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Populations cannot be reconstructed in a day. She knew that much. It would take sacrifice to create the new world. Planning for the first step had been hard, but now came the time for action.

Borders would fall and be rebuilt in hours. Cities would be emptied of their populations by force, execution, or otherwise. Acts necessary for their plans to be carried out, goals achieved, and dreams fulfilled. 

Harnessing the power that drove life was unique, clever, and ruthlessly efficient. Millions would die in minutes, and the rest would be too traumatized by the experience to do more than react as cows would to dogs rounding them up for slaughter. The weapons, now ready, would be guided by the hands of the New World Order, the group central to creating a new society where the rules are steered by what humanity is meant to be, focused on the whole not the individual. Focused on a world where all are meant to live as one.

The room had been sanitized; every surface scrubbed of imperfections and monitors shining inky black. As they turned on, color permeated the dark recesses of the space, and sound grew, caught in the walls built to absorb any echo.

Men and women sat side by side. Their decades of planning leading to this moment where a shift in power lay within their grasp. Tension undercut any other emotion and stillness took over those precious seconds before everything would change. 

When the woman stood, her black jacket caught on the arm of her chair. With a tug she broke free of its restraint and began walking to the center of the room. Composure defined her. 

The control dais rose before her and she stood over the glowing interface, pausing for a second, taking in the faces that stared back at her with muted anticipation. Then, without waiting, she slid her fingers across the screen and the outline of a hand appeared in front of her. Silhouetted hands sprouted in front of each person seated in the room. Only through consensus could their plan be carried out. 

As her hand descended on its glowing counterpart a moment of panic rippled through her gut. Was this right? What was she doing? Doubt and negativity flooded her conscience and the implications of her actions settled on her shoulders. Her hand made contact with the surface, warm from the power flowing through its infrastructure. Simultaneously, the others in the room connected with their own silhouetted hands and the chain reaction was activated. 

She faced the monitors as the world changed.

Borders were first. Building a new society is delicate and secrecy was paramount for their plans to work. Hazy blue barriers, unseen at first, popped up in cities surrounding their continental and political edges. People, mere ants from her viewpoint, froze in space and time as the walls grew. Seconds later the discs floated from their unseen hiding spots. Mass confusion entered the screen as crowds of people were confronted by their strange invaders. She turned from that scene and directed her eyes to another displaying a different part of the world. She did not need to see the carnage that would come next. 

Her eyes glanced at the monitor in the top left corner of the room. Connections between countries were displayed, their lines of communication were green until they were cut off and became black. 

Her screens zipped to the Mediterranean where more discs floated unchallenged across the ports and harbors of Northern Africa. The people in the cities, now aware of their invaders, were on high alert and trying to outrun the attack before it happened. She knew the inevitable end for many of them. 

Inside the countries her consolidated forces began their movement, the second step. Capital cities and villages alike were taken. Some fought back and she watched with antipathy as their instinctual rebellion was crushed within seconds. Ash and blood were all that remained in those places. 

For hours her eyes and the eyes of her companions danced between the screens watching society crumble. The doubt that had assaulted her moments before melted away behind a visage of resolute decisions she had made over her decades in power. These were the actions that created an empire. Actions that defined her decisions that would end up defining the world. For now, this was all they could do, watch as their technological advancements decimated society paving the way for her to rebuild. For them to rebuild. 

This was the beginning. A storm to recreate the world in their image.

As smoke outgrew the fire, she turned her attention to the screens showing reactions from across the oceans. Her former compatriots quietly watched the carnage unfold, helpless to intervene. Witnessing their silence escalated her contempt for their weakness. Their time would come. For she knew it had begun. Their plan was too grand to fail. Their empire would rise, and their sister land would realize, they are coming.
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James held his throbbing head, thinking he might be sick. His room was dark, but faint trails of light streamed inside around the corners of the heavy canvas covering his windows. He reached over to check his nightstand for his wallet. Still there, as were his HOLO and keys. Thank God, he thought, letting himself breathe.

James brushed the blue arrow glowing on his HOLO. He waved his finger and a transparent screen popped up, casting a soft light across his face. He crossed his fingers and scrolled for drunk messages he might have sent the night before.

His stomach unclenched when he saw nothing on his screen. He pushed his hand on the top of the HOLO, letting it fold into itself. James swung out of bed, his joints creaking. His body ached, and his head felt like a tiny man was in his forehead banging on his brain with a wrench. He sat back on the bed to deal with the sudden onset of vertigo.

I feel so old, he thought, cracking his neck. When he felt more stable, he pushed his body from the bed and propelled himself toward the door.

Poking his head out, James checked for signs of life. The last interaction he wanted was a run-in with a member of his family this hungover, his mind oatmeal, his tongue sandpaper, and his thoughts swimming above the fumes suffocating his brain. The hallway was all clear, and James darted for the bathroom.

Why don’t we have blinds in here? he thought grumpily, steadying himself on the windowsill. The sun pouring in only added to his pain. He battled his vampiric instincts and looked out the window at the late morning activities of the neighborhood as he enjoyed his morning relief.

Ms. Culver was walking her dog, searching for signs of life in the neighborhood to talk with her. Two middle school boys sped by on bikes while a younger boy rode behind them, struggling to keep pace, determination on his sweaty, red face.

James stared into the distance, last night was a blur. 

He remembered his friends picking him up from school and stopping by his house to drop off his bag. James found a note on the kitchen counter. His mom was out with Michael picking up Caitlin and Mar from school. He was free, he thought, rushing up the stairs. He would have no problem leaving without questions, but he would have to act fast. He ran to his room, throwing his bag on the bed and tearing off his shirt. He grabbed a stick of deodorant from the top of his dresser and applied it quickly while looking for a clean shirt to wear.

Pulling the t-shirt over his head, he jumped the staircase in two hops and ran back through the kitchen, pulling a box of leftover Chinese food from the fridge.

James ate the sticky General Tso’s chicken with his fingers in the car while Ed drove them to the nearest energy station. They bought two thirties of cheap beer and headed to Joe’s house to celebrate James’s birthday.

The night started out the same as most. Jennifer and Carrie showed up with their wine coolers while James and his friends drank crappy beer, stopping occasionally for a swig of whiskey.

The night progressed rapidly as dozens more people arrived with cases of beer and bottles of booze. James’s eyes lost focus, his voice grew louder, and warmth spread throughout his extremities. Finally, they were too loud for the closely packed houses and the party migrated to the park nearby where James found himself walking with Kaylie.

He had no idea how he arrived in this situation and was thrown off by his confidence. Kaylie was a gorgeous, long-haired brunette with dark brown eyes. She was a midfielder on the soccer team and used to be a gymnast. They were friendly during James’s soccer season when she helped his coach manage the team, but she intimidated James. Now, while they walked together James glanced over, absorbing the full extent of her beauty from the corner of his eye.

She had high cheekbones with dimpled lips, a straight nose, and delicate features. Her eyes were deep pools, permanently set in a half-drowsy slit, uninterested in the rest of the world but undeniably intelligent. She came off as distant and edgy, but never standoffish. James caught his eyes trailing down to look at her chest before snapping out of it. Knock it off, he thought, looking at his feet.

“You having a good time?” he said, immediately regretting it. Stupid question, he thought.

Kaylie looked at him, smiling. “I am, actually! My friends and I don’t do this much, so it’s a nice change of pace.”

“Really? I thought you and your friends were always out,” James replied.

“Well, we’re not normally outside like this. It’s usually a party at someone’s parents or a college guy’s house, but this is a lot of fun.” She sounded sincere, and James’s confidence grew.

“Happy to have you along,” he said and raised his beer, tapping her drink as they walked.

She grinned and James’s stomach did a flip. “Cheers.”

When they arrived at the park, it was pitch-black, the only light coming from HOLOs popping up randomly in the darkness. James turned to Kaylie, “Do you want another drink?”

She shook the beer in her hand and drained the last sip. “I would love one,” she said. “Meet me by my friends. They’re over there.”

She pointed out her friends under the treetops talking with each other, their HOLOs illuminating their faces.

“Will do,” said James, nodding as he walked away.

James was ecstatic. The best-looking girl there was talking with him and seemed interested in him. Fuck, yeah, he thought, doing an internal fist pump.

A second later, two sets of arms grabbed him and yanked him aside. Ed and Conor pulled him into a circle of their friends. They were standing with a bottle of whiskey, passing it around and taking pulls.

“Drink up, boys!” crowed Ed, taking a deep gulp from the bottle and passing it off to James.

James tipped the bottle back in a swig. He wiped his mouth and turned to go meet Kaylie again, but Conor pulled him back. 

“Not until we’re done,” Conor grinned, pointing at the bottle making its way back to them, while a second bottle started at the other side of the circle.

I’ll finish this quick and head back over to Kaylie, James thought. The bottle came around again, again, again, and on and on. The last moment James remembered was an upside down label blocking his eyes.

James finished his stream and looked down. He flushed, grimacing at the acrid smell of the gold fluid rushing down the toilet. Gross, he thought turning on the sink and looking in the mirror.

His usually bright green eyes were cloaked in a red haze, his chestnut hair plastered to the side of his face. He was not wearing a shirt and the prickly hairs on his chest were pushed flat, while lines from the folds in his bed sheets tattooed across his rib cage.

He pushed the longer strands of hair away from his face. “Crap,” he mumbled. There was a gash on his forehead, and dried blood stained his skin all the way to the neckline of his shirt. He turned the water back on and cleaned off the blood, soaking the scab with a wet towel.

James tried to recall a single memory of how this happened but had nothing. One memory is all I need, and I can get out of this alive, he pled with his alcohol-soaked recall.

Just gonna wing it, he thought, giving up, his head hurting from the brief effort.

He peeked out the door again. No one there. He sprinted to his room reaching the doorframe, thinking he was free when he heard a yell behind him.

“JAMES, SO NICE TO SEE YOU!” yelled James’s dad, grinning at the top of the stairs. He shook his head at James. “Fun birthday?”

James’s father was about his height with an athletic frame and strong jawline. His easy-going manner and endless energy combined to create a man with a charming, confident personality James strived to imitate.

James froze. “Yeah. Got some pizza, hung out with the boys. You know,” he said uneasily, playing it cool. His father was a tough guy to read, and his eyes had a mischievous glint. James remembered too many times interacting with his father, messing up the signals, and getting in trouble.

His dad walked closer, putting on a mock face of questioning. “Huh, you know, that’s funny. Did you take a brewery tour? Because the entire upstairs of the house smells like it.”

James looked down, knowing he was caught.

His dad was standing closer to him now. “Hop in the shower but get some Febreze first and try to get some of your new cologne out of the air. I’ll turn on the vents. Maybe we can get this stank through the filters. Hopefully, get it all done before your mom gets back home, and—Jesus, what the hell happened to your head?!” he said, taking a step back, noticing James’s gash.

“Oh, I... it... it’s nothing,” James said, looking away, his relief vanishing instantly as he pretended to go open his windows.

Please, let it go, he thought.

“Well, whatever it is I hope you come up with a way to explain it to your mom otherwise I can’t do anything for you,” his dad warned, walking away. “And happy birthday!”

“Thanks,” James said in a wilting voice.

James spent his shower reviewing a series of questions he thought his mom might ask. Where were you, who were you with, what’d you eat, where did these people come from earlier in the night, adding on layers of complexity asking names, people’s parents, siblings, and so on and so forth. It was a simple game they played, but James had yet to win.

The garage door opened and his mom yelled, “Now get inside. I’ll make you lunch. An entire diet consisting of McDonald’s would taste good, but it will kill you one day.”

He heard the groans of his siblings as they were shepherded through the door.

James walked downstairs carefully, not wanting the steps to sound like someone with a pounding hangover.

His sister Mar ran up the stairs. Mar was a year younger than him, and they ran into each other frequently at parties, an occurrence they both despised. She sported hazel eyes like his mother and curly hair she kept behind her head with a ribbon. Recently, she changed her look trying different styles throughout the year. Their faces indicated a clear familial relation, Mar keeping all the softer female characteristics of his mother’s looks mixed with the physical traits, sharp cheekbones, and smile of his father.

“Hey, we won our game!” she said, smiling. “Score was three to zero. They had the crappiest offense I’ve ever seen.” Her normally bouncy hair was matted with sweat.

“Awesome.” He gave her a thumbs-up, moving past her.

“James?” his mother called from the kitchen. “Is that you?”

“Yeah, Ma, it’s me.” James gave Mar a nervous look and she grinned, shrugging knowingly.

I hate her, James thought.

He finished the last few steps and entered the kitchen seamlessly. Nice, he thought, congratulating himself. Easy entry—way to go.

“Well, come in. How was your night? And happy birthday!” his mom said, turning around to hug him. His mother was a short woman with shoulder-length hair influenced by the seasons, dark in the winter and light in the summer. Her face had soft edges and high cheekbones accompanied by strong hazel eyes with the potential for a lethal glare.

James noticed her eyes break for a split second as she glanced at the gash on his head, but she erased any indication of interest. James pretended not to see.

“Soooo, how was last night?” his mom asked as she cooked a grilled cheese for his younger brother, Michael.

“Fun.”

“Who was there?”

“The usual. You know, the guys.”

“And what’d you do?” 

“Got some pizza, hung out at Joe’s,” James said vaguely. They had gotten pizza and hung out. There happened to be several cases of beer and a couple of bottles of whiskey present as well.

“Anything else?”

“Watched a movie.” Partial truth, a movie played on in his friend’s next-door neighbor’s house, and they watched it, trying to figure out what movie it was.

“Which one?”

“Gangs of New York.”

“Was it good?”

“Yeah, not bad.” He acted nonchalant as he bent over in the fridge, letting the cool air relieve his headache for a split second. “Really long.”

“Huh, I should watch it.” His mom paused as she finished the grilled cheese and delivered it to his younger brother who was oblivious to the conversation.

“Any girls show up?”

“Yeah, a couple.” James’s mind flashed back to ditching Kaylie and guilt panged in his stomach.

“Oh, which ones?”

“The guys’ girlfriends and their friends.”

James’s mom lost interest in the conversation and was distracted getting Michael to stop eating his sandwich with no hands.

James’s dad ambled into the room. His attempt to eavesdrop was obvious.

Jerk, thought James. He can’t even set up a distraction?

James grabbed a Fresca and walked tentatively over to the couch, mindful of his mom’s presence. He sat carefully, leaned back, cracked open the Fresca, and took a sip. He picked up the remote and began flipping through the channels. He was in the clear.

“James?”

“Yeah, Ma?”

“What happened to your head?” His mother was standing over him. He had not noticed her approach.

“Um... I... uhh...” James stumbled, thinking of an excuse. “Tripped this morning getting out of bed. Hit my head. But don’t worry, I’m fine. Cleaned it with rubbing alcohol.” He gave her a thumbs-up, hoping she would walk away.

“Are you okay?” his mother said, bending for a closer inspection.

“Yeah, I’ll be fine. It looks a lot worse than it is.”

“What about your leg? Did you hit that, too?” She was speaking more sternly now.

“My leg?” He had no idea about his leg. His mom’s eyes were focused directly on his. No more excuses. He was done for.

“Uh... I don’t know,” he said feebly. “Didn’t feel it happen but may be from something else.”

“I heard a loud crash down the stairs at three in the morning. I know it wasn’t you because you were safe in bed, considering it was four hours after your curfew. I woke up because I was worried about intruders, and you know what I found?” Her voice rose sharply, and her face became an angry mask James knew well. “I found my newly seventeen-year-old son sprawled out at the bottom of my staircase, bleeding from his head and leg, LOOKING LIKE A TRAUMA PATIENT IN THE ER.”

Damn it, James thought.

“Why don’t you go upstairs? Because we all know what actually happened last night.”

He had lost.

His dad came into view behind his mom with a look as if to say, “What the hell, man?”

James got up meekly from the couch and headed to the stairs.

In his room, he flopped on his bed. Great birthday, he thought pulling the blinds closed. He took off his pants to check his leg and there it was. A long cut stretching from the length of his calf. One deft slice with a slight turn in the end when he must have rolled off whatever cut him at the bottom of the stairs.

“Well,” James said, resting his cheek on his hand, “happy seventeenth, I guess.” He pulled up the screen on his HOLO when a message from a tag he didn’t recognize appeared. The profile picture was Kaylie’s face.

He opened the message with a pit in his stomach. God, what had he done, and how had he done it? he thought, prepared for the worst.

He steeled himself and opened the message.

Happy birthday! I thought you ditched me last night but heard you got pulled away by your friends. We should hang out again soon. I had fun.

James closed the HOLO, stunned.

He lay back on his pillow and grinned at the ceiling, closing his eyes despite the sound of his impending punishment, storming up the stairs.
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James’s parents had not gone too hard on him—a lot less than what he would have thought. The first time he was caught drinking he was a sophomore in high school. His parents had shut his life down for a whole semester to teach him a lesson. Didn’t work out as they planned though, he thought, drifting to the party he attended the first weekend he was allowed out again.

This time he was grounded for a month and sentenced to yard work on the weekends. He was halfway through his punishment in the front yard laying mulch around the mountain laurel next to the house. James grabbed one of the heavy, plastic bags stacked in the driveway, still wet from the rain earlier in the week. The plastic dripped icy water onto his shirtfront, numbing his skin. He lugged the sack onto his shoulder and walked to the side of the garden, dropping it near his next deposit. He tore open the bag, the tips of his fingers raw from the cold plastic, and dumped the clumpy mulch into piles throughout the garden.

On his hands and knees, he broke apart fistfuls of plant debris, spreading it across the garden, stacking extra into moats around the bottom of each shrub. He still remembered a time when he hated doing work outside, but he grew to enjoy it, calmly concentrating on the task at hand, feeling the dirt under his nails and the soil staining his palms. He liked the feeling of getting beyond tired, the lucid state where he pushed the boundary of his stamina.

He used the time to play through his thoughts coming up with different stories. The plots involved him and his friends going to wild parties, traveling, or simply what it would be like when they left for college.

Today, his mind turned to Kaylie. The Monday after the party she approached him in school, teasing him about how he ditched her to black out and make an Irish exit with his friends. At first, James was unsure if she was angry or annoyed, but the wry smile at the corner of her lips gave her away and he played it off, suavely explaining it was required of him to stand in a circle full of kids acting like men drinking whiskey. Birthright, he postulated solemnly while they walked to class together. She was not put off by the heavy sarcasm because they had hung out in school ever since.

James shook his head to clear his thoughts. This was his last chore of the day. Afterward, he could relax and watch TV. The only other thing on his mind was the President’s address to the country at five o’clock.

A week ago, the President announced he would make a speech addressing concerns in the Federation over the constant unknown of the BlankZone. At least it was the message the talking heads kept buzzing about on their respective stations.

There were the usual rumors: military buildup, nuclear disaster sites, alien raid, or nothing was left because the world split in two. All the theories fascinated James, but he had no clue what to believe. It was probably because no one knew what actually happened. It was not every day—or any day for that matter—an entire half of the world went completely dark. James knew there were attempts to reestablish contact. When the split happened, thousands of people were lost in attempts to enter the BlankZone through Eastern Europe and Southeast Asia. All missions failed with only a note of static radio silence.

That was over forty years ago—way before he was born. His only memories were the surface worries of a kid. His father came home at night wiped from work, carrying the family’s only meal of the day in a bag at his side. Life was harder. From food to medicine to clean water, nothing was certain, and each day carried a new burden. James remembered the day the United States became the Federation of the Americas, the two continents joined under one flag. James was six at the time and still saw the lights from the fireworks flashing against the night sky along with the smell of sulfur in the warm air, blowing across his face. People were happy and relieved. They went through so much with so little. Finally, they could rebuild.

Dirt embedded itself further under his nails as James worked in the garden, he recalled watching the first President of the Federation come on and speak those many years ago. It was past midnight when his father came in to wake him up.

“Come on, buddy,” his father said, gently pushing him. “Want to watch with us?”

James jumped at the opportunity. He took a seat on the floor of the family room watching the President announce the official end of the Melt in the West and the formation of the Federation.

The President and his wife were escorted to the podium by their security detail. He was an older man with ruddy cheeks and a face ravaged by the tumult of national poverty. His wife held his arm supportively and gazed out on the crowd with empathetic eyes.

The balconies and rooftops of the surrounding buildings were packed with people and millions stood in a dense crowd, eagerly awaiting his announcement. The entire scene was dead silent, and James only remembered the sound of rustling grass through their open window.

The President’s words were fresh, delivered by a strong voice, a paradox to the frailty portrayed by his body. “In this great moment in human history, I have the honor of calling an end to our strife. As a country and a global community, we have endured hardships not felt since the time of the Great Depression nearly one hundred years ago. Our purpose and will as a people have led us in defining a new sense of resiliency among our people, our government, and our world community. It is with great pleasure and promise on this first day in May of the year 2023, I am honored to present a joining of South and North America to create our new great nation, the Federation of the Americas!”

The President dramatically turned around, stretching out his hand to point to a flag unfurling behind him with an imposing white star surrounded by a sea of blue and red lines. The scene on the television erupted, and James’s father lifted him in the air, hugging his mother. They had tears in their eyes and the celebration reverberated down the street. It was the moment their lives changed.

Someone flipped a switch, and the entire world was thrown into a different gear. James’s father got a union job. They ate three meals a day. And his mother smiled again. Technology revived and people were finally where they were before the Melt, before the world crashed and the East stopped responding.

Now the newly elected President Braxton was to address the looming question: what happened beyond the BlankZone?

There was one bag of mulch left. James glanced at his HOLO laying on the grass next to him and checked the time. Still an hour until the speech. Enough time to finish his work and shower.

He grunted hoisting the last bag of mulch over his shoulder. He started walking to the last bare spot in the garden when there was a screech of tires. Ed’s silver coupe barreled around the corner. James dropped the bag and wiped his face on his sweat-stained sleeve, leaving a smudge of dirt on his forehead. Ed pulled up and gave James the finger. James laughed as he walked to the passenger side door and propped his hands on the window.

“What’s up, man?” Ed asked, leaning over Chris in the passenger seat.

“Nothing. About finished here. What’ve you gents been up to?”

“Literally nothing all day. I woke up at two, called Chris to get food, and now we’re here,” Ed replied.

“Yeah, there hasn’t been much going on,” Chris said, taking a bite of his BLT. “It’s been boring as hell.”

“Makes me feel a lot better,” James said. “Are you guys gonna watch the President’s thing?”

“Yeah, my mom asked me to come home,” Ed said. “I think it’s gonna be stupid, but whatever.” He shrugged. “There’s nothing else to do.”

“James?” James heard his mom calling from the backyard.

“I’m out front, Ma,” he yelled back. He heard the back door close, and his mom appeared walking across the front yard moments later.

“Hi, Mrs. Coffey,” Ed said, and Chris waved, his mouth full.

“Hi, boys. How are you?” said James’s mom, smiling. Without waiting for a response, she turned to James. “Are you done yet?”

“Almost,” he replied.

“Finish up and shower. We’re going to eat after the speech. Bye, boys. Tell your families I say hello,” his mom said with a wave and went back inside.

“We should get going,” said Ed, putting his car in gear. “See you later, man.”

Chris gave him a nod, wiping the grease from his sandwich with the back of one hand and waving with the other as they drove away.

When James finished his work, he took the empty bags stained with the mulch’s refuse and threw them in the trash. He went into the garage and took off his work shoes, shaking off the leftover mulch while he clapped the soles together, breaking off the claylike muck from the grooves.

He trudged upstairs, his legs jelly, his arms sore, and his knees indented with pieces of grass. He turned the shower on extra hot, letting the water steam. His legs were filthy from the kneecaps down, where his shorts stopped. There was a clear line where his arms were protected by his sleeves, and grime coated his skin to his elbows. He looked like a chimney sweep from one of the old movies his parents watched with him as a kid.

His legs cramped when he stepped over the ledge of the bathtub into the shower. He faced the wall with the spigot overhead, rivers running down his chest carrying the mulch, dirt, and plant debris from his torso into the drain. The silt from his skin piled up in small banks around the white ceramic and his legs turned back to their natural color. The loamy scent from the garden infused with the steam, and James took a deep breath, letting his lungs absorb the dense humidity.

“James, hurry up!” his dad yelled from downstairs. “You still have to set the grill!” James was knocked out of his semi-lucid state and slipped in the shower, grabbing the ceramic soap ledge to regain his balance.

“Be down in a sec!” he called back, hurriedly squeezing a bottle of shampoo in his hand and rubbing it into his scalp.

James finished his shower, set the grill, and sat on the couch next to Mar. Michael and their mom came into the room, followed by Caitlin close behind, and finally their dad. He had a serious look on his face, clearly deep in thought.

“Dad,” said Michael inquisitively, “why do we need to listen to the President’s speech?”

“Because it’s going to be important.”

“But how do you know it’s important?”

“Because it’s the President and there’s a lot of stuff going on in the world. We’re guessing this is going to address some serious issues.” James sensed his dad’s patience was being tested.

“But why?” Michael pressed.

“Because I said so. Now keep quiet unless you have a real question,” his dad said, shooting Michael a sharp look. “You can ask me any questions you want after the speech. Otherwise, I know as much as you do, all right?”

The screen turned to an attractive news reporter with bleached blond hair and overdone eyeliner standing in a throng of people telling the audience the President was walking to the podium and would be delivering his speech momentarily.

The camera panned to the President making his way from the back with his security detail intact.

James admired the grace and stature of President Braxton. He was a tall, broad-shouldered man with black hair and the stance of a person built for leading other people. His entire demeanor surged with a fierce sense of competitiveness. The crowd was silent as he took the podium. Déjà vu washed over James as the grass rustled outside the open windows.

“Friends, countrymen, fellow citizens of the Federation, for more than a decade we have lived in a world unencumbered by national violence, harsh poverty, and civil unrest. We have taken great strides in our business ventures, building and innovating to regain our once lost sense of future. Our joined nations created the most impressive feat in human history—one of unity, community, respect, and peace. Unfortunately, the other side of the world has undergone a different set of drastic changes.

“I am here with you today to talk about the growing unrest the world has endured over the past decade. The BlankZone has changed. And it is time for the Federation to realize its dire threat to our society.

James’s stomach tightened and he gripped his knees unconsciously.

“From civil war to revolution, the world is becoming more dangerous and provides ever changing threats for us to manage. The formerly sovereign countries to the east have now come under the rule of a single governing party. The Forgotten World is what they call themselves, and they have expanded to encompass all of Russia, East Asia, the Middle East, the South Pacific, and India. Now, they wish to come to our shores.” The President paused, letting his words sink in, calmly examining the faces of those around him.

“That is why the leaders of our great nation and I have decided to reinstate an old tradition in the military. We will begin a draft for those over the age of eighteen.”

James glanced at his father who kept the same stoic look, his eyes unflinching, his jaw steady. James turned back to the TV, confused.

“I understand the feelings many of you may have, but with the rumors of violence in the BlankZone and information we have gathered regarding the Melt, we cannot be too careful.” The President looked at his notes and continued, “In addition, the Federation of the Americas will begin a process of recruitment for those eligible under the age of eighteen. We must produce the most viable source of protection for our nation. We believe this is the only way.

“The world is changing. The Federation is no longer alone in the world and the BlankZone’s aggression will become more prevalent in the years to come. We must prepare in the present or we will have no future. We are doing all in our power to maintain friendly relations with the rest of the open world, and we will succeed with the support of our citizens. The embodiment of strength and perseverance has forever been the backbone of this country. We will triumph as a people, a country, and a driving force for the rest of the world to take notice. They will learn we are the strongest nation in the world, and we will not fail.”

The TV turned off, and James turned around to see his mother holding the remote, staring shakily at the screen while his dad looked out the window at nothing.
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James’s mom recovered quickly. “Steve, what time will dinner be ready?” she asked.

James glanced over at his dad still sitting in his armchair, watching the sky outside.

“Stephen!” his mom yelled. “What time will dinner be ready?”

His dad turned away from the window coming back to the real world. “Sorry, I’ve got to put the steak on. So, eat in ten?”

“Michael, would you please set the table for dinner?”

“But—”

“Now,” his mom said, glaring.

“Yeah, I’ll do it,” he said, grumbling under his breath, already stomping to the dining room.

Caitlin walked toward the remote still sitting on the counter. She turned the TV back on.

“NO!” his mom yelled. “No more TV tonight. You can sit quietly, or you can talk with one another. There’re only ten minutes until dinner and I think you can survive that long.”

None of them argued.

James sat in the room only with cursory awareness of the people around him, turning over the President’s speech in his head. The rest of the room was quiet. The smell of charred steak permeated the air and James realized how hungry he was.

Dinner was an uncomfortable affair. James mulled over the President’s speech, still trying to piece together what had happened. His dad only made eye contact with his plate while his mom stared out the window, taking small bites and chewing slowly. James made eye contact with Mar across the table and shrugged. Caitlin and Michael were oblivious to the tense atmosphere.

“It’s simple. I can beat you. You’re a girl,” said Michael matter-of-factly, sticking out his tongue.

“I will sneak in your room, and I will break each of your toes in your sleep if you keep talking,” Caitlin retorted, raising a forkful of steak menacingly. “I mean it.”

Michael smirked. “Still won’t be able to because you’re a—OUCH!” His mirth disappeared instantly. “Mom, she kicked me.”

It was Caitlin’s turn to smirk. “I warned him. I said I would get him.”

“You said you would break my toes, not kick me.”

“I took an easier route.”

“Enough!” James’s father banged his fist on the table and glared at the two of them. “Will you two shut up? I’m tired of this damned bickering.” His father glared at the two younger siblings while James bit his lip to keep from laughing.

“Sorry, Dad,” the two said in unison, hanging their heads.

James’s father went back to eating his meal in silence.

After dinner, their parents walked out to the back porch and talked to one another in hushed voices while James and his siblings did the dishes.

“What do you think they’re talking about?” Mar said, handing him a plate.

“Might be about the draft. But they were acting strange even before,” replied James, trying to sound indifferent.

“Yeah, they were in the living room talking while you were outside mowing earlier.”

“Huh,” he said, letting this strange calm continue to wash over him. Since the announcement, a nervous energy trickled under his skin and his parents’ reactions confirmed he was not the only one who felt something was afoot.

They washed the dishes in silence until their dad called James’s name.

“James,” his dad yelled from the porch, “would you come outside? Your mother and I would like to speak with you.”

James gave Mar a puzzled look. His sister nodded. 

“Don’t worry. Cinderella can finish the dishes all by herself,” she said.

Outside, James’s parents were sitting in chairs on the patio, their faces illuminated by the floodlight. James picked up a chair on his way, placing it in front of them. They sat in tense silence for a moment.

“James, we have always known you are a very smart and talented young man, and aside from a few lapses in judgment, you have matured incredibly fast,” James’s dad started. His face was more serious than James had ever seen it in the past. His mother gazed blithely into the backyard, and he could not see her expression in the dark.

“Am I in trouble?” James asked, clasping his hands together. Sweat slicked his palms and he dried them on his pants.

His father took a deep breath and began. “Do you know those tests you take each year? The standardized ones?”

James nodded. How could he forget? They would give them these stupid tests at the end of the year, right as kids were getting ready to take a mental checkout for the summer.

“You have thirty minutes to complete each section. If you cannot complete a section, you may not go back after time has expired. If you look at someone else’s paper, your exam will be taken from you, and you will receive a grade of zero for the exam. If...”

The list continued and James shook his head to get rid of the monotonous hell playing over in his mind. 

“These tests were IQ and EQ examinations. They were administered to all the students in the country between the first and twelfth grade. We were all told they were tests designed to see if a student was able to move onto the next grade level. And in a way they were. The answers and grades were always kept highly confidential. The only indication of how a student did on the exams was a pass or fail notice. When this started, it was controversial, but as time wore on parents worried less and less about the tests.”

“By the time you started school, the process turned into a normal routine for students.”

James looked puzzled at his father, “Yeah, I remember all of this, but why does it matter? I passed the exams.” Why was his father going on about all this? All it did was rehash memories of sweat, boredom, and the itch of freedom waiting on the other side of a page.

His father continued, “We didn’t think anything of it until you were in seventh grade. We received a call from the principal who asked us to come into his office for a meeting. Principal Joseph told us he was contacted by a group from the test board. They mentioned they were associated with intelligence agencies around the Federation—CIA, FBI, NSA, and others. Apparently, they were inquiring about you based on your test results. This was the first time in his thirty years of teaching and administration he received interest from the government in a student your age. He assured us there shouldn’t be any significant alarms, but he thought as parents we should know.”

James was confused more than ever. Where was all this headed? Why was he being given a backstory on tests he took in elementary school?

“We decided it wasn’t a big deal. The government couldn’t do anything to you, and you were happy. So, why worry? Still, your mother thought it would be a good idea to investigate, so I called my college roommate, Carl Jackson. You remember Carl?” his father said.

James nodded, remembering the first time he met his father’s friend. He was a big guy with a form-fitting military uniform. They were at a reunion for his mom and dad’s college friends and Carl escorted in a beautiful, brunette woman walking picturesquely with a delicate hand resting gently on his arm. When his father introduced him, he gave James a high five engulfing James’s hand with his palm.

James was shy and grabbed tighter onto his mother’s skirt who patted the back of his head.

“All good, he’s just a little nervous. Hey, buddy, how would you like to come for a ride?” Carl said, bending down.

Carl put out his hand and James laced his small fingers into the man’s giant paw and led him to the silver convertible parked outside. The car was so cool. James had never been in a car worth bragging about in his life.

He let James sit in the front on the brunette woman’s lap, enjoying every second. They flew around bends and wind tore through his hair. He was in heaven. When they got back, James wouldn’t leave Carl’s side. He was ecstatic when Carl accompanied them home to read him a story before bed.

After that, James was connected to him for life. Whenever he came by, they would hang out in the backyard, throwing around a ball or taking a ride in one of the new cars Carl seemed to swap out each month.

He had not seen the man in years but nodded at his father. “Yeah. What’s he got to do with this?”

“He works in military and government intelligence so we thought it would be a good idea to ask if he would keep an ear out for us. He had no problems with it and assured us we shouldn’t worry until he looked into the matter.”

James glanced over at his mother. She was still silent, not uttering a word since they sat down. Her indifference to the conversation worried James, but he kept his mouth shut as his father continued.

“Well, we waited and began receiving invitations for you to visit military academies once you hit the end of middle school. Once again, we brushed it off. Lots of kids get these invites. Two more years flew by and one day I got a random voicemail from Carl. He told me he needed to talk immediately. He asked the usual questions, family, work, friends, etc. And he asked about you. He wanted to know your plans for college, friends, sports, hobbies, all of it. I asked why he wanted so much information and after a fair amount of avoiding an answer, he explained he learned the government issued those tests as the initial push to find an elite group of soldiers.” James’s father stopped. He took a sip from his water before continuing.

“The military and intelligence agencies were looking for the best and brightest of all time. There was a doctor or scientist who found what he thought were convincing indicators pinpointing the most highly evolved human beings on the planet between the ages of six and eighteen. The next year the United States began its testing which was expanded when the Federation was founded. They discovered the doctor’s evidence accurate and moved forward with creating recruitment plans.

“Your class was singled out because of the strangely high scores for children born in 2017. In the end, it turned out 2017’s children had the highest scores from each year of testing and not by a small margin.”

James was taken aback by the information. What’s he talking about? James thought. He knew Mar should have scored higher than him. None of this made sense.

“After this, they compiled all the children born in 2017 with the top scores and the military was granted access to the list along with other intelligence directors. They took it and whittled down the names to find those with the strongest potential. Carl told me you were on the list. Not only on the list but in the top percentile.”

James’s stomach burned with anxiety and his mouth filled with cotton. He was nervous, but he didn’t know why. However, while his nerves built and the pit in his stomach expanded, a new reaction washed over him. His eyesight was razor sharp, his hands were steady and dry on his kneecaps, his breathing normal and his heart rate even. He absorbed the fear and angst, drawing it internally to fuel and tend his inner substance.

“He assured me they were not doing anything more than keeping the list with no future plans, but he thought I should know. I told your mother about my talk with Carl when I got home, but there was nothing we could do. We waited for more information.

“Two weeks ago, I got another call from Carl to meet. He told me there were rumors the Federation was reinstating the draft and would recruit the top percentile. However, recruitment was not like it was in the past. Recruitment means drafted and mandatory entry into the military. The government is ready to do whatever it takes. James, you will be pulled.”

James looked at his feet. His head spun with questions. Why 2017? Who was this doctor? What happens now? He looked at his father who stared back at him with a painful, empathetic expression. He turned his head to his mother who was still staring into the backyard.

“Can I see him? Carl?” James asked.

“I asked, but he said he couldn’t until they officially recruit you. And only if he is your recruiting officer. He pushed his boundaries already. We can’t ask him to get in any trouble.”

James’s head bobbed numbly. He was interrupted by his mother who wrapped her arms around him tightly while he sat holding his face in her shoulder. When she released him to walk back to the house, she paused. Her hand rested on the banister of the stairs, her head bowed. “I’m sorry all of this has to fall on you.” With that, his mother walked up the steps and closed the door.

James and his dad sat silently, not knowing what to say next.

James’s dad spoke first. “Do you have any other questions?”

James looked at him. “No. I think I’ve heard all I need to.”

“All right.” His dad spoke softly. “If there’s anything you need or want to talk about, your mother and I are here for you.”

James stood up. “Thanks.” He walked upstairs to his room, flopping on the bed and staring at the wall. He lay there for an hour going through his father’s words, thinking about his future, what he wanted, what he aspired to be. He shut his eyes, reliving his seventeenth birthday until he fell asleep with visions of his last good time welcoming his dreams.
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James had been in a daze since Saturday night after he spoke with his parents. They had not received any formal notice from the government, but he assumed it was only a matter of time. School was a welcome reprieve. He left the house, concentrated on something other than himself, and most of all stayed out of the eyes of his mom who was far more sensitive than usual.

It was Wednesday and the whole school seemed to drag along with him. The teachers were even having trouble keeping focus, distracted by the gorgeous weather outside. There was a palpable longing for the sun and breeze, so cruelly separated from the students by a pane of glass. Each time James walked by an open door or window, he smelled the fresh spring air.

The heat made James regret his choice of jeans. Drips of sweat rolled down his rib cage. James made his way to his afternoon classes, fighting off the natural drowsiness following lunch, when he felt a pinch on his elbow. He turned and saw Kaylie walking casually next to him, eyes forward, indifferent to his presence.

Her hair was in a ponytail tied up in a blue band, and she had on a pair of black yoga pants accentuating her curves. She wore a light gray hoodie with a small, manufactured tear at her neckline, exposing her collar bone. Her casual dress was accompanied by strappy, brown sandals, her toes colored cherry blossom pink to match her fingernails.

He grinned. “In the habit of assaulting people for attention, are we?”

“Only when they can’t get their head out of the clouds,” she said, grinning back, looking at him with her half-moon eyes. “You seem off.”

James wasn’t sure what to say, “Just busy. Got a lot going on, I guess.”

Kaylie didn’t ask him to explain anymore as they rounded the corner. They walked through the door to their history class and James glanced at the poster on the wall:

“Culture defines us, but our education connects us to the world.”– First Lady, Jennifer Tawles

James remembered reading it for the first time and having it explained to him by his father when he was twelve. He sat on his porch on a cool fall evening, early in the school year. His father’s legs were stretched out on the ground, leaning back with his elbows against the steps.

“You see, James,” he said, taking a sip of his beer, “after the Joining, some major questions arose. Who taught what history? How do you create learning requirements for two separate continents? Is there a better way to rule in one country versus another?

“The immediate answer was to force the US education system on all the new countries.” He took another sip. “It was a spectacular failure.

“Instead, they decided to focus primarily on science and mathematics. Students needed to be fluent in both Spanish and English, and history would be taught as it related to your locale. Students were required to take a year of North American history, South American history, and local or country history. After these were completed, more in-depth, topical classes were offered depending on your area.”

James understood the gist, and his father continued at length about the strengths and values instilled by the new system. After his second trip to get a beer, James remembered his father looking at him quizzically, asking if James understood. Upon nodding in response, somewhat confused, his father patted him on the shoulder, “Good boy. Now, go on.”

James was not entirely sure what he sat through back then but learned more and more from his father’s rambling lessons as he grew older.

James enjoyed the less rigid learning structure. He also liked history and was usually a present, vocal participant, but this week was a slog, even in Mr. O’Brien’s US History: WWII class.

Mr. O’Brien was an old history buff. He loved talking about subjects from before the Melt and thrived off questions involving the military. There were times when the class would begin talking about a subject and finish playing videos of released footage from the 1940s of the US testing their nuclear arsenal in the middle of the ocean. Bikini Bottom, as Mr. O’Brien would say and chuckle. James did not get the joke.

James was drifting off and dug his thumb into the palm of his hand, forcing himself awake. He felt a nudge from Kaylie. She was looking at him expectantly, leaning her head in the direction of Mr. O’Brien who stood five feet away, propped against his desk at the front of the class. He was looking at James with a smile curling up the side of his mouth.

Mr. O’Brien was a well-groomed older man with shocking white hair and bright blue eyes. He always wore a suit to his classes and was never seen around town in anything less than a button-up shirt and tie. However, with all his pomp, he possessed an approachable manner for students.

“Mr. Coffey, how may I help you?” Mr. O’Brien asked.

Mortified, James tried to think of an excuse, when he realized he may not need one. He thought for a second, before he spoke carefully. “I was wondering, since I think we’re all thinking the same, if you would tell us a little about the BlankZone?”

A look of surprise flashed across Mr. O’Brien’s face and disappeared before James added in a rush, “I asked my dad and other people, but they don’t know anything. And I thought because you know so much history you could clear it up for us?”

The room shuffled and the mood changed. He had hit a nerve. Mr. O’Brien’s brow furrowed, and he pushed off his desk, pacing across the front of the class, cracking his knuckles. James’s mouth dried with anticipation. He pretended not to notice the other kids in the class glancing in his direction and did his best to keep his expression neutral.

Mr. O’Brien stopped pacing and James’s heartbeat slowed to match the breath in his chest. Mr. O’Brien looked at James and in a measured tone said, “Well, Mr. Coffey, what is it you want to know?”

The eyes of James’s classmates were boring holes through his skull. He shifted in his seat and asked, “What’s really happening with the BlankZone and how don’t we know more?” 

Mr. O’Brien’s face morphed back its thoughtful scowl while he resumed his pacing. An intense silence followed for what seemed like an hour while he sat there holding on for Mr. O’Brien to answer. Mr. O’Brien finally stopped, and his expression changed.

He looked at James with an odd face, like he knew deep, dark secrets and owned answers to all their questions in his back pocket. His eyes held an air of mystery and James instinctively leaned forward in his desk while chairs creaked in the anticipatory silence.

“The BlankZone border started at the point where the power grids changed from the beginning of the Asian continent at the edge of Eastern Europe and stretched through to the Pacific Ocean. The shared infrastructure was erected to maintain peace throughout the continent, share costs, and create a sense of unity in an intensely diverse population.

“Now this was not to say the companies and governments were forced to participate in some sort of centralized government structure. Quite to the contrary. Multi-national corporations, power suppliers, financiers, governments, and independent energy contractors took part gladly and sparked an economic revolution in Asia not seen in centuries. The entire endeavor was a resounding success promoting an almost Silk Road effect, spreading ideas and people while building a truly global society. The entire world was connected and thriving. There was certainly conflict, but we were in peacetime. Then came the Melt. 

“To this day no one can get a straight answer on what happened to kick off the Melt, but it was as if the Asian continent disappeared. Border countries were destroyed, and the world was thrown into chaos. Entire economies collapsed within hours. Governments ground to a halt and every military in the world was on high alert. The bottom had fallen out of the tightly wound international ecosystem we relied on and all we could do was stare at a black hole filled with questions.”

Mr. O’Brien paused scanning the faces in the room, letting the severity of his statement sink in for effect.

“As I said, no one knows what triggered the collapse or what happened on the other side, but we can make a few assumptions about their position today. Based on their pre-Melt resources they must have repaired some of their infrastructure. However, they have not tried to contact us yet. Why? No one knows. But as far as we know, they still do not have power, and we are doing our best to get to them and help them in any way possible.” He paused again, gathering his thoughts.

“Now there are rumors of violence, military forces growing, and potential for mass unrest. Still, our government tells us a different story. We are told everything is okay and all our leaders’ actions are merely precautions. It’s up to you to decide who to trust and when. It’s not my place to teach about the BlankZone, but it’s what I know and have heard. There are matters beyond the grasp of even my expansive knowledge, Mr. Coffey.”
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