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	AUTHOR’S NOTE

	 

	What you are about to read is a fantasy story in the technical sense. Realism is sacrificed at times in service of a dream. As is the case with nearly all real dreams, including the one that follows, fantasy as the absolute victory of one’s desires is made impossible by the limitations of one’s gullibility within the dream state. This story is not in the service of a happy dream, nor is it a nightmare. It is perhaps most accurate to call it a mundane fantasy. This book is dedicated to my family and the friends who have helped in proof-reading, editing, or simply offering encouragement in the process. It is especially written for my brother. You believed in me from the beginning, and for that I will always be grateful.
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CHAPTER 


	1

	 

	 

	T


	he thought of flying out to the middle of nowhere filled Rob Coen with apprehension. The sickly sensation had consumed him for weeks. He was even more distressed by the fact that his own actions had created the entire situation. He could trace the domino path of cause and effect straight back to a few seemingly inconsequential actions. He could do this because he had sat at length more than a few times and traced the history. 

	The first domino had tilted in the lunchroom at The Times where he worked as a journalist near the bottom of the pecking order in the politics department. He had been writing mostly local and some minor national campaign reporting for a few years, but his was not a household name, even in the world of journalism. Rob was a step above the interns and rookie reporters, and that was just about the extent of his influence. He had learned over the years to find the delicate balance between the dangers of too much ambition and too little. Rob was reasonably comfortable inhabiting the reliable yet unremarkable middle ground.  

	On the day in question, the interns and younger writers milled about or sat over sandwiches wrapped in glittering, transparent plastic, Styrofoam and paper cups of cheap, acrid coffee, boxes and cartons of tepid and quasi-organic ostensible food hunted in corner markets, gathered from bustling bodegas, or maybe even cobbled together hastily in the cramped kitchenettes of their shared living spaces. 

	It was a typical scene. Carter Owens, the only of the editors who deigned to eat in the lunchroom, haunted his back corner at a small table by the sink and worked his way through the daily crossword, glancing up occasionally and surreptitiously through his anachronistically out of fashion wire rimmed glasses over his coffee mug after taking a sip. His presence was uncommon but not unusual, and the happenstance of it on that specific day formed the final wavering impact of the first domino into the second. In retrospect, his involvement and appearance seemed more foreboding and anomalous in the way only recollective imagination can revise visions of the past. His perfectly white hair and cropped beard now gave off an unnatural impression. 

	The writers began to discuss a recurring and mundane hypothetical about who would be their ideal interview subject. The answers were all predictable: rising star progressive politicians, technology visionaries, household name musicians. Rob found the question idiotic and the answers painfully but expectedly unimaginative. Normally in such a situation he would sit back and drink his coffee and eat his turkey sandwich as all the mind-numbing chatter formed a distant hum in the back of his head. On that morning for some reason he decided to give his own input once there was an auditory space wide enough to fit in a few words. It was not in character with his typical adherence to carefully maintained obscurity. Rob had tortured himself in the many nights since, lying awake and analyzing his motives for opening his mouth. He had come to the conclusion that there was no motive, that it was a paradoxical accident of probability and incomprehensible external forces.  

	“My dream interview would be with someone the media tends to view as hostile. Interviewing somebody with positive momentum in the journalistic world is boring.” He did not realize how insulting the comment sounded until it was out in the open. 

	The room went quiet for a few seconds before one of the more assertive young politicos asked, “Ok, so then who would you interview?”

	Rob let out the first name he could think of that fit his description, “Governor James Alexander.” He knew that the phonetic sequence comprising the name was enough stimulus to elicit immediate disdain from his colleagues. A burst of scoffs and mild protestations sounded around the room. 

	“He’s a crank,” someone replied after the initial reaction died down. 

	“What’s the point of that?” a younger fresh-faced intern asked. “Interviewing people like James Alexander just grants them legitimacy.”

	To everyone’s surprise, Carter Owens spoke from his corner of the room. His voice was startling by its very presence and clear but quiet. Every head turned in silent curiosity. “James Alexander already has legitimacy. To say that is not an ethical judgment. It’s basic reality.” The intern blushed at the admonishment. Owens then turned to Rob. “Why don’t you pitch the interview to Margaret?”

	“I hadn’t seriously considered it,” Rob deflected. “It was just a hypothetical.”

	Owens did not say anything more. He only gave one last scrutinizing glance before returning to his crossword puzzle. 

	At the time, Rob thought little of the conversation in the lunchroom. A few days later Margaret Hunter, the politics editor, called him to her office. Since she was his superior, it was a common request and nothing to set off his alarm bells. He was entirely unprepared for what came a few seconds after he settled into a reddish-brown leather chair facing her expansive glass desk. 

	“Rob, I heard about your idea to interview Governor Alexander, and I think it’s good. It’s unexpected honestly, but good.”

	“Really?” he asked. It was all he could manage in the sudden confusion. He felt very warm and cold at the same time. He stared at her slightly creased, fifty-something features for a hint of a cruel joke in the words. Nothing. He plunged inward to his murky resting place beneath the surface of his externally sensory faculties to reconnoiter. Had Owens told her? Of course. He was the only possibility. But why? What boomerang of cosmic injustice existed beyond Rob’s understanding? He surfaced to get some context from what Margaret was saying. 

	“He has been out of the public eye for a bit, and that fact could present an opportunity. If we want to reintroduce the world to James Alexander, then it must be appropriately dramatic. He is such a polarizing figure. I think an in-person interview could really blow the doors off.”

	“Wait, you want me to go to Wyoming?” he asked, trying to mask the incredulity. 

	She smiled encouragingly. It was not a feeling she could project effectively. “I know you have reservations, Rob, but this is a huge opportunity. Something about the notion really struck the editor-in-chief.”

	“The editor-in-chief?” 

	“He has an eye for these things. This is your big break. If I were you, I would just jump in with both feet.”

	“I understand,” he murmured quietly. A “big break” was the sort of thing he had been trying to avoid. He tried to smile but was unsure what actual expression resulted. Rob understood that he would not have a career for much longer if he tried to refuse the assignment. 

	He called the governor’s office that same afternoon to make an initial inquiry. Between rings, he hoped into the void of silence on the other end of the line that an in-person interview was out of the question. “I see, yes, the governor is a busy man,” he could see himself saying. The woman he spoke to on the other end was very friendly and extremely accommodating. By the end of the conversation, he had a three day visit in his calendar and a stone resting in the bottom of his belly. 

	Rob spent many hours of the days leading up to the trip in Margaret’s office listening to her advice, taking notes, and nodding along with a serious look etched on his face. He became painfully aware that this was as much a risk for her as it was for him. She had arranged some company money for him to go. 

	The journalists more attuned to the universe’s underlying cruel irony shot him little savagely sly looks and made ominous comments during the time before he left. The less attuned made jealous jabs about his all-expenses-paid trip and how it would practically be a vacation. “You’ll be able to get out of the city,” they said. “Man, what I would do for a few days of peace and quiet,” they said. 

	He packed for a three day stay with a sensation of complete dread. On the ride he hailed to the airport, his legs felt numb. He floated through security and along the terminal like a disembodied phantom. As the plane taxied on the runway, his stomach lurched in exaggerated imitation of every sudden movement and mechanical clunk of the aircraft. The ascendant roar of the takeoff was lost to the white noise of his brooding mind. He stared longingly at the emergency exits and wondered if he aimed his jump perfectly, could he send himself directly into the engine’s turbine and mist out in a vaporized and combusted cloud into the thin air behind them. He smirked at the thought. 

	The governor of Wyoming was not the kind of person he had imagined ever interviewing, despite his hypothetical assertion in the lunchroom. James Alexander won his election in a tumultuous time and had taken advantage of a wave of reactionary revivalism across America’s Heartland and the Middle West. He had declared that he had “no interest in whoring the state out for a dollar.” In one of his more well-known speeches he declared that “the term GDP stands for goddamned pointless.” He had said that there was no use making people rich if their souls gave out in the meantime. He declared that man was meant for greatness and not to be enslaved by “trade and toil and money and oil.” These would have been fine sentiments if he was not a religious nut. 

	Within the first year of his first term, he held a special vote on whether the state should build a next wonder of the world and dedicate it to the risen and resurrected Son of God. The vote passed. James Alexander decided to call the monument Mount Calvary. 

	The luminaries of national politics and culture reacted to the developments in Wyoming first with shock, then knowing nods and finally open derision. One commentator famously called the proposed monument, “a big pile of dirt to serve as a burial mound for the passing of a fanatical specter soon to be put to rest in this nation.” A more sympathetic journalist wrote in reply:

	 

	There is an energy to Alexander’s revolutionary politics, his plans for the monument and transformation of the state of Wyoming. Yet I cannot help but sense a desperation, as though some integral part of what was once America is slipping through his fingers and he seeks perhaps tragically to grasp at it before it is gone entirely. Everyone knows the identity of this passing ghost, but they cannot articulate it completely. They touch parts of that desperate thing it is but cannot fathom its entire being. Is it the civic traditions of a Christian people? Is it the dream of a waning European diaspora? Is it the flickering remnant of that dying thing a certain kind of American called “The West”? It is all of those things yet none fully, and everyone knows the extent of its meaning deep down.

	 

	As a matter of consensus—the consensus of late-night television hosts, celebrities, finance commentators, and cultural critics—this passing was laughable and welcome, and they partook in the clownish lampooning of a funeral procession. 

	Mount Calvary remained in the national spotlight as it ran into a skeptical state legislature. During the stalling period, private donors in the state began their own funding drive to break ground. Before a year had passed, the construction fund enjoyed generous attention from all the old, forgotten and obsolete lost causes around the country. It became a point of pride for a certain kind of citizen to pinch pennies and put in what they could. Millions of dollars poured in from those who wanted to see the monument made if only to stand as a relic in defiance of the elite national, political, and commentary class. The mocking and gawking by the critics in the media likely made the project more viable than Alexander’s own efforts. Eventually the massive influx of contributions and interest convinced most state legislators and they fell in line.   

	The monument had officially opened for visitors after two years of construction and enjoyed a massive pilgrimage of curious onlookers, true believers, and naysayers. It was a man-made mountain built atop an existing rise of earth. A spiral shaped pathway two miles long led up to the summit, and visitors traveled it up passing by murals of the Stations of the Cross along the way. A second shorter path led back down beside artistic tributes to the Resurrection and early Church.  

	Rob had read about all of this and the governor’s life in the days leading up to his departure. The son of a Dakota oil worker, James Alexander had no interest in politics or religion for most of his early life. He worked in agriculture in his youth, as a mechanic, and eventually put himself through school to begin work in finance. He tried his luck at this for several years and made a comfortable living for himself in New York City. In his mid-thirties, Alexander had an awakening of some sort and left his career in the city for local politics in his home state: first as treasurer of a county and then mayor of a modest town of over ten thousand. That was when the transfigured James Alexander fully appeared. His gubernatorial run as an independent candidate against the sitting Republican was the surprise of the political season. He organized his political base in the churches, speaking as a guest in every congregation he could find, no matter how small. The pastors liked him because his antics brought people in the doors who would never attend a Sunday service otherwise. 

	Rob Coen figured it was a smart play. He could not fault the strategy from a tactical perspective. Hot potluck meals, some good speaking from a charismatic man, and an opportunity to feel for a little while like you were a part of something, had been the winning combination of local and state politics for about as long as it had existed. 

	The incumbent governor hit back, of course, framing Alexander as a radical and a hypocrite. National pieces condemning Alexander’s cold-hearted and ruthless moves in the world of finance broke in the major papers of record. Nobody seemed to care. Alexander addressed the bad press in his stump speeches with the reply that “God can transform even the most ardent sinner into a loyal disciple. I will never deny the iniquity of my former life! When I belonged to the devil, I wanted to be his best soldier. The same holds true now, but now I’m working for the man on the white horse.”

	The people of the state, by and large, loved it. There was no ambiguity in James Alexander. Unlike the other politicians, he never hedged or adjusted depending on who was his audience. He famously went on a hostile evening talk show and took his licks from the host with a placid grin. The host asked him, “How are things going in the nineteenth century these days?” The audience broke into thunderous laughter. Alexander replied without missing a beat, “Well, we don’t have television or stand-up comedians, so I’d say we’ll probably make it just fine.” He was the internet sensation the people loved to hate, but he had also discovered a weary undercurrent searching for a secret love. 

	 Rob flipped down the tray table and opened his laptop. He minimized the research tabs on his browser and opened the document of potential interview questions. To say that he wanted to trap the governor into saying something controversial would be too explicit. Controversial statements would come from the man to be sure. Alexander was a bigot after all. He was, however, a clever bigot. Rob’s goal was to guide the conversation toward a climax of some kind. He had not yet decided on what the crescendo of the overall movement would be. He found religious talk boring but was willing to suffer it to get at some deep-seated and yet unrevealed idiosyncrasy of Alexander’s identity. 

	The governor was not married and had no children. There could be something in that. It seemed a contradiction that a religious fundamentalist of his kind had no family. Following such an avenue could be tricky. Rob did not want to come across as overly ruthless in his inquiry. Surgically extracting some hidden hypocrisy with too much zeal may backfire, although he doubted the readers of The Times would bat an eye. The two of them would probably spend most of the conversation talking past one another. 

	A feeling of emptiness surged into the journalist as he stared at the screen with slowly unfocusing pupils. What was the point of this? The plane would land and he would go to meet the man and they would speak different languages and the readers of The Times would taste the blood in the printed lines and smile knowingly to themselves, and nothing would change. Rob would return to writing his politics in the city pieces and Alexander would return to ruling his theocracy. The sun would rise and set, and everyone would move on unchanged. 

	With a deep sigh he rested his head back in the seat and closed his eyes. He focused on the slowly morphing darkness behind his eyelids and tried to clear his thoughts entirely. With luck, a good idea would come to him before he landed. He daydreamed into a sudden oblivion. 

	The next thing he knew, he was waking in the cold breeze of the air vent blasting down from above and the sharp voice of the flight attendant declaring that the plane was making the final approach to Jackson. Hours had been wasted. A feeling of indignation overcame him but slowly gave way to slightly apprehensive resignation. Rob stared down at the small city below nestled in a smooth spot beneath the towering Teton Mountains. 

	The plane landed without much jostling on the runway of the tiny airport, and after a moment of muted stillness, the passengers began filing out. Rob sat at his window seat, bleary-eyed and groggy from the unexpected sleep, and retrieved his carry-on bag from the overhead bin only after the plane was nearly empty. The stewardess smiled and thanked him as he stepped over the small gap from the plane to the boarding passageway into the terminal. The airport was quite small but inviting in a frontier sort of way. A rich, amber-colored timber comprising the support columns and ceiling of the interior gave an alien, rustic feeling right out of the gate. He had to finalize his rental vehicle and sleeping accommodations before anything else.    

	Rob followed the signs for the car rental desk, but as he passed through the arrival gate into the main portion of the airport, a voice stopped him. 

	“Mr. Coen? Is that you, Mr. Coen?”

	Rob stopped in his tracks and turned slowly toward the voice, rather startled that anyone in this place would know who he was on sight. 

	A thin man in gray slacks and a sage-colored button-down shirt approached him while holding out a slightly shaking outstretched hand. He looked to be in his late fifties with a tanned and creased, clean-shaven face and bristly, well-groomed dark hair with upwardly creeping gray areas at the sides.

	“Yes.” Rob confirmed a little hesitantly. This was an unexpected development. 

	“Mr. Coen, I’m Jordan Banks.” He paused as Rob took his hand and shook it. Banks wore a distracted smile as he thought of what he was trying to say. “Well I guess you could say that I am your concierge service for your time here.” 

	Rob let the hand go and furrowed his brow as politely as possible. “The Times is paying for my rental car and hotel, so I shouldn’t be needing anything right now.” 

	“Nonsense,” Mr. Banks replied. “You are a visitor in this state and a friend of the governor, so we will show you hospitality.”

	A ripple of abrasive annoyance coursed through the journalist. This was a twofold affront: the politeness of the request combined with the insistence formed a grating assumption that he would accept the offered hospitality. “It is not a good policy to accept gifts and favors from an interview subject,” Coen stated firmly. “It raises the question of bias or favoritism.” 

	Mr. Banks laughed through his nose. “Mr. Alexander reads The Times. He’s not worried about people thinking a ride and free board means he’s suddenly your favorite politician. A thousand free rides and a thousand free beds wouldn’t make up for half of the editorials.” The older man’s wry grin remained on his face as he turned and began to walk toward the exit. He waved for Rob to follow with one arm held high over the shoulder. 

	Rob was paralyzed. “Let me call my editor.” He slipped his phone out of his laptop bag. Banks merely nodded in an understanding way and took a few steps back to wait patiently at a polite distance. The call went straight to voicemail. Margaret must be in some sort of editor’s meeting. He kept the phone held up to his ear to give himself a moment of consideration. What would happen, exactly, if he went along with whatever Governor Alexander had planned? He wanted his own hotel room and car, but snubbing the man right away might carry its own set of complications. He lowered the phone.

	“What exactly is the plan you’re proposing?” he asked Banks. 

	Banks perked up and returned to conversational distance. “Governor Alexander is staying at Camp Hope currently. He thought it would make sense for you to stay in the lodge there for both your convenience.”

	“I told his assistant over the phone that I would have my own accommodations,” Rob explained. 

	Banks smiled and reached one hand back over his head to rub the skin on the back of his neck in a bashful gesture. “When I told the governor a few days ago that this was the week you were coming, he was pretty insistent you get the full Wyoming treatment. He said that if you are going to write about him and the place, then it makes more sense to experience it as much as possible.”

	“And if I stick to my plan?” Rob asked. 

	“You’re welcome to stay here in town if you like,” Banks replied with a shrug. “Honestly, you’ll get much better access at the camp. You’ll have your own room and free run of the place.”  

	Rob gave his phone one last glance in the hope that maybe his editor had sent him a text message in reply. Nothing. “Ok,” he relented. “We will do this Alexander’s way.”

	The older man smiled. “That’s good to hear. You’ll have your privacy and space to work. Camp Hope is not very busy this time of year.” He turned and began to move toward the exits. “You don’t have any luggage, do you?” 

	“Just my carry on.” Rob concluded that this was an obvious power play by the governor, a clear attempt to put him in an unfamiliar situation, one where he was not in control. He would not let Alexander have the upper hand. After the fog of his unintended sleep began to wear off, he drew on a newfound resolve. 

	The air was cool outside, and the massive sky hung over everything in an immense pale blue canopy. Rob slowly turned a circle as they walked into the parking lot and stopped as he noticed the immense Teton Mountains jutting up to the west over the top of the terminal building. The scale of them was jarring to his urban sensibilities. They seemed to sit back broodingly over the open plain below and stare down with unassailable condescension. Banks had reached the vehicle, an old, cream-colored Lincoln Town Car in pristine condition. He opened the trunk, and Rob dropped his carry-on bag into the yawning mouth. 

	“Feel free to sit in the back or the front. I don’t mind,” Banks commented after closing the lid and crossing over to the driver’s side door. Once the car was unlocked, Rob slid onto the tan leather of the front passenger seat. 

	“Coffee? Food? Anywhere you want me stop on the way?” the older man asked helpfully. 

	“How far is it to the camp?” Rob asked. 

	“About a half an hour’s drive.”

	As part of his famed Wyoming Plan, Governor Alexander had constructed camps all over the state in the past few years. They were complexes of lodges and cabins with barracks to house state workers and depots to store the equipment for projects they undertook. Rob had read a bit on them in preparation for the trip. State residents could stay in them at no cost for an allotted number of days in the year, and they attracted paying tourists from all over, especially those who had come to see Mount Calvary or partake in the guided hunting, fishing, or hiking available in the surrounding areas. Alexander had often referred to it as “Frontier Mobilization.” About a year prior, an old-school nature reporter had profiled them over the course of a few months and wrote a long-form narrative entitled: “Tabernacles in a Strange Land.” It missed the Pulitzer by one half of a split hair. 

	“You never said if you wanted coffee or anything,” Banks reminded him. 

	“Coffee is fine,” Rob stated, making some notes in his notebook about the looming foreboding of the mountains, the buildings they drove by, and the general appearance of the city and inhabitants. Banks insisted on driving through the downtown area. It was a mix of Western frontier architecture and a modern stereotyped approximation with timber overhangs and facades on the storefronts. Unsurprisingly it had the feel of a resort town: small and wealthy and primarily designed with tourism in mind.  

	After stopping at a drive-thru coffee shop, they began the journey in earnest. Banks drove slowly and cautiously with deliberate, exaggerated movements, as though he was, with every motion, trying to prove that he was the most reliable person for the job. 

	 Rob clicked his pen for a minute and watched the scenery some more before delving into the task at hand. “Jordan or Mr. Banks? Which is it?” 

	“Jordan is fine,” he clarified, smiling serenely at the road. 

	“You mind going on the record for me, Jordan? While we drive? I’d like to get some background for my article. You lived here long?”

	 The older man’s head bobbed up and down while his eyes remained locked straight ahead. “I have lived here all my life for the most part, moved a state over for work once or twice, but that’s it.”

	“How long have you known the governor?” Rob wanted to keep the questions coming quickly. He found that this method elicited the most honest answers. Conversation let people get too comfortable, which led them to hedge and embellish. Sometimes if they got too comfortable then they would let something slip which they hadn’t intended, but Rob did not have the time for that method. Maybe he would with the governor, but that would take more than a half hour window of conversation. 

	“I’ve known the governor since before he was elected but not long before. I worked for him on his first campaign.” Jordan replied.

	“Were you his driver then too?” Rob asked. 

	 Jordan chuckled hoarsely. “Yes, as a matter of fact I was, among other things: scheduling with churches and other groups who wanted to host a campaign event, organizing his schedule, fielding calls. I did this and that. He has a secretary now, so he doesn’t need me for much, apart from driving when he doesn’t feel like it.” 

	“So, you still work for him?”

	The older man’s brow furrowed as he stared at the road. “People don’t really work for Mr. Alexander. It’s more like we work with him toward and for something else.”

	Rob could barely keep from making a noise to indicate his disturbance at the cliché. He had found himself a true believer. “And what is that thing you’re all working toward? God?”

	The corners of Banks’ eyes creased with countless, tiny fissures, and his lips pulled back over his teeth in a self-conscious and childish smile, as though he were fourteen years old and caught playing with the old toys from the attic which he was too old for now. “We would like to believe that’s the case, as anyone would. Maybe it is the case. We must believe that. The governor certainly does, and that’s good enough for most people. It’s the process that matters the most. He always says that ‘there is victory in the striving.’ One cannot make the kingdom of God on earth. I think once he used a mathematical term, said that Wyoming ought to be an asymptote infinitely approaching God. Not particularly sure what it means, but I liked the sound of it.”

	“Would you say that things have improved in the state under Governor Alexander? Tangibly, that is.” Rob knew the answer before he had even asked the question. He had seen the popularity polls. 

	Banks nodded slowly. “Yes, it’s a completely different place. There is a new energy. Lots of people would call us flyover country—” he faltered for a moment, perhaps realizing that his passenger was exactly the sort of person who would say such a thing. “But it certainly doesn’t feel that way. We are a destination of a sort now. You should see the flocks of people who come to Mount Calvary. People come from Europe, China, Mexico, South America, all over. It has brought new life. It’s not all good, obviously. Not everyone likes the way the governor does business or has his same vision for how things should be.”

	Rob figured Banks was talking about the state university, although it was ancient history at this point. Back when the governor first came into office, there was a major outcry from much of the administration and some of the student body that his backward ways would be damaging to their ability to educate and would reduce the number of out-of-state applicants. The president of the university had made a public statement presenting a document signed by dozens of administration and faculty members. They had argued that the governor’s regressive policies did not offer a healthy climate for higher education, that universities were the avant-garde of society, and that any laws the legislature passed under his auspices would cause damage to their recruiting abilities or their chance to be competitive. The governor responded by scolding, “I have seen the subsidies that this state gives to the college, and I would say the word ‘competitive’ hasn’t been in your otherwise expansive vocabulary for a long time.” 

	Protests followed, and then the rest of the nation took notice. Reporters and out-of-state demonstrators flocked to the college. The most vocal professors and faculty became social media celebrities overnight. People changed the pictures of their online profiles in solidarity. A firestorm raged for days. The university administration canceled classes as things became unmanageable. The governor held a press conference in which he simply and solemnly stated that he would give the president of the college two days to return things to normal and resume classes or he would request the state legislature hold an emergency session to pull all funding from the school. “They want me to call in the state police for all this commotion. I’m not going to do it. They want a show. They won’t get a show. You either do your jobs or I will pull your funding and you will die on the vine.” 

	The president of the college would not have it. He got the mayor on his side. The mayor was already skittish about the troubles at the school endangering the economy and safety of his city. He had not been a supporter of the governor during the campaign, and this gave him another opportunity to voice his displeasure with the, as he called it, “strong-arming tactics of a tyrant.” 

	Two days passed and business had not resumed at the college. The state legislature agreed to meet for the emergency session at the beginning of the next month. The day after the deadline, classes resumed. Administrators realized that the governor was showing no sign of backing down. Two days after the deadline, Governor Alexander arrived at the college to meet with the president. Alexander informed him that the board of supervisors, two of whom he had appointed himself, had met and decided to dismiss him. Then Alexander met with the mayor. By the end of the week, nobody in the national press was talking about the school. The board of supervisors chose a new president who proceeded to clean house, firing any administrators who showed any allegiance to the former leadership. It was at that point that everyone knew how the governor intended to run the state.               

	“I think he had the idea of the monument planned long before he became governor,” Jordan Banks offered, interrupting Coen’s brief period of musing. “I think he even mentioned the idea to me during the campaign. He used to talk about how people used to build monuments all the time, and that it used to be a mark of pride for a people, a cause for inspiration.”  

	“Well, he’s still the governor, so that wasn’t his end goal,” Rob mused aloud. 

	“His goal is to make the people an army of God,” Banks commented seriously. He swallowed with finality afterward.

	“Has he said this himself?” Rob asked, his pen hovering over the notepad. 

	“No, not at all.” A sudden nervousness and self-awareness came over the older man. “If you write that down, then make sure to clarify that I said it.” The driver’s neck had flushed red. 

	“Well is it true?” Rob asked, purposefully leaving the request unanswered. 

	Banks cleared his throat. “Symbolically, maybe, and I’m just talking about my own opinion.” At this point one hand had come off the steering wheel and closed in on itself with the thumb and forefinger outstretched and touching at the very end. The point where the two nails met tapped deliberately on the steering wheel like a bird adamantly pecking to accentuate each new qualification absolving the governor from any of this opinion. “It’s just what I’ve observed. His style is quite military: the camps, the reorganization of the state workforce into corps, his emphasis on discipline. That’s all I mean.”

	“And that has helped the state?” Rob asked. 

	“It has. We had three of the top ten fastest growing communities in the nation last year. Lots of people are moving here. I figure that must mean he’s doing something right.”

	“What about the increase in hate crimes against LGBT individuals?” Coen asked, making use of some of his earlier research. “What is the governor doing about that?”

	Banks’ brow furrowed again. “I don’t speak for the governor. Besides, I’m not entirely sure what statistics you’re talking about.” 

	It seemed that he had hit on a sensitive subject, and Rob made note of it. “There were a few articles about it earlier in the year. I’ll just ask the governor about it when I meet him.” 

	“I’m sure he’ll know more about it than me,” Banks replied.

	They drove south toward a town called Hoback on US Highway 191. Rob could see signs for Camp Hope as they neared. The Snake River ran along to their left most of the way. Just after they crossed over a bridge, so that it ran on their right, Banks turned the wheel and the Town Car peeled off the highway onto an asphalt drive. The narrow road curved smoothly away toward the foot of the mountains. They passed under an imposing wooden archway with the name of the camp painted in bright white letters. The large piece of timber constituted a relief, carved with the state’s landmarks, signs, and symbols. The wooden forms were large enough that he could make some out from the passenger seat. Smooth plains and trees surrounded the landmarks with mountains watching over them all from the back. Rob saw Devil’s Tower, Old Faithful, and a large looming hill with three crosses at the summit, which he could only assume was Mount Calvary. It had already been amalgamated into the identity of the state, along with the other notable locales. The narrow asphalt road meandered on a slight upward grade into the shade of massive trees.

	“What sorts of trees are these?” Coen asked his driver, breaking the silence that had descended over the last few minutes of the drive. 

	Banks, by his bodily movements and facial response to the question, appeared all too eager to embark on a topic that would not result in his replies being printed in a news article. “Mostly pine with some Douglas fir and spruce.”

	Soon, buildings came into view between the trunks of the trees. They hid in clusters, camouflaged somewhat due to their naked timber walls. The car rolled past groups of small cabins and stables, sheds and barns with tin roofs, piles of gravel and bark dust, and cords of firewood. Everything they passed had the oddly contradictory combination of rustic construction and minimalistic frontier architecture alongside the brand new: shiny State Corps pickup trucks and Jeeps, rows of tractors and heavy equipment. On a rise above it all, nestled against the steep craggy edge of a bluff, stood a large lodge building surrounded by a huge wrap-around porch around the base and a matching balcony above. The massive logs which made up the exterior walls glistened slightly with the rich, reddish golden-brown of finished wood, and the railings and frames were made of black wrought iron. A steeply peaked, gray, metal roof, likely made in such a way to easily shed the snow, gave the building an appearance harmonious with the sharp, triangular forms of the trees and distant mountains. 

	 Rob turned from the scenery outside the car to glance at his chauffeur. “So, this is a base of operations for state workers? Does the governor live here?”

	Banks cleared his throat. “Yes and no. The camps operate as living quarters, storage, and motor pools for the State Corps. They rotate from place to place as needed for new restoration and renovation projects. The governor does the same. He doesn’t live here all year. Usually in the late summer and fall, when tourism starts to die down in Jackson, he stays here for a while. Typically, he resides at Camp Resolute, which is much closer to Mount Calvary. I think he likes to be close enough to see it, but that could just be my own attribution. It is, after all, his pet project.”       

	“But he is here now?” Rob asked.

	Banks nodded. “You can speak to him in the morning I’m sure. He will be in meetings all evening though. Until then you will have time to get settled and get to know the place a little. Governor Alexander has someone tasked with showing you around and answering any questions you may have about Camp Hope, so you shouldn’t want for diversion or information today.”

	Banks pulled the car into a parking space in a side lot to the right of the immense lodge building. He engaged the parking brake and exited the vehicle with some stiffness and a grunt. Rob clambered out also, stretching his limbs after all the sitting he had been doing that morning. He met Banks by the trunk to retrieve his carry-on. 

	A light dusting of brown pine needles blanketed the asphalt of the small lot where they had stopped. Banks gestured toward the large porch which wrapped around the bottom of the structure. “Unless you prefer bunking in one of the barracks with the corpsmen, the governor would be happy for you to stay in the lodge where the rooms are a bit more accommodating. They are usually reserved for state officials, representatives visiting on business, paying visitors and such. As a guest of Mr. Alexander you are entitled to all the privileges that come with that status. You should be quite comfortable.”

	You should be comfortable. Rob was beginning to tire of these presumptions. He should find none of this surprising, however, after accepting the invitation to stay at Camp Hope at the governor’s behest. While following Banks to the front door of the lodge, he was reminded of the potential gravity of his decision to comply. Why had he so easily allowed this man to persuade him to come along? He could be relaxing in his own hotel room in Jackson at this very moment instead of walking into unknown circumstances at the governor’s mercy. This could be a form of manipulation to put him on his back foot. What would his editor say? His neck burned at the thought, and his carry-on bag increased in weight and pulled more heavily on his arm and shoulder. He nearly stumbled on the planks of the steps up to the porch, and he was acutely aware of every movement and potential misstep. 

	Banks gave him a curious glance over his shoulder upon hearing the clattering noise. “Watch your step, Mr. Coen,” he commented almost playfully. 

	Rob had noted that as they entered Camp Hope, Jordan Banks’ mood became lighter and brighter. They passed through heavy wooden doors into a massive entryway. The vaulted ceiling was probably thirty feet above them, and a giant chandelier made of antlers hung down from it. The walls and ceiling were made up of bronze-colored wooden paneling. The floor was smooth slate stone covered in some kind of semi-glossy protective enamel. Directly ahead on the far side of the room two stairways made of timber rested on either side of a second large doorway. They both led up to a balcony which ran around the upper reaches of the entry room, and he could see two doors into other areas of the second floor on the far wall above. The interior of the lodge had a musty, earthy smell, and the air was slightly too cold to be considered cozy. 

	“Let’s get you a room upstairs,” Banks uttered the words while crossing the room to a large, wooden, writing desk in the far left corner of the room. He passed to the other side and rifled in the drawers for a moment before extracting a sizeable book from inside. Banks retrieved a compact case from the pocket of his slacks and opened it over the desk. He gingerly removed a small set of reading glasses and put them on before flopping the leather-bound book open and leafing through the pages. 

	“Do you want things quiet or bright?” he asked, glancing up with an index finger pushed against the page so that the lowest segment of the digit jutted outward from the rest due to the pressure. His eyebrows were raised and knotted in the middle slightly and eyes squinted, no doubt holding the same strained formation used when he struggled through the spectacles to make out the small letters on the paper. 

	“What do you mean?” Rob asked a little apprehens-ively.                 

	“We have two rooms open right now. One is closer to the back of the lodge, so it is quieter, but you won’t get as much light through the window, since it’s closer to the mountain. The other one’s closer to the front. There’s more light in the morning, but the crew get up early and there will be a lot of hustle and bustle and equipment noise.”

	“I’ll take the front. I can sleep through anything,” Rob commented. 

	Banks made some notes in the ledger before returning it to the desk and then placed the glasses in the case and returned the case to his pocket. “Well, let’s get you situated.” He crossed the room to the farther stairway, which was on the right. Coen followed him, his footfalls joining in the chorus of rhythmic thudding impacts on the timber. The noise was so cutting in the calm of the entry room that it seemed as though the two of them deliberately struck the wood with some other purpose. Rob felt suddenly paranoid about the sound and in the next instant wondered why he had. He was lost drifting in the void outside the self of seconds before, wondering if he had split off into another version of reality. Banks glanced around the open expanse of the room as they ascended. Such useless coilings of thought strangulation were no doubt far from burdening his mind. Rob felt a faltering ambush of envy at the simplicity of his companion and then let it fall away. 

	They turned left at the top of the stairs and entered a door which was situated midway between the two flights and stepped into a long, carpeted corridor running crossways fifty or so feet to either side. Rob followed his guide to the right, and they reached a ninety degree turn to the left where the hallway ran approximately another hundred feet. Doors lined either side of the corridor at roughly the same interval as the rooms in a hotel. 

	Banks stopped at the second one on the right side and pushed the door open. “This is you right here,” he explained. “I’ll let you get settled and—oh shoot!” He patted his hip and breast pockets with open palms. “I forgot to get the key to your room. Ask me later and I’ll get it for you. My office is the door at the end of the hall. I’ll probably be there most of the evening. Once you have everything in order head down to the front again. Justine will give you a tour of the place.” 

	“The governor is here though, right?” Rob asked as Banks turned to head down the hallway to his office. 

	“Yes,” Banks answered, smiling with a touch of bewilderment. “You’ll see him in the morning. He’s very busy right now, but he made a point to carve some time out for you. He really is very pleased that you’ve come out. He likes to talk to people who are interested in his work.” He was trying to reassure his guest and had clearly noted that Rob had asked a similar question earlier. 

	Banks left him standing in the doorway of the empty room. Finally he was alone. Rob entered his quarters and closed the door behind him. The space was modest, not as cramped as he had expected, although rather sparse in amenities. To his left against the middle of the wall rested a double-sized bed with a roughly carved, wooden headboard and frame. A rather homey looking quilt lay draped over the spread. A nightstand of the same simple, wooden construction sat next to the head with a lamp, alarm clock, and book of some kind resting on top. Pale light beamed in from a wide window directly across from him, and heavy, green curtains hung so that they covered the outer edges. There was no television facing the foot of the bed like in most hotels, merely a cabinet with a box of tissues on one edge and a mirror on the wall above. A table and two chairs sat beneath the window, and beside them, along the wall from the cabinet, he spied a door into what was presumably the bathroom. The floor was hardwood-like but a number of thick rugs covered most of the surface. They bore simple geometric patterns of earthy hues. Rob stepped over to the bed where he set his carry-on and laptop bags and then continued to the window where he pulled the curtains back the rest of the way to see what was below his room. 

	All he observed outside were trees and the parking lot where Banks had left the town car. Two men in work clothes passed by after a moment, and a slight breeze stirred the pine needles sprinkled on the surface of the asphalt in small swirling eddies. Aside from those few bits of movement and the blankness of the gray sky, he saw nothing of interest and decided to go meet this person who would be giving him a tour. He turned the lock before he left and hoped that Banks would indeed be available to give him his key before too long. 
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	ob traced the path back around the corner and out the door into the entry room where he noticed now what he could not have seen before: a set of metal letters above the doors they had entered a few minutes earlier. They were constructed of black cast-iron, reading: “Nunc Semper Liberi Sumus.” He could recognize it as Latin but had no inkling of what it said. He stood gazing at them with an unfocused stare, feeling a bit bewildered. A slight motion below drew his attention. A young woman was standing beneath the balcony and peering up at him with a curious expression. She had been so quiet and still that he had entirely missed her until that moment. 

	Once it was clear that he had seen her, she asked, “Rob Coen, I take it?” He nodded, and she motioned for him to come down while resuming her introduction, “I’m Justine. I’m going to show you around the place.”             

	To say that Justine was not the sort of person Rob had expected to give him a tour of the camp would not be accurate, since he had possessed no definite expectations. If, however, expectations had existed, then he was quite sure she would not have been part of them. 

	The first reason he was certain of this was because she was young and good looking, two qualities he had seen no evidence of existing in Alexander’s Wyoming thus far. Additionally, at least where he came from, this place was most often associated with backward, stiff, and patriarchal fundamentalism. It did not follow that youthful, attractive young people were not capable of existing in such a place, but they were certainly not the first types that came to mind. 

	Justine was conventionally attractive, with pale skin, large, dark eyes, and straight brown hair which reached a few inches below her shoulders. She had a smooth, broad, and somewhat pronounced forehead. It was almost moon-like and gave her face proportions which narrowed sharply from the top down to her small chin. This gave her a more childish appearance than was warranted by her age, which he would put somewhere between nineteen and twenty-one. 

	“Yes, Rob Coen, thank you,” he replied while beginning to descend the stairs. As he drew nearer, he could make out that she wore simple, practical work clothes: denim pants that were slightly more form fitting than one would expect, scuffed, brown work boots, and a light-brown canvas work jacket over a checkered red flannel shirt. There was something oddly familiar about her features that he could not quite place, and, as he drew near enough to reach out and shake her small and very warm hand, the feeling of recognition did not depart, so that he was nearly certain he had seen her before. 

	As she turned to lead him toward the door, Rob pulled his notepad from the inner pocket of his jacket so that she could see it. “You don’t mind if I write things down as we talk, do you? That this is all on the record?”

	Justine shrugged carelessly, as though the notepad were a stick or a rock. “Sounds good to me. Which room did they give you?” She turned and led him toward the door.

	“Uh. Not sure the number. Right hallway and second door on the right.” 

	“That side is better,” she commented. “Banks’ office is in that hallway. If you need anything, he’s usually in there watching old DVDs from the first campaign.”

	They had passed through the door and onto the wraparound porch at this point. Rob was struck by one specific detail of her comment. “Old DVDs from the campaign?”

	Justine glanced back over her shoulder while stepping down onto the walk leading away from the lodge. “Recordings from the campaign events, rallies, church meetings, and all that sort of thing. Banks filmed almost everything on the campaign when Governor Alexander was running for his first term, and now he goes back and watches them all the time. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind if you wanted to take a look at it. It’s just a bunch of old stump speeches and that kind of thing.”         

	  Assuming that her description was accurate he was intensely interested. An undiscovered cache of videos from the primordial and volatile early days of Governor Alexander’s political career could be worth any discomfort he had to endure on this misadventure. Better yet, it could provide evidence to Margaret that deviating from the plan to stay in Jackson had paid off. An odd thought struck him. Of course, this young woman must know that the old recordings would interest him journalistically, so why mention them? Was she trying to help him? A worming sensation of suspicion invaded his brief moment of enthusiasm. He could not account for it, aside from attributing it to his journalistic tendency toward paranoia. He would have to ignore such feelings if he wanted to squeeze every opportunity from this venture. If Rob was going to be trapped at this camp and at the mercy of the governor’s people, then he would make the most of it, play along, and be a good sport. People loved that experiential, narrative, long-form journalistic style of the writer living alongside the subject. He began to convince himself that not going to his own hotel had been a calculated move, that he may have suspected deep down the journalistic opportunities he could discover by staying here. After all, if he believed it, then his editors might also.  

	Justine was leading him along a gravel path which crossed over the asphalt drive he and Banks had traveled on the way up. He sped up so that he walked side by side with her and got back to work. “So you work here at Camp Hope? Do you work directly for the governor?”

	“I work here when I’m not in school, since my parents live in Jackson.” 

	“College?”

	“Yeah, college.”

	“What are you studying?”

	“I’m probably going to go into state work. I started early. I was in the youth volunteer corps in high school, the Hospitaller division.”    

	Something shifted in the dark inner region of Rob’s mind, like the languid and unconscious flopping of a sleeping man’s arm as he rolls over in slumber. He experienced symptoms of realization without the full manifestation. “Hospitaller? The name is familiar, but you’ll have to jog my memory.” Rob always erred on the side of ignorance. The desire to avoid looking uninformed was the enemy of complete interrogation. 

	“For the most part, addiction treatment and rehabilitation,” she said simply. 

	Then Rob remembered. The governor had run partly on a strong anti-drug platform. He had described the existence of addiction, particularly opioid, as a scourge upon the people of the nation. Unlike some, who framed the issue in warlike language, he had described it as a disease, and with any disease, sometimes extreme measures were required to heal the body. He went so far as to say that if someone was an addict living on the streets, then they would be scooped up and made clean and sober whether they wanted it or not. 

	Now that one had exploded across the headlines. National pundits opined that Alexander would pass sweeping and mandatory drug testing, that he would shred Fourth Amendment rights, that there would be roving squads of jackbooted stormtroopers rounding up anyone even under suspicion of being a drug user. Like any of the media firestorms, Alexander fed off it. He shouted from the stump that the commentariat in Washington wanted people drugged into a helpless stupor. He argued that they wanted people to have just enough freedom to choose an indolent life of numbed feelings, stunted sensations, and blind consumption. 

	After he won, and Alexander announced a partnership with the state legislature to form the Hospitallers and led a successful push to increase state mandatory minimums for possession and distribution for all opioid and amphetamine substances, the chorus decrying him a tyrant rose again. He had proven the pundits right. 

	There was, however, one difference in his plan from the prophecies of the intellectuals. Steep prison sentences could be avoided completely. A junkie in possession of a large amount of illegal drugs could go without spending a day behind bars on the condition that he submitted himself to the care of the Hospitallers. The program was described as part rehab and part boot camp. There had been some journalism on the topic, but not enough to give Rob an impression on the inner workings or effectiveness of the program. 

	This would likely be one of few opportunities to learn more, so he decided to pester Justine about it for a while. “I’ve only heard cursory information about the Hospitallers. I’d like to know more if you don’t mind explaining.”

	She shrugged. “I was young and just a volunteer, so I didn’t do too much that was involved with the more sensitive operations of the corps. I mostly helped with supply inventories and grunt work. The largest focus when I was there was relocating the homeless. By that point a lot of the problems with drugs were under control.”
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