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Never give in—never, never, never. . . .

—Winston Churchill

Battle not with monsters, lest ye become a monster. . . .

—Friedrich Nietzsche
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WEARING A STIFF BLUE JUMPSUIT and handcuffs, Carl sat with no expression on his face and waited to see what they were going to do to him this time.

They were going to come down hard on him. The judge might even dismiss the case straight to adult court, and then Carl would be looking at jail time, as in real jail, no more juvie, no more boys. Men. Thieves and rapists and murderers. Shanks and gangs. Everything. He’d be lucky to survive a month.

The Dale County Juvenile Court didn’t look like a courtroom. It was just a narrow room with two folding tables set end to end. No judge’s dais, no jury box, no spectators’ gallery. Just the tables and a dozen or so uncomfortable metal chairs flanking them. Carl smelled new carpet and coffee. Fluorescent lights buzzed in the drop ceiling overhead. A furled American flag leaned in one corner, pinned to the wall by a podium pushed up against it to make room.

He avoided eye contact with his foster parents, who sat at the other end of the table, next to Ms. Snyder, the probation officer, and stared instead at his bruised and swollen hands—the scars on his knuckles reading like a twisted road map of the great lengths he’d traveled to arrive here.

Out in the hall, somebody laughed in passing. Carl heard keys jingle. A cop, probably.

The cop in this room looked bored. His leather gun belt creaked as he shifted his weight, watching the judge shuffle through a tall stack of papers.

Carl’s mouth was dry and sour with the waiting. Directly across the table, the judge picked up a white Styrofoam cup. Then he put it down and set some papers to one side of the others. Then he looked up. He had watery eyes and deep lines in his face. His hair was a gray mess, and he needed a shave. Despite his robe, he looked more like a burned-out math teacher than a judge. Looking again at the white cup, he finally spoke.

“Could somebody please get me another cup of coffee? Velma? Would you mind?”

A tall woman said okay and stood up and left the room.

“You are an orphan,” the judge said, turning his attention to Carl.

“Yes, sir.”

“It says here your father was a police officer?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And what does that make you?”

“Sir?”

“The sheriff?”

Chief Watkins snorted. “I’m the damned sheriff.”

“Language, Chief. I’d hate to have to find you in contempt of court.”

Carl read the men’s voices: just a pair of good old boys, having a little fun while they sat one more case together.

Chief Watkins nodded. “Sorry, Your Honor.”

“That’s all right.” Then, looking up at Carl, he said, “You’re kind of a hard-ass, aren’t you, son?”

Chief Watkins cleared his throat.

“It’s all right, Chief. It’s my court. I’ll be in contempt if I see fit. Answer the question, son. You fashion yourself a hard-ass?”

Carl shrugged. “I don’t mean to be.”

“You don’t mean to be.”

“No, sir.”

“And you know what that sounds like to me?”

“No, sir.”

“That sounds like every kid who comes in here.” He looked at the paper. “It says here you’re a boxer?”

Carl nodded. “I was.”

“Chief Watkins used to box a little, didn’t you, Chief?”

“A few smokers back in the navy. Nothing official.”

The judge said, “Our friend here had more than a few fights. How many was it altogether, son?”

“Eighty-seven,” Carl said.

“And out of those eighty-seven matches, how many did you win?”

“Eighty-five.”

The judge raised his shaggy brows. “That is a good record. Were you a champion?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What sort of champion?”

“Seventy-five, ninety, and one fourteen.”

The judge tilted his head, then grinned a little. “No, son, I’m not talking weight classes. I meant what level of champion. City? State? National?”

Carl nodded.

“All three?”

“Yes, sir. Junior Golden Gloves, PAL, and AAU.”

Officer Watkins’s gun belt creaked as he leaned back. “That’s pretty good.”

Carl relaxed a little. Talking boxing did that, made him feel like more than just a throwaway kid awaiting sentencing. Still, he could tell this judge viewed himself as a shoot-from-the-hip kind of guy. A judge like this, he might throw you in a dungeon for life or let you go scot-free, either way, just to see the look on your face.

The judge said, “When I asked if you were a boxer, you said ‘was’ rather than ‘is.’ Is that correct?”

“Yes, sir. Was.”

“Was, then. Have you retired?”

“It’s just, I keep moving so much. I haven’t been able to fight—box—for a while.”

“Indeed.”

Velma returned and handed the judge his coffee. “Thank you, dear,” he said. “Mr. and Mrs. Rhoades, are you sure you wouldn’t like some coffee? All right, then. Do you all have anything you’d like to say?”

Carl’s new foster parents looked nervous. He wondered if they had ever been in a courtroom before. Probably not. He felt bad, dragging them in. Mr. Rhoades had almost certainly missed work, and Carl could see Mrs. Rhoades had been crying. She told the judge they hadn’t known Carl long, but he’d been a good boy, very respectful, and Mr. Rhoades nodded. Listening to them, Carl felt a renewed pang of loss. Things could have been good here. Really good.

The judge thanked them, riffled through his papers, and said, “Carl, why did you hurt those boys?”

Carl cleared his throat before saying, “They wouldn’t stop.”

“Could you elaborate, please? I’m trying to decide your fate right now, and I’d like to think I gave you a chance to share your side of the story. I don’t know how it is back in Philadelphia, but it’s not every day I deal with a kid who’s beaten up half the football team. Wouldn’t you agree, Chief Watkins?”

“Yes, Your Honor. I’d say this is downright idiosyncratic.”

“Idiosyncratic, yes. So, Carl, do you mind telling me a little more about whatever it was that led up to this unfortunate incident?”

“I was just sitting there, eating my lunch, and then I heard them laughing, and I looked over, and I saw this one kid—I think his name is Brad—picking on this little kid. Eli something.”

“Yes,” the judge said. “Eli Barringer and Brad Templeton. Brad’s home from the hospital now, in case you were wondering. His jaw’s wired shut. He’ll be sipping breakfast, lunch, and dinner through a straw for the next six months, according to his father. Did you know them?”

“Sir?”

This judge asked questions like a slick boxer used a jab. You never saw them coming, and just when you thought you’d found your rhythm, he knocked you off-balance again.

“This boy, Eli, for instance. Was he a friend of yours?”

“No, sir.”

“You just decided to defend him, then. And did you know Brad Templeton?”

“No, sir.”

“What I’m trying to comprehend is why you would do something like this. No grudge to settle; no attachment to the victim. Why don’t you tell me a little more about how it all happened? Maybe even why.”

“I don’t know.” Carl remembered Eli’s thick glasses, his hunched body, and worst of all, his smile—his braces full of white bread and peanut butter. “I just . . . I don’t like bullies. I mean, I can’t stand them. They were making fun of this kid, and he was sitting there, laughing, because he didn’t know what was going on, and everybody kept laughing at him, so I got up and walked over and told them to stop.”

“By them you are referring to Brad Templeton?”

“Yes, sir.”

“An interesting choice of words, them. This is not the first time something like this has happened.”

Carl shook his head.

“I’ve read your records, son. It took me a good portion of yesterday evening. I must say, to employ Chief Watkins’s terminology, that I found your history rather idiosyncratic.”

They looked at each other for a second, and the judge said, “Carl, you’ve been in eighteen different placements in the last four years, and that’s not counting short stays like the place where you got that jumpsuit you’re wearing. Eighteen. A dozen and a half foster homes, group homes, and juvenile detention facilities in Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Ohio, and”—he glanced down at the papers—“Idaho. How was Idaho?”

“Cold, sir.”

“Cold, yes. I’d imagine. You’ve accumulated one of the longest rap sheets I’ve ever seen for a juvenile, and you’ve only just turned sixteen. And yet something stands out to me. They’re all, every last one of them, the same charge—assault—each stemming from the same sort of situation that brought you before me. Someone gave someone else a hard time, and you took it upon yourself to teach him a lesson. Good God, son, I lost track of how many people you have assaulted. And it’s not just other children. Oh no. You’ve punched foster parents and teachers and mall security and even a police officer. A police officer? Son, don’t you have a brain?”

Carl looked down. “He had some skateboarder up against the monkey bars, and he kept yelling at the kid and slamming him into the bars, so—”

“Stop,” the judge said. “There is no so when you don’t like something a police officer is doing. You had no role in that situation. You’re lucky he didn’t shoot you. I would have shot you. Chief, wouldn’t you have shot him?”

“Hands like that? Yeah, I’d have shot him.”

Carl wished these two would drop the cutesy act and get down to business. The longer he sat here, the more it felt like disaster brewing.

The judge said, “I don’t know whose decision it was to move you all the way down here to North Carolina and drop you into Jessup High, but I intend to find out, and I further intend to have his hide nailed to my shed by sundown.” He glanced at Velma, and she nodded and made a note on a clipboard. “You are a rare person, Carl Freeman. Other than fighting, your record is absolutely spotless. No theft, no drugs, no underage drinking. If it weren’t for the fighting, you’d look like a candidate for the glee club.”

Carl had heard all of this before. “I don’t look for trouble. . . . If they would just stop.”

The judge tented his fingers and narrowed his eyes. “Very interesting, Carl. Very interesting, indeed. You said it again. They. Do you feel these people—Brad, the policeman in Ohio—are all in on this together? Part of some club or something?”

“I’m not crazy.”

The judge tapped the stack of papers before him. “Your record implies otherwise, I’m afraid. Either you are insane or, at the very least, downright idiosyncratic. It’s like you have a superhero complex or something. Mild-mannered schoolboy by day, raging lunatic by night.”

Heat rose through Carl’s chest and into his face, and his knuckles began to ache again. Why didn’t anybody understand? “If I don’t stop them, nobody will. Not the kids, not the teachers, nobody. Everybody just sits back and watches. The kids pretend they think it’s funny, because they’re too scared to say anything, and the teachers pretend they don’t see it because they’re too lazy to do anything. What am I supposed to do?”

“Lower your voice,” Chief Watkins said. He was still leaned back with his big forearms crossed over his chest, but his eyes bore hard into Carl’s.

The judge patted the air. “That’s okay, Chief. I’m glad the boy’s letting his hair down.” Then, to Carl, he said, “Now, these boys you attacked, Brad Templeton and the others, they’re well known in the community. Put on car washes, sell candy bars door-to-door, you might know the type. Their mothers and fathers, I see them at the Elks Club on Friday evenings. In the fall, we show up a bit later on Friday nights. See, football is quite popular here in our little corner of the world. Disturbingly so, in fact. It approaches religion at times. You can see the sort of trouble you’ve caused me?”

Carl nodded, thinking, Here it comes. The jabbing’s over; here comes the KO punch.

The judge continued. “Jessup’s football season is over before it even got going. The boys with broken noses will be okay, but the ones with busted ribs and wired jaws are out for the season. There are on that team other kids, good kids counting on football scholarships. Who will even scout a team with the record Jessup’s going to have this year? No one, that’s who. So these boys, instead of going on to college, they’ll just mow lawns and load cases of beer into people’s trunks for the rest of their lives.” The judge stared directly into Carl’s eyes, and for the first time, Carl saw anger there. “These are the real victims of your crime. They might not even know it, but I know it, and you know it, and their parents know it. The town is screaming for your blood, son. They’d like to string you up on the fifty-yard line and then feed what’s left to the pigs.”

“I’m sorry about those other kids.” Carl lowered his head. He was sorry. They had never crossed his mind. Worse still, he wasn’t sure he could have stopped himself even if they had.

“I believe you are—sorry about them, I mean—but what interests me is, are you sorry about the other boys, too, the ones you hurt?”

Carl remembered the deep green mountainside beyond the cafeteria windows, rags of fog lifting away like departing ghosts. A strange world far from home, everything darkness and void. Remembered the boys, their cruelty, their laughter when he’d told them to stop. Remembered the fight, all of them coming at him, and then . . . kids on the floor, bleeding, Carl turning himself in.

He raised his eyes and shook his head.

The judge’s mouth went thin. “I didn’t think so. While I commend your honesty, I must publicly acknowledge that a criminal who shows no remorse for his crimes is, of course, a criminal likely to perpetrate those same crimes in the future. With those hands of yours, I could charge you with assault with a deadly weapon. Eight counts. Forget the juvenile detention center. Chief Watkins would drive you straight to the state penitentiary, where you could serve out a sentence of, oh, a decade or two, right alongside full-grown men. Does that sound good to you?”

“No, sir.”

“Or I could hand you over to Windy Pines. They’d put you in a padded cell and drug you up so heavily you wouldn’t be able to tie your own shoes. Do you like the sound of that?”

“No, sir.”

“The trouble is, I have to live with whatever decision I make here today, and despite your singular idiosyncrasy, I believe you have the potential to become a good man someday. Your father was killed in the line of duty?”

“He died as a result of wounds sustained in the line of duty.” If it sounded like a line Carl had said before, it was. Many times.

The judge sighed. “Carl, it is my belief that you are at the present time, regardless of your potential, incapable of controlling your temper should the aforementioned situation arise again.”

Carl nodded.

“Judges in the past have taken every approach, from absolute leniency to draconian severity. Nothing has worked. And yet, you have within you this potential. Even your criminal acts have a certain nobility about them, as if you ascribe to a higher code than the rest of humanity. But make no mistake; they are crimes. In light of these factors—the nature and number of your crimes, your seeming inability to control your temper, and the positive potential I see in every other aspect of your character and behavior—I hereby sentence you to Phoenix Island, a military-style boot camp, the term of confinement to begin immediately and to end at the date of your eighteenth birthday, at which point in time you will either return to North Carolina to serve out the remainder of your sentence, a term of six months to three years, at the state penitentiary, or you will earn placement through Phoenix Island, at which time this court will declare your debt paid in full and will furthermore expunge your juvenile record.”

Carl swallowed with difficulty. Jail or freedom. Nothing in between.

“There is no parole from Phoenix Island. It is a terminal facility, meaning you will remain there until you are legally an adult. Fail to learn from this opportunity, and I predict you will spend the rest of your life in and out of prison. If, however, you make the most out of this situation, and you learn to give others a second chance, just as I have given you here today, you will be able to lead a good life as a productive member of our society. You get control of that temper of yours, and I think you’d make one hell of a cop.”

“Thank you, sir.”

The judge looked Carl dead in the eyes. “There will come a day, son, when you will need to determine exactly who it is you intend to be.”

“Yes, sir.”

The judge finished his coffee, set the empty cup on Carl’s file, and turned to the others. “Questions?”

Ms. Snyder asked for the location and visiting hours.

Yeah, right, Carl thought. If there were two things you learned as an orphan, they were endings and beginnings. Mr. and Mrs. Rhoades were no more likely to visit than were Carl’s dead parents.

The judge closed the matter. “I’m afraid that’s confidential, Ms. Snyder, and irrelevant, as well. Phoenix Island allows no contact with the outside world.”
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THE PLANE SHUDDERED, angling downward, and Carl thrilled at the sight: an island covered in thick jungle, except at the center, where three peaks of raw stone rose sharply through the forest canopy. As the plane descended, he spotted a few clusters of buildings and thin roads running between them, but what really held his attention was the long sweep of sandy beach, nearly white against the deep, sparkling blue of the ocean.

Phoenix Island at last. A new start. His chance at a future.

He looked forward to getting off the plane and stretching his legs. He hoped the staff would let them swim later. He’d never been in the ocean, and he imagined what it would feel like, diving into the waves after the long, hot trip. Would it burn his eyes, opening them in the salt water?

The plane dropped, shuddering, toward a landing strip near the beach, touched down, and taxied to a stop next to a wide, paved area very black in the midday sun, the air over it wavy with heat. Nearby, beside a clump of sagging palm trees, a cluster of low block buildings squatted in the sand, looking as sturdy and businesslike as doorstops.

Out of the nearest building emerged men dressed like soldiers. They pushed a set of metal stairs toward the plane.

“Janice,” the small kid with a big nose said, “cancel my afternoon appointments. I’ll be at the sauna.” The loudmouth hadn’t stopped cracking lame jokes during the whole flight. Some of the others cussed at him, their faces as hard and scarred as Carl’s knuckles.

One of the passengers reached across the aisle and cuffed the small kid, and when his head jerked forward, mean laughter filled the back of the plane.

Carl tensed, the dull throb starting as his hands tightened into fists.

Rubbing the back of his head, the kid turned to Carl. “Some turbulence on this flight, huh? I’m never flying this airline again.”

Carl didn’t smile, didn’t scowl, just turned away, telling himself, Mind your own business. It’s not your fight. This was the end of the road, everything on the line. He couldn’t throw away his future to protect someone who insisted on cracking suicidally bad jokes.

Something clunked against the fuselage. A moment later, the hatch opened, and a tall, muscular man wearing a Smokey the Bear hat swaggered aboard and glared at them.

All fifty-some passengers fell silent.

The man snapped one thick arm to the side and pointed down the stairs. “Off the plane, brig rats! Move! Move! Move!”

Carl jumped up, clutching his duffel bag to his chest, and squeezed into the flood of kids, which spilled out of the plane, down the metal stairs, and into a tropical wall of wet heat.

“What is your problem, brig rats? You will conduct yourselves in an orderly manner and in good speed, and you will line up in four ranks, at attention—and if I hear anybody talking, I’m going to smoke him until there’s nothing left to blow away in the wind! Now move!”

Down on the tarmac, soldiers yelled and scowled and pointed, all of them jacked up like professional football players, muscles upon muscles, veins popping along their necks and biceps and foreheads. They dressed identically: camouflage pants tucked into shiny black combat boots and black tank tops so tight Carl could see six-packs through the fabric. A few wore wide-brimmed drill sergeant hats. They stomped and shouted until the kids formed four long rows on the pavement.

Stay cool, Carl thought. Stay in the middle. Stay out of sight.

Overhead, the sun burned even hotter than it had during the long bus trip through Texas and the mainland of Mexico before they’d boarded the plane. The air smelled of ocean salt and marshy decay.

To his right stood the small kid with the big nose. Despite the chaos, he grinned at Carl and leaned in, talking out of the side of his mouth. “Some welcome wagon, huh?”

Carl nodded but didn’t smile. Smiling at a time like this would be about as acceptable as singing karaoke in math class.

Soldiers yelled, telling them to straighten the lines and move apart. “Drop your bags. Lift your arms straight out to the side like this.”

A huge soldier in front of them demonstrated, lifting his arms until he looked like the world’s most muscular diver about to do a triple pike in combat boots.

“Square it away, brig rats! Dress-right-dress!”

Everyone shifted, the soldiers telling them to hurry. A red-haired kid in front of Carl was crying.

One of the soldiers yelled, “Unzip your bags and dump the contents on the ground!”

Carl turned his bag upside down, dumping clothes, his shaving kit, and two pictures of his family. His only other possession hit the pavement with a loud clank and lay shining on the black pavement like a miniature sun. He had won the gold medal when he was eleven years old for being the best 90-pound boxer in the country. All of the dozens and dozens of trophies were gone, of course, but at least he’d managed to hold on to this medal over the years.

He stared at it for a second, gathering strength. He could do this. These soldiers, they just wanted to rattle his cage. They were like a fighter who came out swinging at the first bell, trying to take your head off, trying to throw you off your game. You just couldn’t let them get to you.

Then a hand closed over Carl’s medal and lifted it from the ground.

Looking up, he saw that this soldier was shorter than the others and even more muscular, a thumb of a man in a drill sergeant’s hat. He scowled at Carl.

Carl looked back with a blank expression. He wasn’t going to try to stare the guy down, but he wasn’t going to punk out, either.

“Don’t you eyeball me, boy. Eyes straight ahead.” The guy held up the medal, snorted, and tucked it into his pocket.

“What are you doing with my medal?” Carl asked.

The soldier glared at him, kept glaring, then gave him a tilted grin, no humor in it at all. “Don’t worry about it, sunshine. Put your hands on your head and spread your feet.”

Carl followed the command, but anger lit inside him, and his knuckles started to ache. Where did this guy get off, taking his things?

The stout man picked up Carl’s empty bag, shook it, and let it drop. “Got anything else I should know about? Drugs? Weapons? Money, phone? Anything?”

“No.”

“That’s ‘No, Drill Sergeant.’ ”

“No, Drill Sergeant,” Carl said, the words bitter in his mouth.

The drill sergeant patted Carl down, head to toe, then crouched to root through his things, shaking out the clothes as if on the hunt for something before tossing them to one side. Carl focused on the skull-and-crossbones tattoo emblazoned on the muscular bronze arm. The soldier used his left arm, Carl noted—a southpaw. A tattooed banner overtop the skull read Death Before Dishonor.

Yeah, right, Carl thought, wanting his championship gold back. Now.

“Keep these.” The sergeant handed Carl the photographs: one of his mother in a red Phillies cap, the upper deck of good old Veterans Stadium visible behind her; the other of the whole family, Dad in his police uniform, Mom smiling at the camera, Carl, maybe five or six, holding their hands tight.

The drill sergeant went through the shaving kit and dropped it at Carl’s feet. “Put all this back in the bag. Let’s go. Hurry up.”

Carl didn’t budge.

The drill sergeant, who’d begun drifting down the line toward somebody else, snapped around to stare at Carl. “I told you to move.”

“What about my medal . . . Drill Sergeant?”

The man snarled, eyes flashing. He rushed to Carl, shoved into him with his big chest, and leaned in so close the brim of his hat bumped Carl’s nose.

Carl stared straight ahead, smelling sweat and feeling heat coming off the big muscles.

“You sassing me, kid?”

“He didn’t mean anything by it, Drill Sergeant,” the small kid next to Carl said.

“You took my medal,” Carl said. He knew this was a mistake, but he couldn’t help it; that award was the sole symbol of the only success he’d ever known.

“Your what?” The guy bumped Carl with his hat again.

Carl stared straight ahead. “My medal.”

The sergeant roared with laughter.

For a second, Carl felt relief—it was all a joke—but then he noted the emptiness in the laughter and knew he’d crossed some stupid line and was about to pay.

“Drill sergeants!” the sergeant yelled. “I think I found an individual!”

In all directions, voices clamored.

“An individual?”

“Where?”

“An individual? Not on Phoenix Island!”

Then they were on him, yelling in his face, in his ears, at the back of his head.

“An individual!”

“He looks like an individual!”

“Showboat!”

“Hollywood!”

Carl gritted his teeth and stared straight ahead.

They pushed him out of the ranks to a patch of bare pavement.

“Front!” Skull-and-Crossbones yelled.

Hands pushed Carl to the hot ground. It was like pressing both his palms onto a pancake griddle. He didn’t show it.

“When he says ‘front,’ ” someone yelled, “you get into push-up position and start pushing, Hollywood.”

It felt like his hands were melting into the asphalt, but Carl forced the pain out of his mind and fell into his rhythm. Up-down-up-down-up . . .

To his left, someone laughed.

Drill sergeants leapt.

“What’s so funny, kid?”

“You think we’re funny?”

“Get over there and join him, Stretch!”

“It wasn’t me, Drill Sergeant.” They pushed a tall, skinny kid onto the pavement. Carl had noticed him on the plane, the guy all smiles as he flashed signs back and forth with the other gangbangers.

“What is your name, brig rat?”

“Davis, Drill Sergeant.”

“Davis, you have approximately two seconds to shut your mouth and start pushing, or you are going to rapidly develop the most debilitating migraine you have ever encountered. Front!”

They pushed Davis onto the ground directly in front of Carl. He yelped and rocked back. “The asphalt burned my hands!”

Carl stuck to his rhythm—up-down-up-down—and watched an arm force Davis to the pavement again. Finally, as Davis began to do pushups, his eyes burned into Carl’s, one of them dripping tattooed tears. The ink told Carl that Davis had murdered two people, one for each teardrop; the eyes told him that in Davis’s gangbanger view of the world, all of this—the shouting, the push-ups, maybe even the burning macadam—was somehow Carl’s fault.

“Two individuals,” a voice bellowed. “What do we do about that?”

“How about . . . ? Back!”

Hands lifted Carl out of his push-up position and spilled him onto his back. A face leaned in, screaming. “When he says ‘back,’ you do sit-ups!”

Carl started, ignoring the burn of the pavement, which was so hot he thought his jumpsuit might burst into flames. Sit-ups, though? A boxer could rack out sit-ups all day long. Carl did a thousand a day, just out of habit.

“Go!”

They yanked Carl to his feet. Someone yelled, “When he says ‘go,’ you jog in place!” The voice was so close, so loud, it seemed like the guy was inside Carl’s ear . . . with a bullhorn.

Carl pumped his legs up and down. Again, running was a breeze. You didn’t need special equipment or a team or a gym membership to run, so it was one of the things Carl had been able to do in almost every place he’d been sent.

“I didn’t do anything, man,” Davis said, barely lifting his feet.

One of the sergeants reached up and cuffed Davis in the back of the head. “Lock it up, goldbrick! You just added another minute.”

“How long we got to do this?” Davis asked.

Another cuff. “Two minutes longer than you did before you asked that question.”

One of the drill sergeants pointed at Davis’s long legs, laughing. “Man, I had legs like that, I’d sue ’em for lack of support!”

“Front!”

Carl dropped and started pushing.

And so it went, on and on: front-back-go . . . front-back-go . . . front-back-go . . . the pavement hot as fire, the sun boiling overhead, the sergeants laughing and yelling and telling them if there was one thing they couldn’t stand, it was an individual. Every time they faced each other, Davis drilled his eyes through Carl’s.

So stupid, Carl thought. All of it—the drill sergeants, his own mistake, the punishment, Davis’s anger, everything. So, so stupid.

Front . . . back . . . go . . .

Carl pumped his knees up and down. He was exhausted from the long trip. He’d barely slept for days, and fatigue, combined with hunger and the heat, stirred his mind like a kettle of bubbling soup, out of which, like steam, rose images: Brad Templeton, Eli screaming, the judge, the sign reading YOU ARE NOW LEAVING THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA, the assorted roadkill along the endless highway they’d driven prior to boarding the strange plane in the Mexican desert . . .

“Front!”

Carl sprawled into a push-up and started pumping away. His arms shook with effort. So be it, Carl thought. They’re not going to break me. He gritted his teeth and kept pushing.

Davis’s head hung low between his shoulders, and he was stuck, mid-push-up, his arms quivering. All at once, he dropped onto his stomach.

Shouting filled the air.

“Nobody told you to stop!”

“Motivation!”

“Keep pushing, individual!”

“Let’s go, funny man! I don’t hear you laughing now!”

Davis lay on his stomach. “I can’t do no more.”

“Get pushing now! That’s an order!”

“I can’t, Drill Sergeant,” Davis said.

“Get up,” Carl said. “You can do it.”

“Shut up,” someone told him, and pain exploded in Carl’s ribs. He grunted but kept pushing.

One of them had kicked him—it surprised him. Shouting and pushups were one thing . . . kicking, though? That was against the law.

Or at least it had been in the United States.

This was Phoenix Island.

Davis struggled through one more push-up before collapsing again.

Drill sergeants surrounded him, yelling. “Are you disobeying a direct order?” one of them said above the others.

“I can’t do another—”

A combat boot thudded into Davis’s ribs. He cried out and rolled into a ball. Carl saw the kicker’s thick forearm, the skull and crossbones there, the words Death Before Dishonor suspended over Davis like a bad joke inked into bronze flesh.

Carl stopped pushing. “Leave him alone.”

A hand grabbed him by the hair and lifted, then slammed him back down into the pavement. The air rushed out of his lungs, and pain spread through him.

“Back!” Someone told him. “You get sassy again, we’ll take it out on your buddy.”

Carl swallowed the pain and started doing sit-ups. Buddy? Davis wants to turn me into his third teardrop.

“You’re not in Fort Living Room anymore, kid!” one of the sergeants yelled at Davis. “This is the real deal!”

“I gave you an order!” Skull-and-Crossbones said. “You have exactly three seconds to start pushing, or I’m citing you for insubordination!”

Davis lay curled on the ground.

“One!”

Get up, Carl thought.

“Two!”

C’mon, man.

“Three!”

Skull-and-Crossbones kicked him again. Davis cried out and tried to crawl away, but they hauled him to his feet, shouting that he’d disobeyed direct orders. Davis was loose in their grip, like a fighter standing up after getting knocked out for the full ten-count.

“If he’s not going to follow orders,” a woman’s voice, cold and smooth and oddly lyrical, said, “take him to the sweatbox.”

“Yes, First Sergeant!” the drill sergeants yelled as one. One tossed Davis over his shoulder and jogged off through the heat blur.

The shouting stopped. Hands yanked Carl to his feet. “Show the first sergeant respect! Attention!”

Carl had seen enough war movies to know what that meant. He stood straight with his arms at his sides and then executed what he thought of as a salute.

A compact woman with very dark skin regarded him coolly. Raised lines of scar tissue, stacked as neatly as ranked soldiers, laddered her cheeks. Speaking with an African lilt, she said, “Do not salute me, young man. I work for a living. Rejoin the ranks.”

“Yes, First Sergeant,” Carl said, and, lowering his hand, jogged back toward the kids. As he neared the group, he saw a jeep pull away from a low block building, two long legs dangling out of the back. Davis was off to the sweatbox, then, whatever that was. Carl hoped never to find out.

As he reentered the ranks, someone tripped him, and he nearly fell. “Way to go, Hollywood.” Others hissed curses. Without even looking, Carl knew it was Davis’s friends.

Great. This was going just great.

Then Carl saw the pretty girl in the back rank, staring at him, her gray eyes wide. He’d noticed her on the bus in Texas, then again boarding the plane, but they’d separated the boys and the girls, and only now did he really get to look at her. She looked frightened and stunned and exhausted, yet still beautiful, with sad-looking eyes the color of wet gravel and long hair as dark as his mother’s had been, though a patch of pure white marked her bangs. White hair. And her, what? Sixteen?

Then he was back in his spot beside the small kid, facing away from her. Had he seen concern on her face? He wished he’d smiled. Then the absurdity of that hit him, and he could have laughed at himself. Smile at her? This wasn’t exactly a make-out party. Still, she was very pretty. Those eyes, that hair.

His bag was gone. Everyone’s bag was gone. The lines they stood in were straighter now. Guess they had time to tidy things up while I was dying over there. There was a gap where the red-haired kid had been. Carl glanced to the side and saw a lump under the trees. Must’ve fainted.

“Attention!” a drill sergeant yelled.

Everyone snapped to attention.

First Sergeant Oteka stood before them. “Welcome to Phoenix Island, boys and girls. I am First Sergeant Oteka. Allow me to explain the reality of your situation, children.” She walked slowly back and forth before them. When she turned, Carl saw the pistol on her belt. “Your parents are dead.”

Her words echoed in Carl’s mind. Your parents are dead. Was she talking to him?

“You are all orphans,” Oteka said.

All of us? Carl thought.

“You bit the hand that fed you, and society cast you away. You are yesterday’s trash. And from this moment forward, until your eighteenth birthday, you belong to me and also to the Old Man, whom you are not yet ready to meet. I will not subject his eyes to such unwashed rabble.”

She stared at them for several seconds, surveying their faces. Gunfire rattled in the distance.

“You will have no contact with the outside world,” Oteka said. “No phone calls. No texts. No email. No letters. No news. No music, television, or internet.” She raked her hard gaze over their ranks. “The world will move on without you. No one there knows where you are, and no one cares. Phoenix Island is your only home.” She gestured toward the drill sergeants. “We are your only family.”

She spoke to the soldiers, who formed a line and stood, legs apart, chins out, hands behind their backs.

“Drill Sergeant Parker,” Oteka said. “Please demonstrate my sincerity.”

Skull-and-Crossbones offered the formation a big smile, then walked past the line of sergeants, dumping the contents of a green bag. Cell phones, MP3 players, and games clattered to the pavement.

A quiet murmur ran through the ranks.

“Isolation!” Oteka said, and her men started stomping the devices into the ground. Screens shattered; phones snapped; iPods twisted and split. Around Carl, kids gasped and groaned, hissed and whispered, scowled and wept.

For Carl, who’d never owned electronics, this destruction wasn’t of personal concern, but it was another in a sequence of danger signs. What concerned him most of all was the opening of First Sergeant Oteka’s speech: You are all orphans. Why had they taken only orphans? He thought of the kick he had received, the rough handling of Davis. He glanced around. Here they were, on Phoenix Island, somewhere outside of the United States and its laws.

We’re as dead to the world as our parents, Carl thought. These people can do anything to us.
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CARL CLIMBED INTO THE LONG, open flatbed of one of the cattle trucks and found himself once again next to the small kid. Oh well, maybe it was time to make a friend—even one who told horrible jokes.

The kid smiled. “You survived.”

“For now,” Carl said. He felt like he’d gone fifteen rounds against a heavyweight.

“They took my PSP.” The kid cursed and curled his small hands into talons. “Do you have any idea how hard I worked to get that thing?”

Carl shrugged. “Pretty hard, I guess.”

“Only six hours every Saturday for about a million years.” He shook his head. “I wore a chicken suit and stood at this busy intersection, waving a Chicken Hut sign.”

“Ouch,” Carl said, chuckling a little.

“Ouch isn’t the half of it. This kid Dan Carville—he worked at the pet shop next to Chicken Hut—told everybody at school, and—”

“No prom for you.”

“Yeah, that pretty much sums it up. No prom for me.” The kid grinned. “I got so bored standing there in that chicken suit, I used to curse at everybody driving by. They couldn’t hear me. I’d yell the worst thing I could think of, and some dumb woman would beep and wave like it was roses. It was pretty funny.” He chuckled, but then his smile faded. “Now my PSP is in a thousand pieces.”

Carl nodded his head. “Better your video game than your ribs.”

“Sorry. It’s pretty lame, complaining about my stuff when you were getting kicked like that. You okay?”

“Yeah. I’ve been in some pretty rough places, and sometimes staff would yell, push you up against the wall, stuff like that. But this? I didn’t know they could hit us.”

The kid spread his palms. “I figure we’re somewhere in the Pacific, off the western coast of Mexico. You know why they build places like this outside the US, right? So they can do whatever they want without worrying about us suing them later. Whatever. Not much we can do about it now. My name’s Neil, by the way. Neil Ross.”

“Carl Freeman.” They shook. Ross’s hand was small and sweaty, but Carl didn’t care. At last, he had something like a friend. Here on Phoenix Island, that mattered, even if Ross looked like a bull’s-eye for the type of trouble that followed Carl everywhere he went. Bullies would eat Ross alive, and then Carl would . . .

No, he told himself. You have to control yourself this time. On the journey here, he’d begun to really like the idea of having a future. For years, he’d assumed all the trouble he’d gotten into would throw a pair of cuffs on any dream he might cook up. Now things were different. Staying out of trouble, earning a clean record, becoming a cop—that would really be something.

Not that he’d done a very good job of staying out of trouble so far. But still, Phoenix Island, tough as the introduction was, was his way out.

The line of trucks started moving.

“Here we go,” Ross said. “Next stop, Hogwarts.”

Carl grinned. He had no idea what Ross was talking about, but he could tell it was a joke.

They drove into the jungle. It was amazing—true wilderness—no pavement, no buildings, only trees and plants and gloom. A rich, damp smell filled the air, different from the mossy smell of the woods back in Pennsylvania. Underneath the jungle air dwelled a faint ripeness, something like decay. Overhead, the canopy grew so dense it blocked the sun that earlier had fried them like bacon. The light was dim, the vegetation thick. Here and there, roads branched off left or right, but the truck kept going, bouncing over frequent rough patches. Once, Carl saw something low and stubby, like a barrel with legs, running through the trees. A pit bull, maybe, or a pig. Nothing he wanted to run into, either way.

Ross said he was from Massachusetts, from some town Carl had never heard of. “Well,” Ross said, “if you ever visit, drop by the pet store and punch Dan Carville in the nose for me.”

Eventually they entered a bright clearing, where, off to the right, about a football field in the distance, something exploded. A plume of dirt and smoke rose into the air. Kids screamed in surprise and appreciation. Drill sergeants shouted, and the trucks drove once more into the darkness of the jungle.

The air grew thicker, redolent of swampy decay. The trucks skidded to a stop beside a high fence topped with razor wire. Off to the left, in a dim clearing dappled by strips of sunlight falling through breaks in the trees, stood whitewashed buildings with wooden porches and thatched roofs. A brown sign with yellow letters faced the road.

“Medical center,” Ross read aloud, but Carl said nothing. Something about the place made his stomach roll and clench.

Two kids carried the redhead who’d fainted off one of the trucks, his arms slung over their shoulders. A gate opened, and soldiers in green shirts loaded the kid onto a stretcher. He looked dead, Carl thought.

“Whoa,” Ross said. “Look.”

Between the nearest building and the fence, a figure shambled into view. His mouth hung open. One bruised eye was swollen shut; the other stared blankly at the trucks. He raised a hand slowly and held it out as if reaching for something invisible.

Carl shook his head. “Poor kid looks like a zombie.”

“Yeah,” Ross said, “and there’s Dr. Frankenstein.”

A bearded man in a white coat emerged from the nearest doorway and crossed the porch. At the rail, he stepped into a strip of sunlight that caught the lenses of his spectacles, making them look like circles of flame. He shouted at the strange kid, his words angry, fast, and foreign, quick bursts of machine-gun Spanish.

The zombie kid howled and shuffled off into the deeper shadows between the trees.

The man fired another burst of Spanish, Carl picking up one word in the middle, “ahora.” He’d heard the word a thousand times back in the gym, trainers leaning against the ropes and urging their fighters, “¡Ahora! ¡Ahora!” . . . “Now! Now!” And then the man was hurrying off the porch, after the shambling kid, a snarl parting his beard as he descended the stairs.

But then, noticing the trucks and orphans for the first time, he jerked to a stop. His snarl faded, and his arms, which had been waving angrily, lowered to his sides. His beard parted again, this time with a smile, and he gave the slightest nod to the soldiers carrying the stretcher. Next, turning once more in the direction the zombie kid had fled, he raised one arm, fluttered his fingers, and called softly into the shadows, looking like a man politely requesting the service of a busy waiter.

What was going on here?

“Check it out,” Ross said, pointing to the building. “There are bars in the windows. Boston Pediatric, it ain’t.”

The others climbed back onto their truck. “Let’s roll,” a drill sergeant said, and everyone started moving again. Carl saw the bearded man with eyes of fire disappear into the shadows, and before long the medical center was far behind them.

The road dipped, and after a slow descent, the truck rumbled onto a rough log bridge that crossed a wide, swampy area. Kids pointed at snakes hanging from trees.

“You get a bite from one of those snakes,” a nearby soldier with a Southern twang said, “and you’re one dead orphan.”

On the other side of the swamp, they reentered the jungle, and the woods grew even darker. Through the murky gloom, Carl thought he saw heavy fog or perhaps smoke hanging in the trees. He pointed it out to Ross, who leaned forward and squinted.

“Holy crap,” he said. “That’s not fog. They’re spiderwebs.”

Carl shuddered. “Jeez, webs that size, what do they eat—cows?”

“Orphans,” Ross said, but neither of them laughed.

The trucks topped a rise and drove through a tall gate flanked by soldiers holding what looked like automatic weapons. Carl took note of more buildings; a wide, paved lot with a tall flagpole at its center; and a high fence encircling the entire compound.

“The phoenix,” Ross said, pointing to the banner fluttering atop the pole.

The flag was black and showed something like an eagle with its wings spread, red flames all around it.

“What’s with the fire?” Carl said.

“Mythology,” Ross said. “When a phoenix dies, it bursts into flames. Then it’s reborn from its own ashes. It’s used as a symbol of rebirth and—”

Their truck jerked to a sudden stop.

“Off the trucks!” a drill sergeant yelled. “On the double, orphans! Girls to the left, boys to the right. I see anybody slacking, he’s going to the sweatbox. You, shut your mouth! I see anybody talk, he’s going in the sweatbox. Form it up outside. Work it, orphans!”

The sweatbox. This whole place feels like a sweatbox, Carl thought, and hoped Davis would be all right.

They hurried off the trucks, and drill sergeants yelled at them and formed them up and yelled at them some more, telling them the way things would be. They would speak only when spoken to, and that sort of thing. Nothing Carl hadn’t expected.

Catching a quick glimpse of the white-haired girl standing at attention with the other girls, he saw that they had female drill sergeants yelling at them. Carl forced his eyes back to his own instructor, who pointed toward the gate. “It would behoove you, orphans, to memorize that warning right now.”

Carl spotted the sign just as the drill sergeant read it aloud. “Runners die!”

Someone up in a tower made a high-pitched squealing sound. Carl saw a silhouette against the sun, the black line of a rifle barrel jutting from its shadowy form.

“I note this for your safety, orphans,” the drill sergeant addressing them said, and pointed toward the fence. “That jungle will eat you alive. Bad things live out there. Bad, bad things. This fence right here? It’s not to keep you in. It’s to keep them out. You go AWOL here, it’s a death sentence.”

“Hooah!” the soldier atop the tower hollered, and ripped the air with machine-gun fire.

Carl tensed but didn’t break ranks. Some guys overreacted. One of the gang guys ducked down onto the pavement, eyes wide with fear.

The drill sergeant continued. “Even if, by some miracle, you made it out of the jungle alive, the ocean around Phoenix Island is nothing but teeth and blood. Hammerhead sharks. Do you read me, orphans?”

“Yes, Drill Sergeant,” a chorus of voices replied.

“You better read me. And I mean Lima Charlie. Loud and clear. That water boils with monsters.”

“Cool,” some kid said.

“Lock it up, Chatty Cathy!”

Runners die, Carl thought. No escape, no parole: a terminal facility.

All right. He’d just dig in and tough it out. Only two years till his eighteenth birthday. Not even. Closer to one and a half.

He could do it.

CARL STOOD ON THE SCALE, wearing only boxer shorts.

“Freeman, Carl. Five feet, nine inches tall. One hundred and fifty-two pounds. Body type, meso-ecto,” Drill Sergeant Rivera, who seemed way nicer than the others, told the soldier with the clipboard. “Step off the scale, Freeman, and stick your arms out.”

Carl stretched his arms, pointing the fingertips.

“Seventy-four inches,” Rivera said, reading the tape. “What are you, kid, a bowler or a bellhop?”

Carl grinned. He’d always had a long reach.

“Target weight?” the soldier with the clipboard asked.

Rivera studied Carl. “No fat. Wide shoulders. Monkey arms. Put him down for one seventy-five.”

Carl could have laughed. One seventy-five? No way . . . and no thanks. At welterweight, he wrecked people, and nobody could rattle his chin. One seventy-five, though? That was a whole different game. Trading with light heavies was like punching a brick wall and then getting kicked by a mule.

“Get dressed and head outside, Freeman.”

“Yes, Drill Sergeant.”

Carl dressed quickly and hurried outside, where he joined a silent formation facing the loading dock of a large shed. They waited in the hot sun. That had been the pattern of the day: hurry up and wait, hurry up and wait.

“Quiet in the ranks!” Drill sergeants grabbed a kid and smoked him, front-back-go, for talking in formation.

Carl started thinking how stupid all this army-style discipline was, when he noticed Davis, who looked like the walking dead after only an hour in the sweatbox, and the gang guys nudging one another at the front of the formation. One bent and pulled something small and slender from the weeds at the base of the loading bay. It flashed in the sunlight, then disappeared into the kid’s pocket as the others in Davis’s crew grinned and nodded.

Great, Carl thought. He didn’t know what the shiny thing was—a sliver of plastic or metal, probably—but he knew what they would do with it.

The metal shed door clacked and rolled open, and Skull-and-Crossbones—Parker, Carl reminded himself—emerged, already yelling. “Front rank, let’s go. Up the steps. Second rank, fill it in. I said hurry, orphans!”

The first rank filed into the shed and came back out carrying sheets and towels.

“Next rank, keep it tight!”

In the shed, Carl avoided eye contact with Parker. He would work on getting his medal back later. For now, he wanted to stay out of trouble. He couldn’t take another front-back-go session—his muscles still felt weak and shaky—and he definitely did not want to go to the sweatbox.

A soldier handed Carl a stack of towels and sheets, and Carl started to file away.

“Hold up, Hollywood,” Parker said.

Carl stopped, staring straight ahead. What now?

“Hey, Rivera,” Parker said, taking linens from Carl’s stack. “Bet you a week’s pay Hollywood’s a bed wetter.”

Carl just stood there, doing his best to ignore the ache building in his knuckles.

“Just remember when you’re wetting your bunk tonight, Hollywood,” Parker said, holding up a pillowcase, then a sheet. “This one’s for tears, and this one’s for wee-wee.” He shoved them both in Carl’s face and said, “Now get off my dock before I throw you off.”

Carl didn’t take the bait. He rejoined the ranks and stood there, holding his stack and staring at the dirty handprints on his pillowcase until the drill sergeants started yelling, “Move, orphans, move!”

Carl sprinted. Drill sergeants shouted from all sides, chewing out any kids who dropped their linens. They hustled everyone across a quad and into a two-story block building. “Up those stairs, orphans!”

The stairwell was hot and stuffy and sour with sweat. Drill sergeants shouted from above and below, and footsteps rang loudly as kids pounded upstairs, most of them badly out of breath. Up ahead, someone fell, and Carl barely stopped himself from barreling into the guy in front of him—the kid’s back so wide it practically filled the stairwell—and then someone crashed into Carl from behind and he did slam into the broad back.

Here we go, he thought.

The big guy, who had long dreadlocks and a goatee, half turned and gave Carl a look that said nothing. No scowl, no smile, nothing.

“Sorry,” Carl said.

Without a word, the kid turned back around, and then they were moving again.

They passed shouting sergeants and ran down a long hall to where yet another shouting sergeant pointed through a doorway. “Into the bay! Two to a bunk! Move!”

Carl followed the others into a long room filled with bunk beds and freestanding lockers, four bunks to the right, four to the left. Behind him, sergeants yelled for other kids to keep moving down the hall to the next bay.

A soldier pointed to Carl and the huge guy, then to the bunk nearest the door. “You and you, there.”

Parker’s voice cursed in the distance.

Carl waited, sweating into his bedding and towels. The bay was old and smelled like a pine-tree car freshener. Most of them fighting to catch their breath, the other kids stood in pairs and exchanged glances but said nothing. Across the aisle, Ross squinted, gasping for air. The big guy with dreads wasn’t breathing hard at all and exchanged glances with no one. He just stood there, staring straight ahead, steady as a statue.

Good idea, Carl thought.

Drill Sergeant Rivera came into the bay and started walking the center aisle. “Welcome to your new home, orphans. Top bunk locker to the left, bottom bunk to the right. Hooah?”

A soldier in the doorway said, “When someone says ‘hooah,’ you hooah back! Hooah?”

“Hooah,” Carl and most of the kids responded.

Rivera paced up and down the aisle as the other soldier demanded louder hooahs until they were all screaming at the top of their lungs.

Down the hall, another bay hooah-ed.

They’re all using the same script, Carl thought, and wasn’t surprised when a third group started hooah-ing.

Rivera paced, telling them how it was. This was their bay. They were going to keep it clean, hooah?

“Hooah!”

He told them they would make their beds and learn to use their combination locks and always, always, always secure all items. Tonight they would march back to the supply sheds, receive more gear, clean the barracks, and shower their filthy bodies. At some point there would be inoculations, chow, and something he called “drill and ceremony,” followed by an inspection. Once the barracks were clean—“and I mean shiny as your best girl’s choppers”—they might get some sleep. Hooah?

“Hooah!”

Rivera stopped in front of Carl’s bunk, regarding the big kid. “What’s your name, son?”

“Walker Campbell, Drill Sergeant,” the kid said in a deep voice.

“Take off your shirt, Campbell.”

Campbell hesitated for a second, then peeled off his shirt, revealing a physique worthy of an NFL fullback.
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