask what we thought of China entering the war, or of the election results, or of some new movie we’d never heard of, and we had to just hope we were giving the answers they wanted.”

	“So did it work like this then?” I asked. “If you passed they let you go?”

	“Uh-huh. Either you passed and they told you to go back to your hall or you didn’t and that was the last anybody ever saw of you.”

	“See,” Tyrone said. “We got this, man.”

	I sighed, wanting to believe it but not quite sure. If there was one truth I learned about this place it was that it was not operated with any sort of consistent procedure.

	For the moment though my friends and I were alive, and that seemed like enough. I thought of the others who had not gone yet. I wondered how Sarah would get through this, though since they pretty much only asked yes or no questions she might get by with head nodding. Then I wondered about my dad. I remembered how he had struggled in group sessions. He had never done well during the so-called ‘Lie Chair’ exercise, when we were required to defend ourselves and profess our desire to be tools of God while people screamed insults and accusations at us. I wondered if that phrase, Lie Chair, somehow derived from this lie detector chair thing they did, and either way I worried about how my dad had faired.

	The rain continued into the weekend, and we remained confined to our barracks. We only left when Councillor Toby came to take us to breakfast, which was the only meal of the day for those waiting in barracks, just as dinner had been the only meal for those not yet tested.

	People slowly trickled in over the course of Friday and Saturday, like the survivors of some lost battle making their way back home. Nobody spoke of anybody that was missing.

	On Sunday morning we went to the usual morning service. With the whole camp gathered I got a look at the current population, which did not appear changed from the week before. As much as it appeared to be the case though I still found it hard to believe most had survived the vetting.

	After church we went to breakfast, and as always many of us ended up outside, waiting for our turn in the cafeteria. Standing in the crowd I saw my dad, shivering in the light rain. Without a second thought I rushed over and hugged him.

	He stared at me with a surprised look. “You survived,” he said.

	“So did you.”

	“Yeah, sort of.”

	“Sort of?”

	He glanced around. There were plenty of people around us, but they were not listening, or pretending not to. He leaned in and spoke quietly. “They gave me a pink slip.” He reached into a pocket and produced a plastic, laminated card, red in color.

	I felt life draining out of me as if it were being leached away by the rain. “What does that mean?”

	“I have to go back in next week. Go back for another round of testing.”

	“I . . .”

	He glanced around again. “Trey, I have something for you.” Again he reached into his pocket. This time he kept whatever he took out concealed within his fist as he thrust it toward me. At first I did not move, but he gestured again, and I held out my hands.

	Dad deposited something cold and hard into my hands. I kept starting at him, and he nodded toward it. I looked down to see I was holding a pocket knife. He must have somehow obtained it during some construction job here and secreted it away. It was too small to be a real weapon, and perhaps more of a risk to keep that it was worth, but apparently dad felt it might come in handy, or at least wanted to keep it as some small act of defiance. Quickly I clamped my hands around it to keep it concealed.

	“It might come in useful,” he said. “Keep it, and um, promise to look after yourself.”

	This was it, and we both knew it. We had stopped lying to each other about the fate of mom long before, and now we couldn’t lie to each other about our own fates. I felt at the little pocket knife again in my hands and thought of times back home, as he and my mom discussed meager college funds and finding ways to pay. It occurred to me that this was all that was left of my inheritance, all the physical wealth my dad could manage to pass on, and that felt even more sad on all sorts of different levels.

	I hugged him again. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll be alright.”

	“Shouldn’t you keep this then?” I gestured with my hands.

	“No, you keep it, you might need it. Take care of yourself Trey.”

	I could think of nothing more to say. I hugged him again, then returned to the line with my own barracks group.

	I would not have thought it possible, but that next week was even worse than the previous one. We returned to our old routines of morning runs and work details and mouthing compliance in group sessions. I was getting three meals a day again, as thin as they were. Still, where last week I had been able to hang out with friends and draw strength from a sense of defiance, this week all I could do was shuffle through the world with a vacant stare.

	I told my friends about my dad getting a ‘pink slip.’ They knew what that was; there were rumors of them going around camp. While the official line was that those with pink slips were just being retested, everyone assumed they were on a one-way trip to in-processing, to the big slaughter house on the other side of the hill. During the day Tyrone and Damon picked up some of the slack, saying nothing when I ended up staring off into space instead of helping clean some bathroom or mop some hall. In group sessions the councillors picked up on my morose state of mind and kept questioning me about it, but I turned it around, emptying my despair into diatribes about how ‘sad’ I was at my own seeming lack of progress toward a cure. I must have been convincing, because I earned some words of encouragement and a reprieve from abuse during that week’s sessions.

	It had been several months at the camp since my dad and I were in the same barracks, and as a result we did not see each other on a regular basis. But then this was how life was back home. I was at school or work or with Dr. Mosley, dad was at the factory, and we encountered each other every few evenings. My parents had been part of the atmosphere, part of the ever present, never shifting background of my high school years. To have that gone was to undercut everything else in life, in a way I had not appreciated until that moment.

	It occurred to me that my parents had provided a steady climate for me, and that now I was experiencing drastic climate change. The councillors here who liked to talk about global warming, to blithely claim the climate was always changing, and act like it was no big deal, had no idea what they were doing to any of us.

	The next Sunday came around, and once again after service there was a crowd loitering around outside the main building, waiting for their turn at breakfast. During the interminable church service that morning I had not even bothered to pretend to pay attention. I had searched around the big hall, looking for my dad somewhere in the crowd. I did not spot him, and I suppose I did not expect to. By the time we got to standing out waiting on that cold and clear day I was no longer looking, no longer paying attention to anything.

	Which was why I was shocked when my dad came up and hugged me out of nowhere. I stared dumbfounded at him, unaware that Tyrone and Damon were standing next to me saying something.

	“How . . .”

	“I passed. I passed the retest.”

	“I . . .” Until that moment it had not really occurred to me that this retest was anything more than a formality before sending someone off to their death for being an incurable liberal. My family had talked politics often, but before they arrested Dr. Mosley I had never really cared. My dad though, like my mom, was a true progressive Democrat, a real, honest liberal. It was frightening, and saddening, to think what he must have gone through to pass the test, but in that moment I did not care. He was alive.

	All that week I had carried his pocket knife tucked into my sock. Perhaps I had wanted to get caught with it, to be whipped or sent to in-processing or something, though in truth such contraband, ‘false images’ as the councillors nonsensically insisted on calling them, never seemed to get anybody much punishment beyond confiscation. I bent down now, pulled it out, and returned it to my dad.

	“Turns out I didn’t need it,” I said, and gave him a hug.

	 

	That night, laying awake in my bunk, unable to sleep, I happened to glance over at the neighboring bed. Where my Muslim neighbor had once slept it was now empty. He had never returned from the week of vetting, just as he had predicted. Nobody had said anything about it around the barracks, perhaps wishing to ignore that unpleasant reality.

	Looking over there I suddenly remembered our discussion prior to the vetting, how he had ask me to pray for him when he was gone. I wondered if I should, and how I should go about it. An idea formed, and for a moment I did nothing with it but let it sit in my mind, thinking I would fall asleep and forget it. At last I decided to act.

	I got out from under my blankets and slipped over to lie on the neighboring bunk. I lie still and stared upward for a moment, at the bottom of the upper bunk. Then I started to speak at a whisper.

	“Dear Allah. If you can hear me, and aren’t too busy with more important God stuff, and if you have any power to help my friend, the man that once slept here . . . well, it would be a big favor to me. Also, if you can help out me and my dad and my friends, that would be super awesome and I would owe you big. I don’t know what I could do to help out a God, but if you need something let me know.” I paused and looked around. In the dark it did not appear anybody had heard me. Thin light coming through the windows revealed no movement of any kind.

	I looked up, laying still for a moment further, then began speaking again. “Dear Buddha. If you can hear me . . .”

	I continued like this for some time even as the cold seeped in throughout my body. Any divine being I could think of got a prayer, all more or less the same, or maybe exactly the same, just fill in the blank with the corresponding deity.

	Dr. Mosley once told me that any member of a religion was really an atheist to every other religion. A Christian disbelieved in the existence of every God except one. An atheist just added one more. I, however, was taking the opposite approach. That night I prayed to Allah, Buddha, Vishnu, Confucius, Brahmin, Mother Gaia, Zeus, Thor, Batman, Satan, and the ghost of Albert Einstein. I would take them all, worship them all, sacrifice for them. Just as Camp Paradise felt like some bizarre mirror universe, it had created in me a sort of mirror of the cure the councillors sought. I was willing to accept any God at all, save for the Dark Jesus that ran this place.
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	Winter arrived like it had an agenda, as if it were a fresh group of councillors with a new program to inflict upon us.

	There was still heat in the showers, and in the main building, and the church, but our barracks were frozen. I imagined this to be a psychological trick, to make church and group sessions and the emphasis on cleanliness all seem more appealing. Except that, with the arrival of winter, there came a new atmosphere in the camp, and that emphasis was gone, or at least hibernating. There were no more morning runs. Group sessions were irregular and infrequent, and when they did occur were a sort of pantomime of what they use to be, as if the councillors themselves were now just like us, mouthing the required words without conviction. We were no longer given bible passages to memorize or select readings from right-wing authors.

	There were still work details, but any pretense of being necessary work was gone. We were now literally digging useless holes and moving rocks. The area we dug out, on the far southeast corner of the camp, might have been envisioned as the multiple sub-levels of a new building, or perhaps a bunker for someone to survive the apocalypse. There was no direction given us on it though, other than to dig. All we ended up creating was an amorphous, uneven hole in the ground, and a pile of heavy rocks nearby that we uncovered as we were digging.

	All this we did out in the freezing cold, without power tools. It was exhausting, backbreaking, mindless.

	Otherwise our days were spent in another strange new misery, that of boredom. Most afternoons and evenings we were left in our barracks. We could wander to other barracks, or over to the library or study halls of the main building, pretty much at will, but there was nothing in particular to do. The covered security cameras mounted in the corners of rooms or outside exterior doorways were still there, though I no longer paid them much attention. The guards and councillors, on the other hand, were often absent. They came in the morning to bring us to breakfast and to the work site, then again later on for an evening meal, but otherwise left us alone.

	Rumors spread through the camp; where they started I had no idea. I heard most of them from Damon, who I think got them from some guys in the next barracks over he knew, or else I heard them from the older guys in our own barracks, the ones who had been in this camp for years. There was talk of the military launching a new offensive in Asia, intent on securing Beijing once and for all, and saying National Guardsmen were being called up for the assault. That would explain why so few guards appeared around the camp. Other rumors said that the National Guardsmen called up were refusing to go, instead just going home or heading out west to join the Resistance instead. The Resistance, whatever that really was, was a source of a lot of rumors by itself. Some said that a new, independent country had been established in the Pacific northwest, and that the federal government could do nothing to stop it because so much of the military was tied up across Eurasia. Others said the Resistance was a widespread insurgency, without borders but operating throughout the country, targeting National Guardsmen and state police and Global Security Agency facilities like this one. There was talk that we might be rescued, that some ‘terrorists,’ or ‘freedom fighters’ as we would no doubt call them, would any day storm Camp Paradise.

	After having sat in the solitary confinement cell and seen the pure darkness of the future I found such rumors unfeasible. It was not that I expected to die in this camp instead of ever being rescued. It was more that I did not think of the future at all. All I did was pass time between meals, trudging around a pointless hole, laying on my bunk trying to stay warm, sitting in the heated library, listening to the rumormill, sleeping.

	I was reminded of being in that dark cell, inasmuch as, other than the fact that I would grow hungry, I was unaware of time passing.

	 

	The holiday season came, and someone had the idea of having us put up decorations. We strung lights along the eaves and rain-gutters around the main building, and hauled in a big tree that we set up in the cafeteria. This meant having to remove a couple of tables to clear space. Two less tables in the cafeteria meant that fewer people could be eating in there at once, and the morning wait out in the freezing cold for our turn to eat was that much longer. I resented that Christmas tree.

	Saying ‘Merry Christmas’ to every guard or councillor we encountered became obligatory. Any time we passed one or spoke with one we were required to say that phrase, and no other. It was to be a substitute for ‘hello,’ ‘good-bye,’ ‘have a nice day,’ ‘how’s it going,’ and other such pleasantries. Among ourselves it became a substitute for ‘fuck you.’

	On Thanksgiving they gave us a veritable feast, with stuffing and mashed potatoes but no actual turkey or meat of any kind. I had not actually realized it was Thanksgiving until that morning when we were told there would be no work that day and we would be getting a holiday meal in the afternoon. I ate it without joy, not feeling particularly thankful for anything.

	Some time after that all group sessions ceased entirely, replaced by church service. We got to go seven nights a week and listen to sermons. Most of them were about how bad we had sinned and how much despair and turmoil we had brought down on the country because of it. While most of these were just the same old hellfire, there were a few moments of illumination. One day the preacher leading the prayers offered one for the good Americans in Alaska who now must persevere under Chinese bombing. Another day there was a prayer for the troops in Ukraine who were the most recent victims of a tactical nuclear strike. The preacher asked that, if this latest such attack should spark the end of the world, that God cleanse us in his nuclear fire and make us pure so that we might enter his Kingdom Come.

	On Christmas and New Year’s we did not have to work either, though that was the extent of the gifts any of us got that year.

	Sometime not long after the new year I became sick. It started with a soreness in my throat and a headache, on top of the normal soreness I felt everyday. By the second day I had an actual fever.

	The camp councillor who came to collect us in the morning for breakfast noticed. It was not Councillor Toby, who had been replaced at some point. So interchangeable were our jailors I had barely noticed, and I could not remember the name of this new one. He told me to go straight to the medical center before whatever I had spread to everyone else.

	Ever since they took me in for individual sessions in their torture chair, I had cringed a little upon sight of the medical center. It was dark and stormy outside, which just made my mood more ominous. I staggered over there and made it into the lobby. I don’t even remember being checked in or taken to a bed.

	I was in a long room with beds separated by flimsy white curtains. The sheets were much nicer than the coarse blankets in the barracks, but they were still thin. If this place had not been heated I might have left, lest I freeze to death. Even as it was I shivered laying there, waiting after some nurse took my vital readings.

	The doctor who visited me had dark skin and introduced himself as Dr. Raz. Here at this camp I could not help but think he seemed out of place. He repeated some of the examinations the nurse had done, shown a light in my throat, ordered a blood sample.

	Sometime later, I would guess that evening but with dark clouds and rain outside I had no sense of even the time of day, the doctor returned.

	“So, good news and bad news my friend,” he said in a rather pleasant voice.

	“Okay.” It hurt to speak.

	“You have what’s called FRSA. Full-spectrum resistant Staphylococcus aureus. It’s strep throat,” he gave a little shrug, “but resistant to conventional antibiotics.”

	“Sounds bad.”

	“The good news is we can treat it, but it requires some specialized drugs.”

	“So is the bad news that they won’t give me the drugs and just plan to shoot me instead?”

	“No.” He gave the answer in a plain voice. It was firm enough that I believed him, but I could not help but notice he did not blanch at the suggestion, as if there were times here when that option was a real possibility. “The bad news is the treatment is pretty harsh, but you’re young, I expect you won’t have any complications.”

	“Okay.”

	“It’s a two week treatment. You’ll feel pretty weak and you might lose some of your hair, but you’ll survive.” He patted me on the shoulder. “Get some rest. Lots of fluids. We’ll start you off tomorrow morning.”

	After he left I lay there for a few moments, too much in pain to think anything at all.

	“Hey. Kid. Over here.”

	The voice emerged from out of the darkness and took me by surprise. I sat up to look around. The curtained off cubicles ran along one side of this long hospital ward, with an aisle in front of them and windows on the other side, looking out on darkness. Ceiling lights lit the aisle, but each cubicle area was its own dark corner, with only an overhead lamp on a bedside table.

	“Over here.” The voice came from my right. Looking over I saw where the dividing curtain there did not quite extend to the wall. Through the gap I could peer into the next cubicle. It was dark in there as well, so that all I could see was the usual bed and medical equipment setup. I did, however, see some movement.

	“Hello?” I said.

	“Hey. Listen, kid. Don’t get too comfortable over there.” Getting comfortable was both a physical impossibility and the only thing on my mind. “This is not a place you want to stay.”

	“What?”

	“Look, kid. Sickness is a sign of God’s disfavor. I’m sure you’ve heard that. They have a vetting process in here too. It’s more frequent. They want to make sure you’re sickness isn’t a sign of some hidden sin.”

	“I . . . what?”

	“Listen to me kid. You don’t want to stay here, and they won’t make you either. Seriously, you can walk out any time. Get out as soon as you can, get back to your barracks. If they do another round of vetting you’ll wish you had.”

	“Um, okay. Thanks.”

	I lay back down on my bed and wondered if what I had just heard from this disembodied voice was true. It certainly had a ring of truth, but I also wondered if he was just trying to frighten me for some reason, to drive me off. From my limited, groggy recollection I had the impression this hospital, or at least this ward, was pretty small. Perhaps it was near its maximum occupancy and the vetting served the double function of keeping it from overcrowding. In that case my neighbor might have been trying to drive me off to improve his own chances.

	It said something about this place, and my own state of mind, that my first reaction was to greet this comment with paranoia. Of course what this guy had said was true. I knew it. I spent the whole rest of the evening chasing this thought around in my head, wondering how much of the two weeks of treatment I should risk getting.

	Not that it mattered at the moment. I was in no shape to go anywhere. Although whoever was running this camp, in their infinite wisdom, deemed it worthwhile to give me whatever drug treated this resistant bacteria, that magnanimity did not extent to any other drugs. I got no pain-killers, no cold or flu medicine.

	Overall, it occurred to me, this did not feel nearly as bad as the few days after I had been flogged, when the ache in my back seemed to be transmorphing into a sickness all its own. With that thought I grimaced and suffered through the night.

	The treatment consisted of a series of shots each morning. Following this the doctor would sit me up in bed, have me open wide, and then take some kind of dentist-tool like device and spray something onto the back of my throat. It tingled and burned but was not wholly unpleasant. The bad parts came later, in the afternoon, when some general horrid, nauseous  feeling would settle over me. I recognized it right away. It was the same feeling I had in the individual session chair, from whatever drug they pumped into me while they made me watch their so-called ‘false images.’

	It was the feeling I would forever associate with that camp and everything about it.

	 

	By about the third day of treatments my fever was gone. My hair, kept short since coming to this camp, did not feel any different, though I felt constantly groggy.

	As the doctor was finishing up that morning and about to walk out I stopped him. I was feeling better enough that my curiosity was getting the better of me.

	“Doc.” I waited while he turned around, then stared at him for a moment. “Doc.”

	“Yes?”

	“Doc, how did you end up here?”

	“I’m really busy Trey, can . . .”

	“Did you know?”

	“What?”

	“Did you know where you were coming when you signed up for this job?”

	He stared at me and took a step forward. “All of us knew Trey. I’m sure you did too.”

	“Huh?”

	“We all knew, or should have known, or knew and pretended we didn’t. I should have known when they raided that mosque near where I used to work and arrested everybody, women and children and everybody, as suspected terrorists. But,” he looked away, off into space, and shrugged. “When they came for the Muslims I said nothing, because I am not a Muslim.”

	“You’re not? I mean . . . sorry. What are you then?”

	“I’m a doctor.” He paused, then smiled. “My grandparents were Hindu, if you must know. My family was never really anything. But to answer your original question, I came here the same way you did. Through in-processing, on the other side of the hill.”

	With that he turned and walked out, drawing the curtain closed behind him.

	There were a little chortle of laughter from my neighbor. I looked over in his direction without saying anything. At first he did not either, and the silence left in the doctor’s wake drug out. I felt worn out from whatever they injected me with, and was about to turn over and go back to sleep when my neighbor spoke.

	“It’s true. We should have known. That’s why we’re fucked too.”

	I leaned over to try to look through the little gap between the curtain and the wall. With some wane daylight coming in it was much lighter in here, but the curtains and the clutter of medical equipment created enough shadow that I could still not actually see the person over there. I said nothing, to see if he would continue on his own. Ultimately he did.

	“We should have known. The Nationalist party, they never made any illusions about it. They said right up front what they stood for. The president said that liberalism is a mental disease. He called it a cancer, said it had to be removed like cancer if the nation was to survive. He fulfilled his campaign promise on that front.” Another little chortling, sickly laugh. I wondered if he was talking to me or just speaking into the air.

	“That doesn’t mean we’re fucked,” I said, not quite believing myself. The idea of any kind of future, any future other than the total darkness I had experienced, seemed too remote to conceive.

	“But it does, because they’re still out there.”

	“They lost the last election though, and . . .”

	“Not the Nationalists. Political parties come and go. It’s the people. The people that voted for them. The Nationalists won past elections, fair and square, majority vote. A majority of people heard what they said about liberals being a cancer and voted for them anyway. They knew, just like we knew, deep down, what was going on, what this place was, and they voted in favor of it, and believe me, they’ll do it again.”

	I slumped down in my bed. My unseen neighbor, this disembodied voice, had just put words to the feeling that had consumed me since my days in the solitary confinement cell. I thought of the trolls on all the social media streams, how I had just avoided them for so long, to pretend they didn’t exist, and how many people those trolls must be speaking for.

	“If we’re so fucked,” I said, “why does it matter if we get out of this hospital before the next round of vetting?” In the days I had been there this warning, about not lingering in the hospital for too long, had been expressed by my neighbor multiple times.

	“Kid, you don’t get it. It doesn’t matter to me. I’m never leaving this hospital. Not alive. And even if I did I’m too old to matter anyway. You’re young though. When you get out of here you’re gonna have to figure all this shit out.”

	 

	The next day, around noon as the nurse was coming it to check my vital readings, she brought some heartening and frightening news.

	“The camp is going to be evacuated tomorrow.”

	“What?”

	She had dropped in this comment as she started taking my blood pressure, which was a sure way to make it spike. I stared, confused, grappling with what this meant.

	“The camp is going to be evacuated. They just told us this morning. This location is not secure, they said. Most of the residents are getting moved tomorrow.”

	“Most?”

	“Not the people in the hospital. We’re all staying.”

	“Even though this location isn’t secure.”

	She shot me a knowing look. “That’s what they said.”

	“What happens to us then?”

	This got a shrug. “That’s all I know. Dr. Raz just asked me to pass along the news.”

	When she was gone I sat there, still stunned. I half expected my neighbor to have some comment on this, but I heard nothing. I peered over through the curtain gap, but as always I could see nothing. For all I knew he had died in the night and been cleared out before I awoke that morning.

	“So there ya go, huh kid?” I had sat there so long in silence, and convinced myself that my neighbor was dead and gone, that his voice jolted me when it came. “There’s a reason they didn’t say what they’re gonna do with us.”

	“You really think . . .”

	“Come on, kid, you gotta be smarter than that. Face it. This is a death camp. Nothing less. They bring unwanted people here to kill them, to commit genocide, to purify America of any trace of unwanted types. Blacks and Hispanics and gays, that’s all the people that were here when this camp started. Now they’ve moved on to atheists and environmentalists and liberals and anybody who voted the wrong way in the last election. That’s why you’re here. You know as well as everybody else they’re never going to cure you, or me, or anybody. They’ve had enough of trying. They’ve run out of money or patience or time. Once the rest of this camp is evacuated anybody left behind is going over the hill, back to in-processing, getting a pink slip, whatever your euphemism is, they’re going to kill us all and burn the bodies in a giant pile. That’s the future waiting for you tomorrow.”

	If I was being honest I still harbored some notion that my neighbor had an ulterior motive in telling me all this, that he somehow hoped to benefit himself in some small way. Maybe I distrusted him because I could not see him, only hear him as a ragged voice coming from the dark cubicle next door.

	Nevertheless as I sat there his words weighed on me. They had the weight of truth. Being evacuated to some other camp might just be delaying the inevitable, or might even be making things worse, but I felt certain, certain as I was of anything in this place, that those that were left behind were bound for execution.

	As much as the future was darkness, and the present seemed bleak and pointless, I was also certain, very certain, that I did not want to die tomorrow.

	That evening I waited until they brought dinner. Since my actual treatments took place in the morning it was the evenings, right after I ate, that I felt at my best, my most recovered. Once I was done eating I got out of bed. My clothes, the ones I wore when I staggered in here, were folded in a pile on a chair in one corner of my curtained cubicle. I got dressed. I found the ratty coat I wore, one I had taken from my Muslim neighbor’s footlocker after he disappeared, having fallen underneath the bed itself.

	I still felt a little headachey, a lingering bit of the fever, and I still felt weak from the treatments, but I resolved I would walk. I staggered out, down the aisle, passed the communal bathroom for this ward, and into a main corridor.

	For a moment I was extremely disoriented, having no idea which way I had come when arriving here. I almost gave up right then, thinking about turning around and crawling back into my hospital bed and sleeping until tomorrow, whatever it may bring. Instead I picked a direction and headed that way.

	Soon enough I was moving with more confidence. I arrived at the front lobby. Outside it was dark and raining. Despite what my neighbor had told me I worried somebody might try to stop me, so I did not hesitate in the lobby but barreled forward, right through the doors and out into the storm.

	Right away I was wet and freezing. I pulled my thin coat around me and hurried onward, back toward the barracks. As I went the rain thinned out a little even as it started turning into snow.

	As I got to the main building I noticed the small crowd outside, waiting for their turn in the cafeteria. I headed that way, mingling about, looking for some familiar faces.

	I ended up spotting my dad, hunched over in his own thin coat with its hood drawn up. I came right up and stood in front of him. It took a second for him to realize I was there.

	“Trey! Oh my god, Trey, you’re alive!” He got himself even more soaked by grabbing me in a hug.

	“I’m alive.”

	“What happened?”

	I quickly told him about how I got sick, the hospital and the treatments and the news of the evacuation.

	“It’s true,” he said. “It’s supposed to start tomorrow morning. That’s all we know.”

	“I didn’t want to be left behind, so I left the hospital early.”

	He nodded to this. I noticed then, maybe for the first time ever, that I was as tall as my father. It was plainly obvious, yet my mental picture of him had always been as someone taller, taller than me at least. He hunched over in the rain, looking thin in his ill-fitting coat.

	“You think something bad will happen to the people left behind?” he asked.

	“I know something bad will happen. We all know it.”
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	It was still snowing the next morning. Councillors accompanied by GSA agents roused us and made everyone get outside. Everyone mulled around in the dark, in the open area between buildings, waiting while the barracks were searched, apparently to ensure nobody stayed behind.

	Sunrise was just a hint somewhere beyond the camp buildings. I stood there shivering. A councillor emerged from one of the buildings and told everyone to start moving. I went with the crowd, meandering along laboriously toward the front of Camp Paradise.

	There was a wide field around the front gate, and now most of the camp population was gathering there. Flood lights lit the field and the white snow accumulating around us with a harsh brightness. I could watch the snowfall emerge into existence from out of the black sky, snowflakes appearing as they entered the beams of light and settling on the heads and shoulders of the crowd.

	That crowd itself took on its own strange, ethereal tone in the flood lights and the snowfall. The concept of a camp uniform had been abandoned. Many still wore their khakis and white polo shirts, but over these they had piled on layers of whatever other clothes they could find. There were dirty sweaters and stained long-sleeve shirts and ratty old coats, knitted caps and baseball hats and an odd menagerie of shoes. Despite the efforts of the councillors, despite the uniforms, everyone here finally looked the way we all must have felt.

	The light also illuminated the dozens of GSA officers present, more than I thought were still around in the camp. They wore flak jackets and blue helmets and carried submachine-guns. They stood around the perimeter, their weapons readied and pointed toward the crowd.

	From among the mass of people my dad emerged. In the bright flood lights he looked even more frail than he had the night before.

	“You ready?” he asked me through a broken smile.

	“Are you?”

	He shivered and shoved his hands deeper into the front pouch pocket of the hoody he wore. He had the hood drawn up and pulled tight, leaving just his face exposed.

	“So how does this work?” I asked. “Are they loading us into buses again?”

	He shook his head. “It sounded like we’re walking.”

	“Walking?” I looked about at the snowfall. “How far?”

	My dad just shook his head. For a moment both of us stood there, not saying anything, shivering in the cold. Then an air horn sounded. Getting up on my tip-toes I saw that the gates to the camp had been flung open.

	A voice on a megaphone cut across the field. “Everyone, move out.”

	The crowd started toward the gate, but everything jammed up and slowed at that bottleneck. Slowly the whole crowd pressed forward, squeezing out of the gate and out of the camp, for the first time in longer than I could imagine. I was somewhere near the middle of the crowd, pressed in among a crush of bodies, my dad and a few familiar faces from my barracks nearby, all of us slowly shuffling forward.

	Outside the gate there were more GSA officers with guns directing the crowd. We did not go back toward the hill, toward in-processing and the mass graves. They instead directed us into a right turn. We headed up a short road that, within a few hundred feet let out to a two-lane highway.

	By now the sun was above the horizon, but the storm had not let up. Snow was not yet accumulating on the asphalt highway, but visibility was limited to a grey light above and the bright white snow fields in every direction.

	“Faster you cucks!” came a shout somewhere behind me, punctuated by a burst of gunfire. I turned just in time to see a man spasm and collapse on the side of the road, blood splatters in the snow around him.

	Those around him scattered away and continued on a little faster. My dad and I, having watched this scene, turned to do the same. Even after all the casual brutality of this camp the actual sight of death, the moment of life extinguished, was jarring. I found though that I did not really care that someone had died, only that I move to avoid that fate myself.

	“Keep moving faggots!” the voice on the megaphone shouted.

	Those behind me pressed forward, forcing me to do the same. Soon they had us moving at a good clip, just short of a jog. I was reminded of our morning runs, the perpetual last miles around the track. As we went I saw some people slip off to the side, to the shoulder, to take a moment to rest. They were not berated or beaten, or given warnings at all. As soon as they stopped there would be a burst of gunfire and they would collapse in the snow.

	There seemed to be nobody else on this road. For that matter there seemed to be nobody else in the world. Looking behind me all I could see was a crowd of people, and just visible in the haze a set of army green trucks idling along behind us. Forward there was nothing to be seen but the crowd of prisoners and the snow.

	“Faster you fucking cucks!”

	We were pressed ever forward, through the incessant snow, GSA agents presumably leading the way far up ahead, others following right behind. As we went I kept hearing short bursts of gunfire. At first, whenever I heard it, I would instinctively look back, but all I would see were those pursuing trucks. Some of the shots I heard sounded more distant, as if perhaps they came from far off to the sides of the road, though I could not be sure. Looking out I could see nothing but snow fields. Along the sides of the road we passed copses of trees and the occasional mile marker, but no road signs. I tried at first to keep track of the mile markers, to know how far we had gone, but just as with our morning runs I soon lost track.

	It was difficult in fact to keep track of anything. I realized that the effects of my sickness, or the toxins used to treat it, were still lingering. I had a throbbing headache that pulsed with each step, and an ache in my mid-section.

	At some point I noticed I was marching along with a familiar face at my side. I looked over to see Miguel, the lanky kid I knew from high school. He was wheezing as he went, gripping at his side and jogging with a slight lope.

	“Trey,” he said to me without looking over. “Trey, I have to stop.”

	“Come on man, we gotta keep going.”

	“I can’t man. I got nothing left.”

	“No, dude, for real, we can’t stop.”

	I saw the moment he gave up, not unlike the moment of death I had seen in others. It was like all reason and thought fled him, his face becoming an inert thing. As it did he tripped and planted right into the asphalt.

	I was about to stop, to help, but doing so would have been suicide. There was a crowd running behind me, rushing forward like oncoming traffic. Miguel disappeared from sight. I don’t know if he was eventually shot by the GSA agents behind us or just trampled to death.

	I pressed onward. Once again I became aware of my own aches, the cramps in my legs and the pulsing pain in my skull. For a long while I was aware of nothing but these things. The world shifted and warped, my peripheral vision seeming to lose focus, a few key sensations becoming sharp and all-encompassing. I was aware of the road, of the snow and the grey around me.

	Jogging like that, down that frozen highway, was for a timeless moment just like being in solitary confinement. I was a cell of awareness surrounded by darkness. A darkness followed behind me, ever in pursuit, while an equal darkness dwelt somewhere ahead. I felt like I was not just seeing the future now, but running toward it, arriving at it, experiencing it firsthand. The world had become nothing but a tiny sphere of grey haze and snow, with darkness on all sides.

	I had no idea how long I spent in this little reverie. It seemed like ages had passed, or no time at all. I was still running. Around me the world had grown strangely quiet. I no longer heard gunshots or shouts, nor could I hear the motors of any vehicles. There was just the sound of footsteps pounding down the road, a low series of thuds that combined into a uniform rumble beneath the level of consciousness.

	I realized I was still running next to my dad. He looked like he was in pain. In fact as I glanced over it seemed to me he was almost running without moving. His legs took short, quick strides, never rising far from the ground. His arms were locked in a runner’s pose, never actually swinging. He ran with his eyes closed, his mouth clamped tight shut in a grimace. I moved to run right alongside him, trying to exactly match his pace and cadence, intending to make sure he did not fall the way Miguel had.

	We started to pass cars on the sides of the road. They looked abandoned, in some cases with smashed out windows or doors left open, some with tires or random parts missing. It made me wonder, for the first time in a while, about the outside world, the world that I was now in. They had told us the camp was being evacuated because it was no longer secure, but no longer secure from what? The Resistance? Invading Chinese? Zombies? It all seemed equally implausible and equally likely. I wondered about the cars on the road, who had left them, where they were going, why they were going there.

	Somewhere up ahead I spotted a building on the side of the road. I stared at it, locking on it as some target, a goal. Even as we ran it never seemed to get any closer. I kept staring though, intent on the sight, determined to reach it and willing it closer. It was an arbitrary goal, and it made me ponder what I would do once we got there, if maybe that would be the point I would give up and collapse.

	I decided it would be better, if one gave up, to head for the side of the road. Stopping for a moment’s rest before being shot seemed preferable to death by stampede. But I realized I would do neither as long as my dad was still going.

	The building turned out to be some kind of series of store fronts lined up along the highway. Their front windows were broken, snow swirling in to bare, empty spaces. Beyond these there was some kind of warehouse or superstore set a ways back from the road, across a wide parking lot filled with cars. The vehicles looked like a combination of wrecks and camping trailers. I realized people must have lived here, in their cars and trailers and camping tents and lean-tos, in this parking lot. Whoever they were though they were gone now. Passing by this place I still heard no noise save the wind and the continued low rumble of our collective footsteps.

	Beyond the buildings was a crossroads. It looked like a great place to break off, to just take a right or left turn and head off in a different direction. The GSA might use me for target practice if I did that, in fact I was sure they would, but if they missed I did not think they would waste the time or fuel to drive after me. I did not turn though, not unless I could get my dad to come along with me, and I was too spent to try communicating this half-baked plan.

	At least the change in scenery made me forget my pains for a moment. I felt like I was developing some kind of astral projection ability. It was as if I could project myself outside my body, where I could no longer feel its aches and limitations but instead experience some other place or time or mode of reality. Except doing so only allowed me to see the bleakness of the present and the dark wall of the approaching future, and inevitably I would be jarred back to the pain of the hear and now.

	We passed more buildings, becoming more prevalent as we went. There were houses and more store fronts and the occasional office block. Some looked abandoned, some like outright ruins, but in no case was there ever any inhabitants. Again I wondered what had happened, if it was connected to our evacuation somehow. The places we passed looked like they had been abandoned for a while, which only deepened the mystery.

	At long last, as we came upon yet another strip mall with a thin parking strip out front, we were told to stop. It was like some strange wave passing through the whole line of people. Word came to the front rows, who stopped and right away sat down. For a brief moment it looked like everyone in front of me was collapsing, like they had been hit by some strange new weapon.

	When the people right in front of me stopped their jog and sat down I did the same without thinking. My dad grabbed me by the arm as I did though, arresting my motion, as if he had caught me. I looked at him, for a brief moment seeing a flare of life in his eyes. He pointed.

	I had not noticed at first, but not everybody had simply collapsed where they stopped. A trickle of people was moving off the road, across the parking strip to the abandoned store fronts. With their wide front windows destroyed these dark little hollows did not look all that much warmer, but they might provide shelter from the wind and still falling snow.

	More importantly, the people leaving the road were not being shot. In fact I could see GSA agents standing and watching as people moved. An armored drone came rolling down the shoulder of the highway from somewhere ahead and pulled into the parking lot. It too did nothing except take up position, its small turret scanning back and forth in the direction of the crowd.

	“Good idea,” I said to my dad. We followed along with the others who had the strength to move themselves out of the wind.

	Inside we found the ruin was a dank, depressing little place. There were cracks in its tile floor and drywalls and ceiling, including one toward the back where water dripped down. The past purpose of this place was indecipherable. There was nothing inside and all the walls were bare. People leaned against the walls or huddled together in little clusters. Although from the road it had looked like only a small portion of the crowd was taking the opportunity for shelter, once we got inside the place seemed crowded. Dad and I found a little spot to lean against the wall near the front window and sat down.

	I might have slept. I at least lost consciousness, or drifted into some altered state. For what felt like a brief moment I was unaware of my pain and exhaustion. Then someone was shaking me.

	“Trey.” I blinked and looked up at my dad. “Trey, we shouldn’t go to sleep here.”

	“Huh?”

	“There’s a real chance we might freeze to death. We should try not to fall asleep.”

	I breathed a heavy sigh. “I don’t think I can.”

	“Come on.” He was shaking me again. “Come on. We can keep resting here but we should try to stay awake.”

	I opened my eyes and resettled myself to sit a little more upright. Looking around the room I realized what had my father so worried. Some of the people who had come in here had already died. They had died so thoroughly it was obvious just looking at them, seeing the blue tint to their skin, the frost forming in their hair. I saw a man a few feet down from me who had slumped over and then been shoved away from the wall. His corpse lay there on the checkered tile floor, a little ring of people around it, all of them doing their best to ignore its existence.

	On my other side, in the corner next to the open front window, sat another man. I did not recognize him from the camp. Staring at him for a moment I realized his breathing was shallow, if it was there at all. Nobody seemed to be paying attention to him either. I reached over and shook him by the shoulder.

	“Wake up.”

	He shifted. At first I was uncertain if he was alive or if the motion was my own doing. Then his head jerked forward. “Wake up,” I said again. “If you fall asleep here you might never wake up.”

	“Aggh,” he scooted himself away from me, turning to face the other way, toward the cold wind coming in through the window. “Leave me the fuck alone.”

	I shrugged and did not bother him after that.

	Only a few moments later, or perhaps it was much longer, the quiet of the room was interrupted by another man entering. He was a tall, black man with short grey hair, wearing various il-fitting clothes. In the dim light he looked about, peering at all the faces. He stepped forward, leaning in for closer examinations of each person. Nobody seemed to care, or react to him in any way at all.

	“Charles?” He had come to stand in front of me and my dad.

	Both of us looked up, and I don’t think either of us quite recognized him at first. Then I realized it was Hal, one of the press operators who had worked with my dad, back at the factory in Florida. I had not known he had survived, and I barely recognized him now. From the former heavy set factory laborer that had liked to barbeque with my dad he had been reduced to a skeleton stuffed in normal size clothes.

	“Hal,” my dad said.

	“Charles. Trey. Have you seen my son?”

	We looked at each other, then both of us shook our heads.

	“We were together when we started off this morning. Then he got ahead of me and I lost him somewhere in the crowd. I haven’t been able to find him.”

	After an experience like the run that morning, not being able to find someone was a bad sign. I think all of us, me, my dad, Hal, those listening in around us, we all recognized this fact. As usual nobody dared speak it. I remembered Hal’s son, a few years younger than me at school. My memory though was of someone whose existence I had once been aware of. I could not remember his name or his face. I shook my head.

	“I haven’t seen him.”

	“No,” my dad said. “Sorry.”

	“That’s alright. Thank you.”

	Hal continued deeper into the building, getting a good look around the room before leaving and heading to the former store space next door to check there as well.

	As we continued to sit in the freezing cold, huddled together for some meager warmth, trying not to fall asleep, a memory suddenly popped into my mind. It was during the run that morning. I had seen Hal’s son. I had not thought of him as such at the time. He was just a kid I recognized from school. He had run passed me at some point, moving faster than I had been, dodging through people to maneuver himself toward the front of the crowd.

	I would never have noticed him had he not been running notably faster than everyone else. Really I had not noticed him even then, such was my mental state. Only now, in recall, did I realize what I had seen.

	Right away I thought to get up and go find Hal, to tell him. Before I could even move my stiff, frozen limbs though something else occurred to me. Nobody that morning had been running faster than they needed to. Why had Hal’s son been going so fast? There were various possible explanations I might have dreamed up, but immediately my mind seized on the one I innately knew to be true. Hal’s son had been trying to ditch him, to get away from the old man. Hal had been slowing him down. He might have been afraid that, by keeping pace with Hal, that his father would trip and drag him down, or just go slow and fallen to the back, where GSA agents might have shot them. Or maybe he was thinking further forward, to the next time we got food and his father might have asked to share.

	Hal’s son had been trying to ditch his father in order to increase his own chances of survival. I knew that was the case because I had thought the same thing. It had not quite been a conscious thought; none of my thoughts during the run had reached conventional consciousness. But it was something I had been aware of, the cold calculation behind my own chances, the things that might improve or diminish them.

	I looked over at my dad. He looked back to reassure me he was still awake. I took a deep breath, hoping to find the strength not to run as fast as Hal’s son.

	 

	When we started off again it was not at a run, or even a jog. We were just walking now. The wind had picked up, the storm becoming worse, the temperature dropping even more.

	Beyond the storefronts we entered some kind of town. Within the blizzard I could not tell if there were people present. We passed houses, looking dilapidated, with chain link fences and broken windows and rusted cars out front. The crowd was now moving along some quiet suburban road.

	Between the blizzard and the less open surroundings some people decided this was the moment to try an escape. I know they did because I heard the gunshots. They started shortly after we began moving again and did not cease. A short, staccato burst every couple minutes reminded us that GSA agents were flanking the long stream of prisoners on both sides.

	Nevertheless I considered making a run for it myself. I tried to pick out where the agents were walking. As far as I could tell they had spread themselves out along the line, walking along sidewalks, guns always at the ready. It made sense why they were having us walk here, had we been running making a sudden break for it might have been easier. It still seemed possible though, with the wide gaps between the flanking agents and the closeness of the nearby houses.

	I timed my walking so as to be at a point in the crowd midway between a pair of agents on the left side of the street. I began looking for an alleyway, a fence, a narrow front yard, anything that might enable me to slip off the street and into cover with just a short sprint.

	Then I glanced over at my dad. He was trudging forward beside me, keeping pace, grimly looking ahead. Even if I could find I spot to run I realized he could not come with me. We would never get to cover before the GSA agents gunned him down.

	In a way I was glad then for the encounter with Hal. It had brought my own thoughts into focus, made me realize what I was subconsciously considering. For a moment I considered ditching my dad anyway, in the hope he might be able to persist and survive regardless of me. We had certainly gone long stretches in the camp without seeing each other. I also considered telling him I was going to make a break for it. He might have encouraged it, told me to take the chance and forget about him.

	I sighed and fixed my own gaze forward, trudging along, no longer looking for an escape route.

	We came to an intersection with a non-working traffic light and made a sharp left turn. Armored drones sat around the intersection, forming a sort of funnel to turn everyone in the proper direction. At the corner here one of the buildings was some kind of office or courthouse or library. It had old brick architecture, a wide stairway in front, and tall windows facing the street. There were no lights in these windows, but looking over that way I saw people. There were a lot of them in fact, bunched up against the windows, staring out at us.

	For a moment reality seemed to shift around me. I wondered who these people were, what they were doing, and moreover what they thought of this procession going down their street. I wondered if they realized what we had been through, if they cared, if they approved. Would they help us if they could, or were they just more camp councillors?

	I stared as we walked, looking over the crowd at those windows, meeting the eyes of some of those looking out. My expression was as frozen as the weather, and so were the gazes that met mine. Without emoting to them in any way I turned back toward the street.

	 

	Around us the world grew dark. As short as the winter days were this one seemed to have passed by especially fast, as if I had slept through it all. Our walking at last brought us to an abandoned school. It seemed about the size of the middle-school I had gone to in South Florida, but it might have been a high school for this small town. I had no way of knowing, the sign out front that might have once proclaimed the name was now rubble.

	GSA agents drove us in through the bank of front doors. People flooded into the wide front lobby, then continued on deeper into the structure as more came behind them. I was toward the back of the crowd and so was still in the lobby when the last prisoners entered and the GSA chained the doors shut behind us.

	Those of us in the lobby all froze when we saw them doing this. It seemed it might be a prelude to our final execution. In that moment I fully expected them to light the building on fire, or start pumping in poisonous gas, or set off some pre-planted explosive. Instead they finished chaining the doors and then withdrew. Nothing more happened.

	My dad and I found a place to sit next to a wall near the former school office. We rested like that for a few minutes, again struggling to stay awake.

	“Come on,” I said, standing up. “Why don’t we look around? It’ll be an excuse to keep moving.”

	Dad groaned as he got up, but otherwise offered no complaint. We wondered around, getting the lay of the place. The school had a central courtyard, around which a hall looped, and surrounding that were the main, prominent features, the auditorium, offices, library, cafeteria, gymnasium. There was almost nothing left in this school. None of the classrooms had any furniture at all. The library was also empty, though there were some gaping holes in the windows looking out on the courtyard. Out there we saw a pile of bookshelves and books, mostly-burnt, their remains covered in a dusting of snow. Seeing all those destroyed books all I could wonder was why whoever had been burning them did not finish.

	The gymnasium was lined with cots. All of these had already been claimed by those who had been at the front of the crowd. In the dim light from some skylights I saw a scene that could just as easily have been a morgue, with dozens of people curled up on the thin white sheets of these identical cots.

	The cafeteria contained nothing. There were some old vending machines that had been pried open at some prior date. They sat toppled, gutted and empty. There were some ovens and sinks in the kitchen, but no food. We did discover that, like the bathrooms, the cafeteria kitchen had running water, even if the building had no electricity.

	At last we came to the auditorium. Like the classrooms and the gymnasium this space had been filled up by many of the prisoners. In the case of the auditorium the seats had been bolted down and so were still present. Some people had taken to sitting in these, while others took advantage of the aisles to lie down.

	By the time we reached this point both my dad and I were too exhausted to go back searching for an optimum place to rest. We both knew there was no optimum place anyway, the whole building was dark and freezing. The auditorium had a series of wide steps at its front leading up to the stage. We claimed an empty spot toward one end of these and sat down.

	The only light in here came from the doors in back, which opened on a hallway looking out on the courtyard. It was a pale, meager light that left most of the place in darkness. As I sat there, shivering, huddled with my dad for warmth, my eyes began to adjust to the low light. I saw more of the people in here, slouching across the seats. Looking out from the stage it appeared there was an audience of ghosts.

	I turned and looked behind me. Although the stage was a nice empty space few people had chosen that for their resting spot. Perhaps they felt awkward about it for some irrational reason. It might also have been that there was still stuff up there, intact, despite whatever looting had gone on in the rest of the school. It seemed, at least to me, somehow irreverent to get up on stage and violate this last space in the school left undisturbed, like unearthing a grave.

	As my eyes adjusted further I made out some of the specifics of what was around the stage. Right behind me, tucked into the corner at the front side, almost hidden behind one of the big curtains, was a piano. As I looked further, fixing my eyes on its dark outline, I realized there was somebody sitting at it.

	I got up and walked the remaining steps to stand next to the piano. At no point did the figure there move, even as I came up to stand beside her. I had realized by then it was a girl, and as I came to stand in front of the piano I recognized her. It was Julia, from the corn husking line. I spoke her name, almost at a whisper.

	She turned to me, staring in the darkness. We looked at each other for a long moment like that, neither saying anything.

	“Trey,” I said my name, thinking maybe she had forgotten. “We met . . .”

	“Tyrone’s friend. Who got whipped. I remember.”

	“What . . . are you okay?”

	She turned away, staring at the piano again. “I was trying to remember. I used to know how to play.” With a sort of flourish she reached up and poised her hands above the keys. “I used to know a bunch of songs. Before I was arrested.”

	I did not ask what she was arrested for. I no longer cared. None of that mattered. I sat down on the piano bench next to her.

	“I think I might remember how to play Canon.”

	“Go for it,” I said.

	She paused again, staring in the dark at her hands. Then, with such slowness the notes almost did not qualify as music, she started to play.

	As she picked up speed, as the tune truly formed in the icy air, I looked out again at the audience of ghosts. Everything about the situation seemed so surreal, so unworldly. It was a piano recital, a concert played for the dead.

	She played some long, extended version of the song, and I think when she finished she just flowed into the beginning again, seamlessly. By that point she had picked up confidence, playing with perfection despite the dark and the cold. I watched her hands, more than she did, and came to the conclusion she must have once been quite good, playing this song now entirely from muscle memory.

	Nobody out in the audience complained, or said anything. The air in here felt cold enough to crack, and the haunting piano notes seemed to be doing just that. Whatever magic was being called forth by Julia’s playing, whatever shards of music were being flung out into that empty space, inhabited by corpses and spirits, I knew I did not want her to stop. As I felt myself growing sleepy I slipped down to the floor and leaned against the side of the piano. Julia looked over at me even as she kept playing, and for what it was worth I flashed a thumbs-up in her direction.

	I fell asleep like that, with that icy melody in my ears and echoing into my dreams. When I woke up in the morning the room was even colder, a layer of frost coating some surfaces near the doors, highlighted in the morning grey. Julia sat hunched down over the piano, dead, her body frozen in place.
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	We spent two full days waiting in that abandoned school. There was running water but no food, and nothing to burn for warmth. Most of just sat and huddled, or sat and died.

	The cots in the gymnasium were coveted and competition for them became cutthroat. Those that had cots stayed in them all day, reluctant even to go to the bathroom. Others lurked around the edges of the gym, like vultures waiting for someone to die. Each morning there were some freshly frozen bodies scattered around the gym. The lurkers would just roll the bodies off and claim the cots as their own. Other times they did not even wait for someone to die, instead just moving people when they were in some feverish state, depositing the sick on the hardwood floor to claim the thin mattress for themselves.

	I steered away from that part of the school. Elsewhere people still maintained some modicum of civility. When people died in the auditorium or the classrooms we took their bodies out to the courtyard, creating a stack near the remains from the library. Some people tried to light the bodies on fire, both as a proper end to their lives and as a means to create heat. But nobody was ever able to get an actual fire started.

	Some of us explored the confines of our prison. Every door to the exterior was locked or chained from the outside, save for a set of double doors in the gymnasium leading out to a wide field in back. A few people tried to leave this way, but parked out there was a row of armored drones. As soon as anyone stepped out the door the drones would open fire. Several people died attempting to get out, and bullet holes were punched into the doors themselves. It was all the more reason to avoid that part of the school.

	There were plenty of windows around the building, none of them blocked. Unfortunately most of them looked out on either that back field or on the front drive, where we could see more armored drones waiting. I spent some time at the window in the school office, looking out at those machines, low and squat with big truck tires and compact machine gun turrets. At first glance they appeared perfectly motionless, but if one stared long enough it was possible to pick out small cameras on the turrets, adjusting their lenses, shifting in micro increments for whatever inscrutable machine reason, always watching the building.

	The only windows that offered any possible escape were the ones in the classrooms. These looked out on an open slope leading down to a tree filled gully, with houses on the far side. The snow there looked deep, but it still seemed a plausible route. I watched a few different people try. They got farther then those exiting through the gym, but usually only made it a few steps before we heard the crack of a high-powered rifle. The would-be escapee’s head would then explode, leaving a splattering of blood and viscera on the fresh snow. Despite watching a few people make this attempt, from multiple different classrooms along the length of the school, I never did see or figure out where the sniper drone was situated.

	By the end of the first full day there was already talk of eating our own dead. Maybe some tried to do so, but I never saw them. As much as I was starving, having not eaten since the night before the evacuation, I was not yet hungry enough for raw, uncooked human flesh to seem palatable.

	On the morning of our third day in the school the GSA agents showed up. They unchained the doors out front, while at the same time sending in squads through the back doors. They shouted at everyone to move, ushering us forward back out the front entrance.

	Outside it was still dreary and overcast. As we waited a gentle snowfall started, as it had done off and on for the last few days. Everyone was gathered in a crowd along the drive in front of the school, where they divided us up between the men and the women. Once the GSA agents were satisfied they had every living person out of the school they started just the men walking again, the women left behind to whatever fate.

	This time it was no death march. We traversed a few city blocks before arriving at an elevated highway. There was traffic here, lined up at the National Guard roadblock built in the freeway underpass. Here we turned and marched up the highway on-ramp.

	There was little traffic on the highway itself. We were made to cross over to the grassy median. There were still several hundred of us alive, I estimated, and the narrowness of the median meant we formed a long line strung out down the length of the road.

	I spotted a sign that might have identified what road this was, and what junctions with other roads might be ahead, but it was toppled over and covered in snow. The grey diffuse sunlight made it difficult to even tell basic directions. I imagined the road we were on running east-west, but the eastern direction might actually have been closer to south given the time of year. I felt too numb from cold to puzzle it out further.

	As we stood there a National Guard truck started cruising by distributing food. At first this created a rush toward the vehicle, which was met with a sharp burst of machine gun fire. A few people at the far end of the line were mowed down, and everyone else slunk back into the median. The truck then started rolling slowly forward, a squad of GSA agents strolling alongside. Men in the truck passed packets out to the agents, who passed them on to the crowd.

	It seemed there was only enough, or they were only willing to give us enough, for every other person to get a packet. I claimed one for my dad and I to share. Getting our hands on it we found it was a so-called ‘MRE,’ an army meal in a bag. It was freeze-dried food, meant to be soaked in warm water to form a kind of soup. Of course none of us had warm water standing out there on the roadside. Instead we took the little, dried chunks of food out of the bags and popped them in our mouths, trying to heat and melt them that way. They were cold little chunks, so dry they seem to soak the saliva from my mouth, too hard to chew, too big to swallow whole.

	Realizing it would take forever to eat the food this way people started trying other methods. They took out the little chunks and started pressing them together between their hands, or stuffing them beneath their clothes, under their hats, or breaking them up into bits that could be swallowed.

	At some point in this process, after the truck distributing food drove off, I noticed the GSA agents standing on the shoulder opposite us, congregated in little groups. They were laughing at us, giant open-mouthed grins on their faces as they watched us struggle. I looked up and down the road at the crowd, hundreds of starving people unable to consume the food they had.

	Somehow it seemed fitting, an appropriate end to this whole ordeal. It would have been poetic, it seemed to me, if they had just shot us right then, suddenly, as a final punctuation mark. Instead the agents just stood and laughed, and the snow kept falling.

	We stood in the snow like that for more than an hour, by my estimation, although time had increasingly lost all meaning. A few cars whipped past on the road, never slowing down despite the crowd gathered in the median. If anything it felt like they sped up to get passed us.

	At last there emerged out of the haze a long line of buses. They were the same grey color, in the same close formation of autonomous vehicles, as the ones that had first picked us up in Florida to transport us to Camp Paradise, and in the same worn out condition. They slowed down as they approached, at last coming to a stop right there in the left lane of the highway.

	They had doors in the middle of their length on either side. These slid open, and the GSA agents brought out megaphones and commanded us to get onboard. Just like that initial, fateful bus ride last summer this one featured far more people than seats. We were crammed in, a hundred or so people onto buses that fit half as many. As before people crammed in three or four to a bench, or stood in the aisles or in the open spaces around the doors. My dad and I went to the back, to the open space across from the bathroom compartment, claiming spots to sit next to the exterior wall just as we had on the previous bus ride. Perhaps we did this out of some cold sense of familiarity, some decaying memory, I do not know.

	As everyone got settled I noticed that there did not seem to be any heat in this bus, or if there was it was being leeched out too quickly, through the cracks in the windows and the overhead skylights. Like in the school the only heat we had was from bunching together and shivering.

	Sitting on the floor I could not see anything, but I heard a screeching as the doors slid close, then the hiss of hydraulics and some low, metallic rattle that built in intensity. There was a slight jolt forward, and then the convoy got underway.

	 

	On that bus ride I came to understand the meaning of the term ‘nihilism,’ in a very visceral way. I no longer cared. The end game was upon us. If I starved or froze to death on this bus today, or in some abandoned building tomorrow, or got shot on the roadside the day after, none of it seemed to matter.

	Hours went by in which I did nothing but stare, not thinking or feeling. I came to realize I was staring at someone. He was a boy from my school, a Hispanic kid a few years behind me who I had seen working in the warehouse. He was staring right back at me with big, blank eyes. We had been staring right at each other, direct eye contact, yet neither had been aware of the other. Then I noticed, glancing at the rest of him, that his body was covered in a thin layer of frost.

	I did not move, instead continuing to stare, unable to remember this boy’s name. After a while the bus hit some kind of bump that jarred his body, causing it to slump over. His limbs remained stuck to his sides as he did, making it obvious that he was dead. I had just won a staring contest with a corpse.

	I looked over at my dad. He was pale and gaunt beneath the blankets he had wrapped around himself. At the school I had claimed some more layers off of some of the dead and given these to him, though they did not seem to help much. He was not shivering or moving, but staring blankly ahead just like the kid across from me. I shook him but he did not respond. I did so again. For a brief moment apathy fled me and I was gripped in the heart even as I gripped my dad by his shoulders. I shook him again and noticed the wisps of his exhaled breath, small and faint. He blinked and turned to me. With a sigh I sat back down, sinking once again into a mire of indifference.

	Soon after the buses came to a stop. I chanced to look outside. The snow was coming down lighter now. Beyond this I saw that we had entered some kind of city. Right next to the line of buses were some National Guard trucks and armored drones, escorting this convoy.

	Further afield I looked out at the tall buildings to the side of the road. High-rises in the foreground gave way to skyscrapers in the distance. A strange pall of black smoke hung amidst some of these buildings, its source unclear.

	The military vehicles in the next lane began to move forward again, and then so did the buses. After rolling forward for a few minutes a checkpoint came into view. It reminded me of the one on the Georgia border, giant concrete bunkers to either side and a concrete arch spanning the road like some medieval fortification. Except in this case much of the concrete was lying in chunks across the highway. As our buses slowly rolled through I got a first hand look at the devastation that had been this checkpoint. Giant metal doors that had once been able to seal off individual lanes were now twisted plates on the side of the road. Cars, cab-less self-driving trucks, military vehicles, and bits of machinery sat with them, swept into a pile to clear the traffic lanes. The checkpoint itself, the great concrete structure on the side of the road, had a chunk taken out of its side. Its top was still intact but canted at an improbably angle, leaning toward the highway. The gap in its side exposed twisted rebar and burnt furniture that had once been inside the structure.

	Once we were clear of this wreckage the buses picked up speed again and I sat back down. The day wore on in the same pointless way all days now seemed to. Our convoy stopped several more times. Although I checked out the window it was never apparent why we had stopped. All I could see was the city skyline, bracketed by columns of smoke in the distance. I saw occasional traffic passing by on the road, heedless of whatever had stopped this military convoy, and I heard occasional bursts of gunfire in the distance.

	At one time I might have wondered about that gunfire, whether it was perhaps a sign of the Resistance, if perhaps some kind of rescue or at least respite was at hand. I still wondered those things now, but in a deadened, dispassionate way, void of hope or fear. I never saw the source of the gunfire, and in the end the convoy just rolled along again.

	Passed midday we arrived at another checkpoint, this one intact. There were a set of gates across the highway, with angled metal spikes and squat, round concrete blocks in front of them. The only way around was through an off-ramp leading into some kind of cavernous facility. Along the off-ramp I saw multiple guard towers with machine gun nests, lining the road like power lines. Beyond these the convoy pulled into a sort of extended garage, concrete walls on either side, metal walkways above.

	Our bus came to a stop inside. The military vehicles that had been flanking us continued on ahead. For a moment I wondered if they might just dynamite the buses in this spot, finish us all off. From the perspective of our captors this would have been pointless and stupid, taking us all the way here just to kill us unceremoniously, but in retrospect it was hard to think of something our captors had done that was not pointless and stupid.

	Some GSA agents, with their submachine-guns and flak jackets, and carrying a large, lumpy sack, approached our bus. As I watched they issued some command on a remote device that got the bus doors opening. Right away a couple of the agents raised their weapons at the standing crowd. “Stay put!” one of them shouted.

	Then the agent carrying the sack reached in and pulled something out. I could not tell what it was at first. He was rather quick to fling it into the bus. Instantly there was some kind of scramble, people rushing toward the open doors.

	I remained where I was, watching out the window. I saw the GSA agent reach into the bag again, and this time I saw what he pulled out. It was a little bag of chips, like I had seen at gas stations thousands of times. Now it seemed like a priceless jewel, like a glimmering golden treasure. I watched him toss it into the bus and then pull out something else. Candy bars, boxes of crackers, soda cans, beef jerky packets. He grabbed perhaps a dozen items, hurling them through the open doors while his fellows kept their guns trained on that entrance. After that they closed the bus doors and continued on with their sack down the line.

	I watched the agents go, then turned toward the middle of the bus. It seemed a wonder to me that I was not reacting further, not cowering or attempting some desperate action. There was a riot happening there in the middle of the bus. People scrambled and punched, trying to get a hold of the few bits of food that had been thrown in here with us.

	I took a few steps forward to look down the aisle. If I had any hope of getting in there, claiming some morsel for myself, I dismissed it then. There were dozens of people in that mosh pit, and I was too weakened, too spent to fight my way through a horde of starving zombies, many of them bigger and, it seemed, more desperate than me.

	As I watched I saw, on the floor, an older black man come crawling down the aisle toward me. After staring for a moment I realized it was Hal, my dad’s old friend from the factory. He was holding one hand to his chest. I thought at first that he was wounded and the thought formed in my head that I should move forward and help him. Then I saw him get a little clearer from the scrum and sit up. He was not wounded but was holding against his chest a bag of potato chips. Or perhaps more like half a bag, it had been ripped in half and some of its contents were gone. There were still chips in there though, and Hal quickly shoved a few of these into his mouth.

	He was clear enough that he could stand, and he was about to do so when a foot came crashing down on his back. Hal was pressed down to the floor of the bus. As I looked up I saw that the man standing over him, pressing him down, was his son, the kid from my school I had seen rushing toward the front on the day of the evacuation.

	Hal managed to spin over onto his back and look up at his assailant. “Joe,” he said. Was that his son’s name? It did not seem right to me. Had that kid told me his name was Joe right then I would have stupidly asked ‘are you sure?’ Hal kept repeating the name though. “Joe, Joe, it’s me. I got us some food. Here, here, take some.”

	His son did not care. He bent down and struck his father, a full-fisted punch right in the face. As Hal collapsed to the floor Joe bent down further, the blows continuing. Hal raised his arms, trying to defend himself, but his son was relentless. He pounded on Hal’s face over and over, until there was blood on his fists and the floor. When he at last stopped Joe grabbed the half bag of chips and got up, stuffing one into his mouth.

	That was as long as his victory lasted. Two men, bigger than Joe, attacked him from behind. One beat on the back of his head and shoulders with his fists while the other made a grab for the remaining potato chips. The bag got crunched in Joe’s grip, exploding chip fragments onto the ground. Other people, bystanders hiding in the nearby seats, snatched some of these bits as soon as they hit the ground. The man behind Joe, meanwhile, managed to get an arm around his neck, pulling him back in an attempted choke hold while the other man pried the remains of the bag from Joe’s fist. Joe seemed determined though, using his free hand to strike at the man going for the food, prompting some blows to the face in response.

	When at last this scuffle cleared the two men had what remained of the bag of chips. As they let go of Joe he collapsed to the floor on top of his father. By now the general commotion had settled down. The victors had eaten the food, the most desperate crawled around on the ground looking for crumbs, and several bodies lay in the aisle or flopped against the bus doors.

	I continued to lean against the wall next to the bathroom door and watch. It did not seem quite possible that any of the bodies I saw there had been killed just by a series of fist blows. I realized as I thought this that they had not been. They had been killed by everything else up to this point, by the GSA agents outside and the evacuation run and the cold and hunger and the camp and the Nationalist party. It was a grand totality of blows starting long before today that had killed them.

	Either way I knew, staring at them, that all those people laying in the aisle were dead. Among them were Hal and his son, bodies stacked atop each other. It seemed a fitting end.

	 

	After the food riot the buses remained stationary in the checkpoint complex for another hour or two. At some point the GSA agents came back with their sack, tossing in more tidbits of food. The second riot was no less intense. I remained in the back next to my dad and did not even watch this time.

	Right after that the convoy got moving again. By the time we exited the checkpoint garage it was night. Spot lights on guard towards illuminated the on-ramp back to the highway, but beyond that was just darkness. As we rolled further away from the checkpoint that darkness become complete. The vehicles must have been navigating by some sensor that did not rely on visible light. Even looking out the window the world was cast in a near perfect black.

	I slouched down and tried to go to sleep. Having spent the last few days in some ambivalent mental state, somewhere between consciousness and death, I found achieving actual sleep difficult. The bus lulled along, its quiet rattling sending vibrations up into the frame, the siding, and ultimately to my shoulders. The cold seeped into my bones, as if I were dissolving into the air around me.

	Some ways into the night, I had no idea when, there was a sudden slowing. It was almost jarring in its abruptness, a break check that had people sliding forward on their seats and all of us stirring to alertness.

	Lights came on inside and outside the bus. I stood up and looked out the window. We had pulled over on the side of the road. Agents or National Guardsmen with flashlights moved about along the shoulder, and headlights from military trucks highlighted this stretch of highway. Putting my hands around the sides of my eyes to block out the bright lights in the bus I could peer out into the darkness. It looked like we were stopped in a field in the middle of nowhere.

	Some GSA men came up to the side of the bus and opened the doors. “Throw out the dead!” one of them shouted. He made it sound almost comical, and perhaps it would have been were we not surrounded by corpses. “Throw the dead bodies out.”

	Although there were no laughs there was some jubilance. Unloading corpses meant more space for the rest of us. People began going down the aisles, checking for stiff dead bodies among the listless living.

	“Take these guys,” I heard a shout up front.

	“Got one right here!”

	People worked in pairs, lugging corpses by the shoulders and feet, getting them to the open mid-section of the bus and pitching them out into the snow.

	“I got one here,” a voice near me said.

	I was still almost asleep and at first did not pay any attention. Then I blinked and caught movement to my side. I realized they were gathering around me. I stirred and sat up, but the men towering over me now weren’t looking at me but at my dad.

	“Whoa, whoa,” I said, rolling over to essentially be on top of him, blocking their progress. “Whoa.”

	“What the fuck?”

	“Is this your dad kid?”

	I ignored them, instead shaking my dad by the shoulders. “Dad, wake up!” He did not move. “Dad, dad, wake up, they’re trying to throw you out with the dead bodies!”

	“He’s gone kid.”

	“No, no,” I shook him again, almost pulling him upright. I was about ready to slap him across the face, but his head lulled and then straightened itself. He opened his eyes and stared at me, glanced up at the men around us, around at the room, all without comprehension. His eyes seemed to glaze over, but he let out a sigh, his breath visible.

	“See, he’s alive.”

	“Fine.”

	As the men went away I helped get my dad settled again. “Are you alright dad?” I asked.

	“Hmmm,” he mumbled. His breathing was very shallow.

	I stood up to look out the window again. There was a little pile of bodies forming beside the bus. Looking up and down the line of buses I saw, highlighted in truck headlights, more such piles. It was still snowing, and already they were covered in a white dusting. In most cases the people throwing out the bodies had first taken some of their outer layers to claim for themselves, desperate for any further bit of warmth. The bodies looked like people unprepared for this weather even though, I reflected, they were the most well adapted to it.

	Eventually the unloading stopped and the GSA agents closed up the bus again. People set about repositioning themselves, taking advantage of the extra space. The lights went out, casting the bus interior into shadows created by the bright headlights outside. A few minutes later those headlights went off as well, and again there was nothing but darkness.

	A man who had been standing closer to the middle of the bus, a survivor of the food riots with a fresh cut on his forehead to prove it, came back and sat down next to me and my dad.

	“Fuck,” he said, shaking his head, not talking to anyone in particular. “Why the fuck don’t they just shoot us already.”
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	In the early hours of the next morning we arrived at our destination. It was still dark outside, still night. Or perhaps it was the next night. Or maybe days had ceased altogether and it was just the night.

	Under harsh spotlights they unloaded us from the buses. I looked about at the multiple rows of high chain link fences behind me, the heavy steel barred gates, the sheer concrete structures ahead. It seemed that all the pretense of this system, starting with our ‘transfer’ to a new economic zone, the in-processing, the camp councillors, had at last all fallen away. They were treating us as the criminals they had thought us to be all along, and as such had brought us here, to an actual prison.

	A voice on some booming overhead announcement system ordered us to start moving forward. That felt wrong, and I looked about, thinking that not everybody was off the bus yet. The crowd was tiny, half the size it had been lined up on the highway the morning before. I looked back to the buses, but nobody was getting off. I kept staring, but I could see nobody moving aboard them either, even though the interior lights were on.

	Even had I the inclination there was no time to think about these mass casualties. Already everybody was moving forward in response to the loud speakers. We moved along a walkway lined with loose gravel, flanked by towering fences and razor wire on either side. I stuck close to my dad, who was moving forward in a mindless zombie shuffle.

	At the end of this walkway we passed through another steel gate with a heavily fortified guard booth nearby. Beyond was the prison yard, a blank concrete space with scattered piles of snow around the edges.

	Near one of the buildings, at the front of the crowd, I noticed a man in a pastel suit surrounded by a cluster of prison guards. The guards themselves wore uniforms like police men and carried sidearms, which made them less armed than the guards back at Camp Paradise. The man in the suit was shouting things, at the guards, at the GSA agents, at the crowd. I assumed he was the warden, then realized it did not really matter. He could have been just anybody.

	A GSA agent got this warden man a megaphone. He spoke into this at the same shouting volume he had been using, heedless of its amplification. “Form a line! Everyone form a line!”

	There was some general shuffling among the crowd but nothing that looked like the beginnings of a line. The warden continued to speak, saying we would all be getting a hot shower and breakfast once we got inside, but that he was not going to open the doors until we had formed a line and proceeded in an orderly manner.

	The crowd around me did not respond, more I think from listlessness than defiance. Slowly, with more shouting from the warden and the variety of armed guards around us, the crowd began to get into some kind of discernable line. A few people broke off from this, moving to the edges of the yard and taking a seat on the ground, perhaps waiting for the line to thin out before standing in it, perhaps just waiting to die.

	I elbowed my way forward a bit, angling for a better spot in line. As hungry as I was by that point I had moved beyond the normal hunger pains. It was the hot shower, warmth of any kind, that fascinated me. I managed to get forward a bit and claim a better spot in line, but when I turned around I saw my dad was no longer with me.

	Looking around I spotted him, moving toward the high fence, intent on taking a seat. I hesitated between keeping my spot and going after him. For a moment I was ready to just stand there, let him figure it out for himself, but then I remembered Hal and his son. With a sigh I abandoned my spot and went after my dad.

	He was just about to flop down at the edge of a pile of snow when I caught up with him. “Dad. Dad, come on, we have to get in line.”

	He paused and looked at me as if through a fog. “Trey. That’s okay, you go ahead, I’m just gonna sit down for a bit.”

	“Dad, you can’t sit down out here, it’s freezing. Come on, just a little bit longer and we’ll get food and a hot shower. Come on.”

	“No, no, I can’t. I’m too tried Trey. Go ahead, I’ll catch up.”

	“Dad. Dad, no.” I grabbed his arm. He almost became dead weight there in my hands. I had to reach across and catch him under his other arm to keep him upright.

	“I’m just gonna rest here for a bit, next to these guys.” He waved a hand toward the snow pile. I gave him a quizzical look, then turned toward the snow. Looking at it closer I saw that this was not just a pile of snow. It was more a layer of snow that had been deposited on a row of dead bodies. They were laid out in a line, as if they had been stacked here. The bodies wore orange jump suits, though these were covered in snow and faded almost to a shade of brown, which had rendered them invisible until I got this close.

	“Dad, no, you can’t rest here.”

	“Why not, they get to?”

	“Dad, they’re dead. Those are dead bodies there.”

	“We’re all dead bodies eventually. Why not let me rest here?”

	Something about the way he said this struck me as poignant. I had been expecting to die very soon for so long now that it was a sort of default state. I had no real answer for him, none I could speak with sincerity, for why I should not let him rest, not let him lay down and die right here. It did not seem to matter, today or tomorrow, here or elsewhere, the dark future was here and death was upon us and everything else seemed pointless.

	I looked over at the line and was reminded again of the hot showers and breakfast. Had some form of relief not been so close at hand I think I would have let me dad sit down, would have joined him, laying ourselves out right in line with the corpses. But I had not come this far to let my dad die so close to relief. I resolved not to bother with argument and instead rely on my physical strength, which it had just become obvious to me was now greater than my father’s.

	“Come on,” I angled myself down, getting one of his arms over my shoulder and supporting him like that. “Come on, let’s get in line with the living.”

	I got my dad to the end of the line. As weak as I felt it was not too difficult to support him. When had he become so thin? It seemed he weighed less than I did, was in fact in all ways now smaller than me. That was a staggering thought, but I had no time for it, focusing instead on the immediate problem of keeping him awake and upright.

	The wait was interminable. Above us, beyond the glare of the banks of spotlights, there was just night sky with no sign of dawn. The line moved in small spurts forward and long stretches of nothing. All the while my dad kept glancing over at where some others had gone and sat down, leaning against the side of a building. Sometimes he would instead stare at the ground right at his feet, and then reach out for it and begin to slump, moving toward that goal with all the force of gravity.

	“Please, Trey, let’s just sit down for a while.”

	“We’re gonna stand in this line and take a shower and then eat,” I said, finding myself sounding more like the parent.

	At last we got to the front of the line, right at a set of double doors. They were letting people in five at a time. Through the doors we found ourselves in some kind of changing room. There were big, wheeled hampers filled with plain white underwear and faded orange jump suits. They had us strip down completely, removing the many extra layers and blankets we had piled on since our departure from Camp Paradise. All of these were tossed into a haphazard pile at the back of the room, I think with the intention of burning it all, which was fine be me. At the same time a guard with some kind of electronic scanner device came and held this up to our right shoulders. It beeped as is detected our implanted chips, and the man noted something on a mobile reader he held in his other hand.

	Next we were shoved off into the adjoining communal shower. Scalding hot water was already pouring out of multiple nozzles. A man with a stopwatch stood at the entrance, watching it and us intently. Once I got under the stream of water I ceased to think of anything else. The burning on my skin did not seem to matter, only the sensation of warmth that hung in the humid air.

	Then the man with the stop watch yelled for us to get out. We were issued new clothes, and a pair of guards marched us down the hallway to a cafeteria. Breakfast consisted of bread and warm stew, which I would later find were the constituents of every meal served here. It did not matter. The food was warm, the building was heated, and I ate. There were only a few others present in the cafeteria. My dad and I had a table to ourselves, and I paid no attention at all to him. I was consumed by the act of consumption, nothing else existed in the universe but me and the food I was eating.

	Periodically a guard came in and called out a pair of names, and that pair was escorted out of the cafeteria. Dad and I were called together. They had given me just enough time to scarf down all my food, and only as we were leaving did I notice that my dad had not finished all of his.

	Guards escorted us further into the prison. We passed through several sets of double doors, none of which appeared to be locked, and through a sliding prison-bar door that stood wide open. I was too tired to think any of this strange or heartening or ominous. They brought us to a cell block where all the cell doors likewise stood wide open. Other people from our group were already sleeping in some of the ground level cells. Dad and I were taken up some stairs to the second tier and to one of the cells there. The guard scanned our shoulder implants again, noted something on his own mobile, and left without comment.

	My dad was already moving into the cell, having spotted the bunks. He stumbled and slumped into the bottom one before I could even react. I stared at him for a moment, then glanced around. There were bright lights illuminating the common cell block space, but no lights within any individual cell. There were also some high windows across the way from us, looking out onto a still dark sky.

	I walked into the cell, climbed onto the top bunk, and instantly fell asleep.

	 

	When I awoke there was daylight streaming in from the high windows, and my dad was gone. The doors, to my cell and every other one, still stood wide open. I headed out into the prison block without anybody stopping me, looking around, not seeing my father anywhere. Most of the cells were occupied by people still asleep.

	I started wandering. At certain doorways there stood guards with some of those hand held sensor devices. They would stop people at the door and scan their implant without a word. They never actually stopped anybody from proceeding. I found the cafeteria, though no meal was being served at the time. There was also a library and a computer lab, both of which were almost vacant, and I quickly discovered the library selection was very limited and the computers had no access to the internet. There was also a workout room that was totally empty; a laundry room where the clothes taken from people the night before had been dumped; a room with booths and glass partitions for prisoners receiving visitors. Nobody stopped me at any point or seemed to care where I was going, though the ever-present guards scanned me whenever I entered or left an area.

	Out in the yard the day was overcast but without precipitation. It was also vacant. A cold wind blew, piercing through the thin clothes I wore and whirling flurries of snow from beyond the fence into the yard. The only people I saw were guards or prisoners hurrying between buildings, and I moved to do the same.

	I found my way into other cell blocks, also with their doors open. Some housed those who had rode in from Camp Paradise, while others had the original prison inhabitants. The later were recognizable mostly from their jump suits being more faded to brown than ours were. Otherwise I found they had the same emaciated looking bodies and the same vacant, haunted look as we did. Most of them lay in their beds or sat in their cells, doing and thinking and being nothing at all.

	The guards, I noticed, were not much different. They scanned my implant without ever looking at me, walked patrols through the halls while staring off into space, sat around in security rooms behind barred doors and barred glass, also doing nothing. The ones standing guard seemed more like statues than anything else; the ones walking about were only differentiated from the prisoners by their clothes.

	Through all this wandering, more than an hour, I found no sign of my dad. Finally, on my way back to my cell block, I spotted him, rushing across the yard, an icy wind at his back. I came up to him, calling out ‘dad!’ at first, and when he did not respond switching to his name. Still I got no reaction until I actually ran up alongside him and touched his shoulder.

	He looked at me with blank eyes, staring through me, lacking any recognition. Then he seemed to come to himself, and he smiled.

	“Dad, what are you doing?”

	“I was . . . I was looking for some coffee.”

	“Out here?”

	“They . . . Trey, would you get me some coffee.”

	“The cafeteria isn’t open right now. Come on.”

	I put his arm over my shoulder again and supported him as I lead him back inside, back to our cell block, where I navigated him into bed. As I did though he was hit with a coughing fit. A moment later this had produced a wad of phlegm and blood in his hands.

	Fortunately in my wanderings I had also found the prison medic office. I went there right away. There was a single doctor present, along with about half a dozen beds. The walls and tiles looked like they had once been white but were now all faded and covered in water stains, like a pox spreading across the room. The doctor was nothing like the one that treated me back at Camp Paradise. I stood at the window that looked in on the area while he went about some paperwork. I saw him explicitly glance at me several times without doing anything. I knocked on the counter top to get his attention, but this got no reaction either. After doing this several times got me nowhere I leaned over the counter and said ‘excuse me.’ Again he pointedly ignored this, going as far as to glance at me before resuming whatever he was doing on his computer.

	If I had needed something, some object or item or medicine, from him I would have hopped the counter right then and claimed it. But I needed his expertise, so I stood there.

	Finally he got up and came over to the window. For a moment he just stood there, a vacant look in his eyes, staring past me, not saying anything. “What?”

	“My dad is sick.”

	This prompted a sigh and a long pause. “Alright, have him come down, I’ll look at him.”

	“I don’t think he can get out of bed.”

	“I don’t do house calls kid. Have him come down here.”

	“But he’s sick, he can’t . . .”

	“I don’t do house calls. Have him come here or not, but don’t waste my time.”

	I went back to our cell block. My dad was asleep, his breathing coming in arrhythmic rasps. I roused him and, with some effort, got him on his feet. He seemed even weaker than when I had held him up in line earlier that morning. I was supporting almost his entire weight, hobbling and half dragging him down the hallways.

	My own exhaustion and lack of strength was catching up with me. It was a struggle to move myself and my dad. I considered having him lie down on the floor and just dragging him by the shoulders the rest of the way, but I was not certain that would really be any better.

	Somehow I endured all the way back to the medical office. Once again I found myself standing at the little window, my dad leaning against me now, waiting on the doctor.

	At last he came to the window. Without saying anything he stood there and stared at my dad, then at me, then looped around to let us into a little side examination room. I got my dad onto the examination bed, and the doctor said nothing when I claimed the seat in the corner.

	He examined my dad in a cursory way, poking at his abdomen, shining a light in his eyes and ears and mouth. He asked my dad a few questions, if he had been vomiting, had diarrhea, what he had eaten. The answers he got were cursory and slow to come, my dad seeming about to collapse over and fall asleep right there.

	“Yip, uh-huh.” The doctor turned to me. “It’s dysentery. There ’ve been a few cases in your group. Something they fed you guys.”

	“Dysentery?!” I was shocked by this prognosis, by this word. I had not thought dysentery was still a thing. I thought it one of those diseases that had been eradicated, like polio.

	But then, I thought to my self, why not? This was a new age of darkness, of whippings and lynchings and bizarre tortures. America had embraced medieval ignorance, why should there not also be medieval diseases.

	“So, you can treat it, right?” I asked.

	“Pff.”

	“What?”

	“There’s nothing I can do kid.”

	“Nothing?”

	“Get him rest, keep him hydrated. That’s it. It’ll run it’s course. Or it won’t. Just get him out of here. I’ve got other patients to worry about.”

	In that moment the doctor’s words broke through my apathy and nihilism. I wanted to attack him, to tackle him and beat him the way I had been beaten by the camp councillors. I wanted to strangle him, to take a blunt object and club in his face until he was no longer recognizable as human, to bash him until the demon inhabiting this human shell had escaped.

	For a moment my thoughts flared bigger than that. If he’d had a gun I would have taken it, gone on some kind of mass shooting, killing anybody and everybody. I wanted to hunt down the camp councillors, the GSA agents and officers and executives, the National Guardsmen, the governors and congressmen, and every single fucking person who had voted for the Nationalist party that had brought about this giant mess that was my life. I would have shot them, torched them, bombed them, nuked them. Any weapon I could have found I would have used to destroy that seething mass of darkness, the complicit murderers of my family, my friends, myself.

	I looked at my father. He still sat there, hunched over on the examination table, seemingly unaware of the conversation going on. I said noting to the doctor, instead butting past him to help my dad up. We left without a word, hobbling and shuffling again back to our cell.

	 

	It was never announced or made obvious, but through some overhead conversation I eventually learned I was in another GSA facility, the White Haven penitentiary in western Michigan. Life in this prison had much the same tone of the latter days at Camp Paradise. There was a lethargy, an apathy, among both prisoners and guards. The warden, in his used car salesmen suits, addressed everyone on occasion, in gatherings out in the yard. He always emphasized the maintenance of order. It seemed to be all he lived for.

	Anybody caught brawling, or damaging something, or trying to escape, was shot on sight. I witnessed this more than once, in particular on an occasion when a fight broke out in the cafeteria and guards rushed in firing indiscriminately. I saw the fight start and dove under my table, hiding there until everything had calmed down. Sometimes, if the guards felt magnanimous, violators would not be killed but instead thrown into solitary confinement, perhaps to emerge a few weeks later, perhaps never to be seen again. Otherwise they did not care what we did. Within the confines of the prison we could come and go as we liked. Meals were twice a day, showers once a day, for limited time windows that created a major rush and encouraged people to line up early. Waiting in line became a major activity of my days, my schedule revolving around being fed and showered.

	Each morning around dawn, right before the allotted times for showering and breakfast, we were required to line up for a sort of roll call. We would stand in front of our cells while guards came by, scanning our implants without comment. During these times I helped my father out, propping him up so the guards could scan him as well. They said nothing to either of us as they did so, showing as much concern for my father’s condition as the doctor had.

	Beyond this my dad stayed in his bunk. He was running a fever and only ever spoke in single word mutterings. At each meal I would pocket my bread and bring it to him, along with a cup of water. I got him to drink, but rarely did he eat anything, complaining of an intense vise grip clamping in his stomach.

	When not waiting in line I wandered around most days, listless but not wishing to go back to the cell with my sick father. I contemplated not ever going back to it, to leaving him to his fate, just like Hal’s son had done. Then I would feel guilty for thinking something so horrid, and would end up going back each evening.

	One day I returned to find my dad crying. He was laying on his back, arms held rigid at his sides, staring at the bunk above him. Mixed in with the tears pooling around his eyes was blood, leaking from a gash in his temple.

	“What happened?” I asked in shock.

	“Oh. Trey, hello.”

	“What happened?”

	“They, they attacked me.”

	“Who?”

	“Oh, it’s . . . the guys next door. They came in here and starting hitting me.”

	“Why?”

	“I don’t know . . . I didn’t do anything . . .” He struggled, his breath raspy, this short conversation leaving him winded. “I’ve just been . . . here all day. Tell them . . . to stop.”

	I had gotten through high school by avoiding confrontation, and attempted to apply the same principles at Camp Paradise. Seeing my dad like this though, crying over this injustice, I again felt my apathy disappear, burned away with rage. I stormed over to the cell next door.

	“Guys. What the fuck?”

	There were two men in here, playing cards on a stool they had claimed somewhere. One was a large Hispanic guy I recognized from Camp Paradise, perhaps even a member of the same work crews as my father. The other I did not recognize, and in other circumstances might have felt intimidated by the one ripped-off sleeve of his prison suit that revealed a complete sleeve of tattoos. Both of them turned to look at me without comprehension.

	“Were you beating up my dad?” I gestured to the cell next door.

	“That’s your dad?” the tattoo man said.

	“Yeah. What the fuck, why were you beating him up?”

	They stared at me a moment further, then looked at each other. Then they started to laugh.

	“What?” I said.

	“Fuck off man,” the larger guy said.

	“So you didn’t beat him up?”

	“Fuck off.”

	“It’s a simple fucking question.”

	“Yeah, we fucking beat him,” tattoo man said. “Beat him ‘til he cried like a little bitch.” He started laughing again, prompting his compatriot to join in.

	“Buy why?”

	“Fuck off,” the large guy just repeated himself.

	“Yeah, fuck off kid.”

	It became too much. It was like they were trying to be villains, cruel for the sake of cruelty. In a surge of barely checked rage I rushed into their cell. Before they could react I grabbed the stool where they were playing and sent it toppling over, sending cards and cash and cigarettes scattering away.

	The large guy looked shocked, but tattoo man was on his feat right away, stepping up to stand face to face with me. I took a half step back and held out my arms. “What the fuck is your problem?” I shouted.

	“What the fuck is your problem kid?”

	“I fucking told you, you beat up my dad for no reason, you moron.”

	“Fuck your dad.” The tattoo man shoved me in the chest. I stumbled backward but maintained my balance. “Your dad stinks.”

	“Your dad fucking reeks,” the large man was now on his feet as well. “Fucker been pissing himself.”

	“So you beat him?”

	“Yeah, we did,” tattoo man said, “and we’ll do it again the next time we have to smell his raunchy ass.”

	We locked gazes. I was unwilling to look away, but unwilling to escalate this further. “Just . . . stay away from him.”

	“Or what kid?” Both of them hovered between laughing and attacking me.

	There seemed nothing more I could say or do. I turned and walked out of the cell. “Yeah, run like a little bitch, just like your dad.”

	Still feeling hopped up on adrenalin, and listening to their laughter behind me, I could not bear to return to my cell. I walked off, wondering the prison, wishing there was more I could have done, wishing I had said something more clever, more cutting. I realized those men were just villains, caricatures come to life, more typical denizens of this new, dark world.

	I did not even return to my cell that night. After wondering for hours through the sprawling prison I ultimately just sat down in whatever hallway I happened to be in, the rush of rage wearing off into a energy crash. I braced myself against the wall and fell asleep right there. Nobody seemed to notice or care.

	The next day, at shower time, I went and got my dad out of bed. He was so light I could lift him myself. I carried him down to wait in line, helped undress him, carried him into the shower. He was filthy, most of his body covered in grime, from what I did not even know. I had to support him while I washed him off. There was a time, so long ago now, when standing naked with my father in a communal shower would have been something out of a nightmare. Now that shower turned out to be the highlight of my day.

	Cleaned up, I navigated my dad back to our cell, hobbling along with him since carrying him had already worn me out. Once I got him into his bunk again he smiled, looking all the healthier for it. I went off to breakfast and brought him some bread afterward. He ate about half of it, which was better than usual, and again looked contented for at least a brief moment.

	Nevertheless when I returned that evening I found him crying again. He sat in the same rigid position as the day before, this time with blood running out of his nose.

	“Trey,” he said, not looking toward me. “Trey, is that you?”

	“Dad, what happened?” I rushed to his side as I realized.

	“They took my bread.”

	“Who did?”

	“The . . . next door.”

	“Did they steal it while you were sleeping?”

	There was a long pause here. “No . . . no. They . . . they came in . . . beat me again. I cannot go on son . . . I . . . I am spent. Please, some water.”

	I refilled his cup of water from the sink in our cell and brought it to him. He drank only a little before laying back down. “Thank you, Trey. You . . . you’re the last kind person . . . in the world.”

	His words made me feel guilty all over again for the times I had thought about abandoning him. They also felt poignant, since if they were true, what was there left for me in this world.

	After that I vowed not to leave my dad’s side. I camped out in that cell throughout each day and evening. At meal times I would wait until I saw the bullies next door heading off, then would follow shortly after. I would scarf down my soup in the cafeteria then return with the bread. By that point I had discovered the guards would not stop anybody taking food out, so I did not even bother hiding it. I would race back to the cell, offer my dad the bread, and settle in to my own guard duty. During the day at least I could make some kind of lunch out of the bread he had failed to eat.

	One day I tried taking my father down to the showers again, but he complained the whole way of various aches as I carried him, and was unable to support any of his weight at all when I tried to stand him up. After that neither of bothered taking showers.

	For almost two weeks this routine continued. Endless days spent sitting in that cell, pacing or napping or sitting and staring at my sleeping father, dulled my senses and spirit. That I was warm now, being fed, not being run to exhaustion, seemed only to be prolonging the inevitable. If it would all be over soon for my father, and it seemed like it would, then I felt I could not be far behind.

	A few times I caught the bullies looking into our cell as they walked past, but they never said anything to me. It seemed they were unwilling to disturb my father as long as I was around, because I heard nothing more from them.

	 

	The day came when my dad could no longer stand supported long enough even for roll call. I carried him in my arms out of our cell to stand there and wait. As I did he kept mumbling, his voice at some points breaking into a random shout.

	“Trey . . . what . . . where are we . . . I can’t go on . . . Trey, let me rest . . . please . . . I’m spent, please . . .”

	I had positioned my dad so his right shoulder was pointed outward, so the guard could scan his implant. The guard did this, and scanned mine, with typical disinterest, as usual not even blinking or breaking stride as he passed us. Some of the prisoners around us though, I noticed, did flinch or look our way when my dad punctuated his mumbling with sharp cries.

	I got him back to his bunk as quick as I could, but his mumbling continued. A man from a few cells down, another one I recognized from Camp Paradise, though I did not know his name, came by a few moments later, as everyone else was heading off for the shower line.

	“This is your father?” He was an older man, closer to my dad’s age, frail and emaciated looking, but with a heavy voice and obviously enough strength to at least move on his own.

	“Yes. He’s got dysentery.”

	The old man just stared for a moment.

	“The doctor won’t help him,” I added.

	“Probably can’t. They don’t get a lot of medicine in places like this.”

	We both stared at my dad for a few moments. He continued to mumble, a stream of pleas for water, comments about being spent, random names, and words I could not make out or sounds that were meaningless.

	“You can’t help him either,” the older man said. I did not respond to this. “Some advice, son. You’re in prison. Right or not that’s what it is. You gotta look out for yourself. Ain’t nobody got family here, it’s every man for himself.”

	I looked up at him, at his dark, haunted eyes.

	“If I was you, I wouldn’t be bringing him any more food. This one’s gone, man. You’re just wastin’ it. Save it for yourself.”

	Again I said nothing, just looking back at my dad. He had stopped mumbling, seeming to have fallen into a light sleep, his breathing ragged. The old man stood there a while longer without speaking, then at last turned and walked away.

	I kept my vigil over my dad that whole day. There was some left over bread from the previous night I ate that morning, but otherwise I did not bother even going to meals. I did not pace or try napping that day either. I just sat, in the little chair across from my dad, staring.

	As the daylight disappeared from the high windows across from our cell and the interior lights switched on my dad started to speak my name. “Trey . . . Trey . . .”

	“Dad?”

	“Trey.”

	I moved over, kneeling next to his bed. “What is it dad?”

	“Trey.”

	I could not tell if it was a request or a statement or just a random word. I tried asking him but he did not seem to hear me, instead just staring upward, sometimes saying random things.

	At last, at lights out, I climbed into the upper bunk. Still I remained awake, staring at the moonlit walkway outside our cell, feeling like this was the extent of the entire universe.

	I awoke that morning with the sounding of the bell and the lights coming on for morning roll call. Getting down from the top bunk I noticed my father was not moving. I went to check his pulse, but just touching his skin I found it was ice cold.

	Still I picked him up and carried him out of the cell. His head lolled backwards in a way a living person would never have done, almost as if it were about to fall off. There was nothing else unusual about the morning, yet it felt like an eternity before the guard with the scanner arrived.

	Like every morning he scanned my arm, then got my dad, and started to walk on without a word.

	“Um, sir.”

	The guard stopped and looked at me.

	“He’s uh, he’s dead sir.” I gestured with the shriveled corpse I carried, my dead father.

	The guard let out a sigh. “Hold on.”

	I did just that, remaining standing there as the roll scanning was completed and everyone left for the showers. I could have put my dad back down, taken a seat, but my mind was blank, unable to form thought or translate anything into action. All I could do was hold on, standing there.

	At last some more guards showed up with a gurney. Without a word they took my father, loaded him on, and wheeled him off. It was the last I would ever see of him, or any of my family.

	After they were gone I continued to stand there, staring after them. I did not cry, or even feel much of anything, though that lack of feeling left me unsettled.

	In the world, I realized, I now had no one. No parental support, no burden. For better or worse, I was on my own.

	



	


13

	

	Winter left the same way it had arrived, as if its job was done and it now had to get on to important business elsewhere. I walked out one day to find a pleasant sun shining from a cold and clear sky. A year ago my Florida self would have still found this uncomfortable, but over this winter the cold and darkness had seeped all the way into my bones.

	I would remain in that prison for almost three months, passing through most of the time in the haze that had come to define my life. Without the need to help my father, to keep vigil over him, I truly had nothing to do. I lined up for showers and meals and roll call, ate at my own pace in the cafeteria, slept to alleviate boredom, paced and wandered. The bullies in the next cell never spoke to me again.

	At some point, tired of staring at walls, I returned to the prison library. In there I found, tucked into a far corner, a science fiction section. All the books were originally published seventy, eighty, ninety years ago, and the weathered, beaten, faded, sometimes crumbling paperback copies might have been just as old. They were all the kind of books with telepathic green men on Mars and jungles on Venus and always the latest model of flying cars. I used to see books like that and think them so dated, so irrelevant. But why not? I was bored, and anything that spoke of the future in terms other than bleak seemed an equal fantasy in my eyes. In any event some even modestly well written books were welcome after all the turgid drivel in the Camp Paradise library.

	I did not think about my father, or my family, or my future. Really I thought of nothing beyond the moment, the book I might be reading, the soup I might be eating, the ground in front of my feet.

	 

	On one spring morning I was awoken prior to the roll call bell by a large bang. I laid in my bunk for a moment, thinking of going back to sleep, when a series of bangs, louder and in rapid succession, shook the whole building. The walls rattled, as if it were an earthquake. I got up and stood at the front of my cell. Across the way the glass in the high cell block windows had shattered, raining fragments down on the main corridor below.

	I stood there for a moment, uncertain of anything. Then I heard another sound, the staccato of distant gunfire. I went back into my cell and laid down on the bottom bunk, unused since my father died on it.

	The roll call bell never rang. Daylight grew across the cell block, and the interior began to feel warm and stuffy as spring air flowed in freely. I waited there in my cell for hours, occasionally slipping forward to check out the cell block. I saw nobody about. Everyone else around here was either also hiding in their cells or had slipped off elsewhere without me noticing.

	Every few minutes I heard another burst of gunfire or another loud bang. Those bangs, I concluded, were grenades, or maybe mortars. I was not familiar enough with the sounds of ordinance to identify them beyond that.

	At last, there came rushing into the cell block, a squad of armed men. They wore black uniforms unlike any of those used by my captors at any point in this ordeal. They came in as if expecting resistance, advancing to points of cover and keeping their weapons raised. I walked to the front of my cell, aware of the threat armed men might represent, yet unable to care.

	These soldiers, or whatever they were, spread out to sweep through the cell block. As I got a closer look I saw they were more a hodgepodge than they first appeared. Some wore bullet proof vests or full body armor, some had just black shirts or coats. Some had submachine-guns like those favored by GSA agents while others had much larger rifles in different varieties. A few of them wore green army helmets but most had no head covering at all, save for pairs of mirrored sunglasses they never removed.

	They came up to the second level of the cell block and began working their way down the cells toward me. I heard them asking questions of the men in some of the cells, though I realized now most of those cells were empty. These soldiers went cell by cell, sweeping through every space while others waited at stairways or doors, covering them.

	A pair of soldiers came up to my cell, guns still held at the ready.

	“Anyone else in here?” one of them asked even as he looked around my cell, always pointing his gun wherever he was looking.

	I just shook my head and stared dumbly at them.

	“Okay, sit tight.” They started to move on to the next cell.

	“Um, sir,” I managed to stammer.

	Both soldiers stopped and looked at me.

	“What, um . . . what is happening?”

	“This prison has been liberated kid. You’re free.”

	“Free?” The word sounded strange, like some nonsense phrase without meaning. “Free to do what?”

	The soldiers shot each other confused glances. “Well, free to leave, go wherever you want. Just let us finish sweeping this area first.”

	Free to go wherever I wanted. Where did I want to go? After thinking about it a moment I decided I wanted to go to the cafeteria and get something to eat.

	Making my way down there I passed more of the black uniformed men. Out in the yard there were several new vehicles. They were a combination of army trucks, police cruisers and armored drones, and a full sized, manned battle tank. All of them were painted black, though in the bright sunlight it was obvious there had been emblems or insignia on the sides that had been painted over and were still visible in outline.

	At the same time my route also took me past scenes from the other side of the morning’s battle. The yard had a couple former vehicles, each of them now a smoking, mangled ruin, and everywhere I saw the bodies of prison guards and GSA soldiers, left shot up, blown up, bludgeoned and sprawled out in pools of blood.

	As I walked I noticed some of the new, black vehicles also flying an unfamiliar flag. It looked like the American flag, with the red and white stripes, but instead of a blue square in the corner it had a blue triangle along one side, and instead of white stars it had a red, blocky ‘O’ symbol that seemed vaguely familiar.

	At the cafeteria I found I was not the only one with this idea. There was a crowd in the process of raiding the kitchen. Soldiers in black guarded the entrance, though rather than scan our implants their main goal seemed to be preventing anybody leaving with food. The unspoken rule seemed to be that we could eat as much as we wanted, but no absconding with a horde for later.

	I joined the crowd and discovered the stock rooms had a much bigger variety than the soup and bread they had fed us prisoners. A couple prisoners had taken it upon themselves to man a bank of microwaves, heating up whatever was brought to them by a line of anxious looking men. I managed to get my hands on some microwave pizza and a couple of granola bars.

	The men at the microwaves were both tall, black men with thick drapes of loose skin on their arms hanging in testament to the weight they had lost. They acted like jolly Santa Claus’s, only too happy to get everybody’s food heated and distributed. Part of me wished I could partake in the joy they effused, but all I could do was stand there without comment until I got some warm food, then head out into the cafeteria and scarf it down in some mechanical fashion.

	As I went to leave the cafeteria I stopped by the soldiers guarding the exit. They looked like some of the better equipped members of this liberation force, with helmets that had integrated microphones and radios, belts weighed down with ammo clips and tools, and gas masks draped loose around their necks. One was a women, one a man, but both had grim looks in their eyes even as they watched the room with their weapons lowered.

	I was about to walk past them, but then took a step back. “Um, sir.”

	“Yeah?”

	“What, um . . . what is going on?”

	This got a smirk from him as he glanced at the female guard.

	“You’ve been liberated,” she said.

	“I heard, but . . . they never tell us anything here. About what’s going on, you know, in the world or anything.”

	She smirked as well now. “They really don’t know,” the male soldier said.

	“The war is over kid,” the woman said. “The European Union has negotiated a cease fire. Chinese troops are gonna withdraw from Alaska.”

	I had no idea there had been Chinese troops in Alaska. It did make it sound like the war ending was a very good thing.

	“The President has been impeached,” the man said. “President and vice-president are both missing, presumably dead. Speaker of the House Hill is president now.”

	I did not know who that was, but I surmised, because of the previous midterm election when my parents had volunteered, that he was a Democrat. I’m sure they would have been excited by this news, but that thought just made me feel all the more cold.

	“I guess what I was wondering,” I said at last, “is, um . . . who are you guys?”

	Both of them had open-mouthed grins at this question.

	“We represent the New Ohio Authority.”

	I looked at the man as he said this, still uncomprehending. “Isn’t this Michigan though?”

	“It is. As soon as Michigan gets their own new authority they can take over here, but right now not a lot of states have any governments.”

	“Really?”

	“A lot of them went bankrupt during the last bout of inflation,” the woman said.

	“Oh. Okay. Well . . . thank you.”

	“Sure kid.”

	As I made my way back to the cell block I noticed the vehicles these soldiers used again, and realized where I had seen the blocky ‘O’ symbol on their flag before. It was the same symbol used on the flag for the Ohio State University, one of the schools I had applied to, and been accepted at. It was hard to believe that was only a year ago. I wondered if I still had the option of going there. I had no idea if I would have to reapply, if they were still even operating as a university or if now they had somehow become some kind of government and army. I also had no idea if I had any money myself, if my own bank account, and those of my parents, were still valid, still had worthwhile currency in them.

	It seemed in all likelihood those accounts had been confiscated as a result of our being imprisoned, since we were considered terrorists or something like that. I probably had no money to my name.

	Even if I did, I realized as I continued walking, and even if it was otherwise still an option, I would not have tried to start school at Ohio State, or anywhere else. More than anything now the biggest impediment to doing that was just how pointless it all seemed.

	 

	They kept us at the penitentiary for a few days. Despite the sudden activity from this newly arrived army the days for me passed the same as those before.

	Eventually they brought in some trucks and moved us all out. I rode in the back of a giant army truck with a couple dozen other prisoners and enough room to sit down on a bench the entire time. After a half-hour drive we arrived at a school being used as some kind of refugee shelter.

	Unlike the school the GSA had stuck us in this one still had electricity and had not been looted. Some of the classrooms still had desks, though most of these had been cleared out in favor of cots or sleeping bags. There was a medical clinic set up in the gymnasium, and food in the cafeteria.

	There was also, I discovered shortly after arriving, computers in a computer lab with a working internet connection. As soon as I could I made my way down there. I had not been online since our last week in the St. Petersburg economic zone. I had posted on my social media stream about the sudden relocation, asking advice, and never gotten any because the internet to our neighborhood had been cut.

	The computer lab here was much like the one at my high school. The machine I sat down at did not have any of the illegal programs installed that would have let me access the xnet, though that was my first instinct. I was not sure what risk I would run now installing them, but I felt out of practice and too tired to go through all that work anyway. Instead I logged into my social stream for the first time in almost a year.

	As I might have expected there were a lot of messages waiting for me. As I began to look through them I realized many came from just after Memorial Day last year. They were in response to the post I had made, where I had asked about sudden economic zone relocation, about what I could expect.

	I recalled at the time I had made the post not expecting much. I saw now that what I had gotten was full disclosure. Several friends, online friends that is, people I had interacted with on the xnet, posted with dire warnings. They said my family was likely being arrested by something called the ‘Permanent Majority’ initiative. The posts on my stream explained this as a federal program supposedly dedicated to moving people to areas with politically like-minded fellows, a sort of physical relocation version of gerrymandering. In reality, though, it was a program for arresting liberals, shipping them to prisons in states willing to host federal dark sites run by the Global Security Agency, sites where people were held without charges or contact with the outside world.

	I read post after post that echoed the consensus that my family should flee, should get out of there, should do whatever we could to avoid this ‘relocation.’ I of course had not seen these posts at the time. Had I seen them last summer, right after arriving at Camp Paradise, I might have been devastated, stunned at how I had missed the warning. Now, as always, I just felt numb. 

	I got through all the messages, coming to where they trickled off over the course of the summer, a last few asking if I was still around, if I was alright, asking me to please respond. There had been, I knew, a major bout of inflation last summer, and that seemed to time with a complete end to the messages on my social stream. I wondered if any of my friends still had internet access.

	Using the built-in camera on this computer I took a picture of myself. Then I uploaded this as my new profile picture. In doing so I noticed my old profile picture, one I had taken when I posted about the relocation, the last post I had made almost a year ago. I downloaded this picture and compared the two side-by-side. It was stark how different I looked. I had lost more weight than I had realized. It looked like my head had shrunk. The smiling faced me in the t-shirt and jeans looked genuinely more alive, in every respect, than the blank faced me still wearing an orange prison jump suit. What caught me most was the eyes though. I could see, in my current picture, the haunted feeling I walked through the world with, reflected in my own eyes.

	With the built-in software on this computer I created a new picture, consisting of the old and new pictures of me set next to each other, labeling them ‘before’ and ‘after.’ Then I uploaded this and made it my profile picture, and created a new post.

	‘I want to thank everyone for the concern, and the efforts to warn me that never got through because of an intentional internet cut. I was just liberated from a GSA prison two days ago. I survived, but the rest of my family was murdered in a federal death camp. This is me before and after.’

	I put this up and waited for a reply. Unlike that night back in Florida this time it was only a few minutes before the replies started flooding in.

	My xnet friends posted exclamations of joy and sorrow, glad I was alive, heartbroken over what had happened. Just the sort of thing to expect. I felt bad that their replies seemed so contrite to me, but that was just how everything seemed now. My entire perspective, my outlook on the world, seemed filtered through a sepia toned lens, colors muted and muddied.

	Then came the trolls. I had not expected them until they arrived, but right away realized their inevitability. I had, as before, never done much to filter down my social stream, to limit its access. Quickly I realized that some of the people who had seen my post, some of the xnet people, must have shared it or linked it elsewhere. I guessed the contrast picture was dramatic enough to prompt rapid spreading online. Thus it had attracted nay-sayers, who were making their way now to my own social stream.

	Comments started appearing calling my picture on obvious fake, pointing out supposed photo artifacts that proved the ‘after’ picture was manipulated. More comments came in saying that there were no such thing as federal death camps, that the whole thing was a big conspiracy made by the ‘Rabid Left’ to undermine the president and America. Trolls accused me of wanting to destroy America, of it being my fault that the war had gone so badly. Some asked why I was complaining that I had lost weight and using that to create fake death camp stories, apparently having missed the memo that the photo was suppose to be fake. They started calling me a fag and a cuck and asking where I was so they can come murder my family for real.

	For real. That one stuck in my mind as I went through, trying to delete comments, only to find them appearing faster than I could react. A moment later requests for private chats from individuals I did not know started appearing as well. I imagined these to be more trolls hoping to get in some personal haranguing.

	For real. Had all this been an illusion, a bad dream?

	I looked around at the computer lab where I sat, at the men and women in orange jump suits, the other survivors, and the sunlight beaming in through the far windows. It was hard to believe, but here it was, the darkness I had foreseen, in its true and full form. I looked back at the computer screen, where a tidal wave of comments about how my whole experience was fake and how evil I was for making it up was overwhelming my entire social stream. The president, from what I had heard, was dead, the war was lost, the Nationalist party out of power and discredited, yet here these people were, still trolling, still fighting that battle, still driving people like me to the underground of the xnet.

	I took a deep sigh and started to get up, thinking I would be abandoning this social stream account. I noticed though, before I did, that I had several ‘friend’ requests as well. Looking into these I saw more names I did not recognize, with no way of knowing if they were legitimate friends of friends or if they were more trolls looking for another angle from which to kick me. I scanned through them quickly and was about to leave again when one jumped out at me, from a ‘Sarah D.’

	I accepted her invitation and her request for a private chat. The little messenger window popped up, but for a long moment neither of us typed anything.

	‘Trey?’

	‘Hello.’

	‘It’s Sarah. Do you remember? We worked next to each other? At the warehouse at Camp Paradise? Last summer?’

	‘I remember.’

	‘I’m glad you’re okay. I heard you got evacuated.’

	‘I did. What happened to you?’

	‘I was in the hospital. They didn’t evacuate us.’

	‘They didn’t kill you though?’

	‘Obviously. They just left us. The New Ohio people showed up a few days later. I’m back in Ann Arbor now.’

	This was another ironic blow. I had been in the hospital. I could have stayed and been freed with her a few days later. Except, what would have happened to my father? He would have died, same as happened anyway. Perhaps he would not have been able to make the run without me and would have been shot on the road, or he would have died waiting, locked it that school, from cold and starvation. He might have died much more quickly, instead of the long, drug out demise he had. He would have died alone, instead of dying with me by my side, calling out my name, seemingly unaware of my presence.

	I had no notion which way would have been better. It did not seem to matter.

	I realized Sarah had typed more in the chat window. ‘Do you need a place to stay?’

	I supposed I needed a lot more than that. I needed a future. But I did not think I could stay here in this refugee camp forever, nor would I want to. ‘Yes I do.’

	‘If you can get to Ann Arbor I’m staying here with friends. You could join us.’

	‘I’ll see how soon I can get there.’

	‘Hope you don’t mind, the people I’m staying with are kinda hippies.’

	‘Hippies?’

	‘They have some land and grow their own food. It’s sort of a neighborhood commune thing. They’re kinda hipsters. They’re cool. Social justice warriors and activists. Stuff like that.’

	‘Great.’

	‘Are you not going to come?’

	It had not quite occurred to me until she asked that I could not go. I had other options, at least in theory. As I sat for a moment though I wondered if that was true. It seemed I could go live with a bunch of hippies and social justice warriors and a transgender girl I knew, or I could what? Face the onrushing horde of trolls?

	‘Yeah, I’m gonna come. I’ll send a message once I figure out how I can get there.’

	As I got up from the computer it occurred to me that, in a way, the Camp Paradise program had worked. Their goal, in explicit terms, had been to empty us of our own desires so that we could become tools of God’s will. It seemed to me now they had succeeded in the first part. I felt empty of any particular desire or motivation. I had not, however, been filled up with the love and power and will of a God that did not exist. I had been filled with nothing, and now felt hollow and empty.

	Such a state did lend a certain perspective. For the first time in months I found I could think about the future in solid, concrete terms. I knew now I was not going to college, not going to help develop fusion power and save the world. Colleges may no longer exist, I had no money, and anyway it was too late to save the world.

	Did that truly mean though that my only alternative was to go live with hippies? These would be the kind of people, I felt certain, who would whine about the evils of genetically modified crops while they struggled to grow enough food to feed themselves; who would loudly proclaim how terrible nuclear power was, how dehumanizing modern medicine was, how terribly polluting cars were, while they sat in the dark and died of ancient diseases and lived in fear of the strange peoples in the next town over.

	I had never seen darkness so clearly. The bright future had burned. It was all just different forms of ignorance from here on out. The twenty-first century was not going to be the technological wonderland all those old science fiction books I read had described, the one I too had longed for in those heady days spent talking with Dr. Mosley. It would not even be a time of so-called social progress. The trolls on the computer right now were seeing to that. The twenty-first century, I now realized, was where all the great things that had been born in the twentieth century came to die.

	With that thought, and a clear look in my eyes, I walked out of that computer lab and into the future.

	



	


Epilogue

	

	Many years later I was sitting in a bar in Philadelphia, waiting for a train. I had found the new, and perhaps permanent, nation’s capital to be a dilapidated city. Everything was scuffed, or tarnished, or trimmed in rust. Within the train terminal there were multiple leaks in the ceiling from which steady streams of water poured forth, collecting in big plastic garbage cans that were occasionally swapped out by a pair of listless janitors.

	The bar I was in, attached to the concourse, was a little better. The roof in here did not leak, but there were numerous missing tiles from the ceiling and floor. The chairs and tables were an eclectic, mismatched collection that looked like they been found in yard sales. The television had various dead pixels scattered across its screen like some strange constellation, and the internet connection was too slow for a video stream, meaning bursts of pixelation marred the image and freezes and skips kept throwing the audio out of sync. I had claimed a spot at the far end of the bar to avoid having it within my line of sight.

	This was my second day loitering around this neighborhood. The same rains that were creating downpours in the concourse had, I was certain, collapsed a bridge or buried the railroad tracks in a mudslide somewhere, blocking the trains. A delay like this was not uncommon, so I had settled in, endeavoring just to stay dry and warm.

	On this day there was a new guy at the bar. He sat a few seats down from me, fixated on the television despite its shortcomings. He had a scruffy beard and a tattoo of a snake coiling around one arm that disappeared far up his sleeve. When I had wandered in late that afternoon he was already at the bar, putting away drinks at a faster clip than myself. Now he had slowed, staring at the television with a glass-eyed look, his drink untouched.

	From where I was I could not hear the television either, though I knew it to be showing a news stream, no doubt replete with some new tragedy or the latest horrific disaster. I had come in that day in a good mood and had no desire for such a downer, so I had ignored it and the man watching.

	“Man,” he said, all of a sudden and to nobody in particular. “This civil war shit has gotta end.”

	I looked down at him. The bartender was absent and there was nobody else at the bar, leaving me the only person who might actually hear him. I said nothing, just staring to see if he continued.

	“I say, if all these people wanna go and be independent and make their own fuckin’ countries or whatever, why not let ‘em? This shit ain’t worth dying over.”

	I still did not respond, but he seemed to notice me listening.

	“I’m not saying this as some hipster fag who hates America either,” he turned to me as he continued. “I served my country, ya know? You’re looking at a veteran of Operation Ulysses. I was in Kharkov when the Russians starting using battlefield nukes. I gotta fucking nuked for this country! I still, I . . .” He reached into his shirt and pulled out a chain hanging around his neck. On it were a set of dog tags, and below these a little white plastic card. He held this up toward me. In the low light of the bar I saw it had the nuclear trefoil symbol printed on it, and a little square that was filled with a random smattering of black dots.

	“Lifetime indicator,” he said. “I carry this with me everywhere. Can’t be too careful nowadays, right.”

	“That is true,” I said.

	“My unit made it out of the Ukraine before the armistice was signed, but then we were in fucking Turkey. Spent two years in a Turkish prison camp. Given that choice I’d rather get fucking nuked again.”

	“Hmph.”

	He fell silent, his gaze dropping down to his drink. I thought he was done and started to retreat back into my own thoughts.

	“Look man,” he said, “I’m sorry.”

	“What?”

	“I . . . you know, it always pisses me off when people, ya know, when they start going off like they’re better than everyone else because of what they’ve been through. Like, ‘I’ve seen stuff man, you don’t know’ kinda shit. I volunteered for my country, ya know, I didn’t sign up looking for special treatment or something. It’s a bullshit thing to do and I hate when other people do it and I didn’t mean to do it to you.”

	“It’s alright man. Sounds like you earned it.”

	“Nah.” He gave a little laugh, still staring down at his drink. I was coming to appreciate just how inebriated he was. “You know, the truth is, for everything I went through during the war, the worst part, that part that bothers me the most, was something that didn’t even happen to me.”

	“Oh?”

	“My wife, she was back in the states at the time, of course. She told me one day she was driving and she was at the checkpoint on the interstate, near where we used to live. And lined up there next to her was this line of buses, like grey prison buses with bars on the window and shit, right. And they were filled, stuffed full, with teenagers, and younger kids. I’m talking like, stuffed, standing room only, clown-car style, no parents or nothing. I mean, I’m sure, you know, their parents had been arrested or whatever, and they were liberal traitors or whatever, but . . . I don’t know. I keep thinking about those kids, stuffed into that bus, being shipped off to God knows what awful fate. It . . .”

	He paused and drew a deep sigh. “I don’t know, maybe you think all that prison camp stuff is just liberal fake news bullshit, but my wife swears she saw those buses, and I believe her. It . . . it just bothers me, ya know.”

	“Oh, I definitely believe you,” I said to him. “I was one of them.”

	“You what?” For the first time I think he actually looked at me, instead of just speaking in my general direction.

	“The teenagers. The children, crammed into buses, being shipped off to God knows what awful fate. Yeah, I was one of them.”

	He turned away, looking forward, silent for a long moment. Then he stood up. I slid back off my barstool as well, thinking perhaps I had angered him in some way, getting ready to flee. As I stared though I noticed he had tears forming in his eyes that he fought to hold back. He turned to me, walked the few steps between us, and wrapped me up in a giant hug.
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