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“Of course, without people like us Marstens, there wouldn’t be anybody to do the manual labor that makes this country run. Without penal workers, who would work the production lines, or pick the melons and peaches, or maintain the streets and parks and public lavatories? Our economy depends on prison labor. Without it everybody would have to work-whether they wanted to or not.”



In the late twenty-first century Bo Marsten is unjustly accused of causing a rash that plagues his entire high school. He loses it, and as a result, he’s sentenced to work in the Canadian tundra, at a pizza factory that’s surrounded by hungry polar bears. Bo finds prison life to be both boring and dangerous, but it’s nothing compared to what happens when he starts playing on the factory’s highly illegal football team. In the meantime, Bork, an artificial intelligence that Bo created for a science project, tracks Bo down in prison. Bork has spun out of control and seems to be operating on his own. He offers to get Bo’s sentence shortened, but can Bo trust him? And now that Bo has been crushing skulls on the field, will he be able to go back to his old, highly regulated life?
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Gramps, who was born in 1990, once told me that when he was my age the only way to wind up in prison in the USSA (back when it had only one S) was to steal something, kill somebody, or use illegal drugs.

“Illegal drugs? You mean like beer?” I asked, pointing at his mug of home brew.

He laughed. “No, Bo. Beer was legal back then. I’m talking about heroin, marijuana, and cocaine. Drugs like that.”

“They sent people to jail for that?”

“They sure did,” he said, sipping his beer. Gramps’s home brewed beer was one of our family secrets.

“Why didn’t they just regenerate their dopamine receptors?”

“They didn’t have the technology back then, Bo. It was a different world.”

“Yeah, but sending them to a work camp . . . that sounds kind of extreme.”

“No more extreme than putting a person away for littering,” Gramps said.

“Littering is only a class-four misdemeanor—you don’t get sent up for that.”

“Mr. Stoltz did.”

“That was for assault. Melody Haynes got hurt.”

“But all he did, really, was litter. He dropped an apricot when he was unloading groceries from his suv.”

“Yeah, then Melody slipped on it and got a concussion.”

“She should have been wearing her helmet. My point is, Bo, all the man did was drop an apricot and they sent him away for a whole year. A year of hard labor on a prison farm. For dropping an apricot!”

“But if he hadn’t dropped it, Melody wouldn’t have gotten bonked,” I said. Sometimes my grandfather could be kind of dense.

“Maybe so, Bo,” he said, “but the fact remains, the poor man lost a whole year of his life for one lousy apricot.”

Gramps could get real stubborn when he’d been drinking.

Back then there were five of us Marstens serving time: my father, my brother, two cousins, and an aunt.

My dad got put away for roadrage back in ’73. Some droog pulled out in front of him, and Dad caught up with him at the next traffic light and jumped out of his car and pounded his fist on the hood of the guy’s suv and made an obscene gesture. It would have been no big deal except that it was his third roadrage citation, so he was sentenced to five years under the three-strikes-you’re-out law.

Last year my brother Sam went to an unauthorized graduation party and got in a fistfight. The kid he fought lost a tooth. Sam was seventeen at the time.

Like father, like son—they sentenced Sam to two years. If he’d been an adult, he would’ve gotten five years, minimum.

I never found out why my aunt and cousins were locked up. Most people don’t like to talk about their jailed family members. It’s embarrassing. But having five close relatives in the prison system is not that unusual. According to USSA Today, 24 percent of all adults in this country are serving time. My family was only slightly more criminal than average.

Dad got sent to a prison aquafarm down in Louisiana. He wrote to us that by the time he is released, he will have shelled twenty million shrimp. That message included a thirty-second clip of him standing at his workstation, blue gloves up to his elbows, ripping into a bin of crustaceans. Sam was on a road gang in Nebraska, middle of nowhere, patching holes on the interstate.

Of course, without people like us Marstens, there wouldn’t be anybody to do the manual labor that makes this country run. Without penal workers, who would work the production lines, or pick the melons and peaches, or maintain the streets and parks and public lavatories? Our economy depends on prison labor. Without it everybody would have to work—whether they wanted to or not.

Anyway, here’s my point: Given my family’s history I should have known to keep an eye on my temper. Lose control for one tiny chunk of time and bam—next thing you know you’re ripping the legs off shrimp. But at the time . . . Well, if you look at history, you will see that I was not the first guy to do something really stupid over a girl. Look at how many Greeks died for Helen of Troy. How much self-control do you think they had?
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I was never very good at school things. Historical events didn’t stick in my head. Science and math bored me. As for dealing with people, forget about it. I could never have been a counselor, or a doctor, or a politician. I didn’t have the patience.

I was no better at the arts: Painting, sculpture, and music didn’t do it for me. Not that anybody else was any good at those things. All the best art got made back in the last millennium, before we learned how to fix depression and schizophrenia and stuff. These days, with everybody more or less sane, the new art is about as interesting as oatmeal.

According to my sixteenth-year Career Indexing Evaluation, my top career choice was correctional worker. I guess that meant I’d make a good prison guard. Or maybe a good prisoner. Either way, with penal institutions being such big business I’d have no problem finding work if I wanted it.

The only thing I’d ever been really good at was running. I could run faster than anyone else on Washington Campus, with the possible exception of the intolerable Karlohs Mink. I could run a 50-yard dash in eight seconds, and 100 meters in under 14 seconds.

In fact, on the day I got into it with Karlohs Mink, I had been hoping to break the 100-meter school record of 13.33 seconds.

Karlohs was never my favorite person. Even before the first time he looked at Maddy Wilson, I hadn’t liked him. For one thing, the way he spelled his first name was really irritating. And I hated his wrinkly minky smirk. And his stupid-looking asymmetrical hair: so pretentious; so 2060s. The only thing I liked about Karlohs was his last name. Mink. It was perfect that he had the name of a diminutive, beady-eyed, nasty-smelling member of the weasel family.

But I never set out to harm his smirking minky face. At least not at first. Not until he started his minky sniffing around Maddy Wilson.

I had called Maddy that morning and told her I was about to set a new school record for the 100 meter.

“Oh, Bo,” she said, her laughing face filling my WindO, “you are so funny.”

I don’t know why Maddy did it for me. Something about her mouth and eyes lit me up every time I saw her. I wanted desperately to impress her.

“I’m serious, Mad. I’m gonna set a new school record.”

“I think you and Karlohs are simply ridiculous.”

“Karlohs? What’s he got to do with it?”

“You’re both just so competitive.”

“Maybe so. But I got the bear after me.”

“Oh, Bo, you and your silly bear!”

 

Back when Gramps was in high school, kids ran faster. Gramps claimed to have run 100 meters in 11 seconds, and the mile in 4:37. That was before the Child Safety Act of 2033. Now every high school runner has to wear a full set of protective gear—AtherSafe shoes with lateral ankle support and four layers of memory gel in the thick soles, knee pads, elbow pads, neck brace, tooth guard, wrist monitor, and an FDHHSS-certified sports helmet. We raced on an Adzorbium® track with its five centimeters of compacted gel-foam topped by a thick sheet of artificial latex. It’s like running on a sponge.

Before the Child Safety Act dozens of high school athletes died in accidents every year. They died from things like heatstroke, skull fractures, heart attacks, and broken necks. Today, high school athletes are as safe on the athletic field as they are sitting in the classroom.

Gramps thought it was ridiculous.

“They might just as well put you in a rubber room and see who can stomp their feet up and down the fastest,” he once said. “We used to run on hard-packed cinders—no helmets, no gel-foam, none a that.”

I tried to argue: “But, Gramps, it’s just as healthy. I mean, with the equipment and the Adzorbium, we probably get twice the workout, only nobody gets bonked.”

“Nobody goes very fast, either. I ever show you my old track shoes?”

“Yes, Gramps. I’ve seen them.” Gramps kept his old running shoes in a box in the garage. Every now and then he’d bring them out and wave them around and go on and on about the days of the “real” athletes. You couldn’t talk to him when he got like that.

“Look, Gramps, as long as we all have the same rules, the top athlete still gets the trophy.”

“That why you run, Bo? For trophies? Hell, when I was a boy, reason we ran was ’cause we were getting chased. We played football back then. Real football. Tackle football.”

Football has been illegal since before I was born. I’ve seen recordings of the old games, and I can see why it has been banned. The only place they play it now is in some South American countries like Columbistan and Paraguay.

“It was run like the devil or get eaten up.” Gramps had drunk a few beers that day.

“Yeah, right. Who’d want to eat you?”

“You’d be surprised, boy. It was the twentieth century back then. Bears everywhere.”

“You were chased by bears?”

“Damn straight, boy.”

“You don’t expect me to believe that, do you?”

“Hell, boy, some of the things you kids believe these days . . . how do I know what you’ll believe? But I’ll tell you this: You want to run a little faster? Just imagine you got a grizzly on your ass.”
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Coach Hackenshor thought I had a future as a distance runner, but of course that would have to wait until I graduated. For safety reasons, the school bans running distances greater than 1000 meters.

The day I got into it with Karlohs Mink we were running time trials in preparation for our track meet with Graves Academy. I was feeling particularly fast and strong that morning. As I changed into my running gear, I imagined myself flying across the track, shoes digging into the spongy Adzorbium surface, arms pumping, wind whistling through the vents in my helmet. As I strapped on my knee guards, I imagined my legs like pistons, each stride propelling me effortlessly to unheard-of speeds. I imagined Karlohs Mink in my wake, red-faced and gasping.

Thirteen seconds is a long time to run flat out. Most runners hold back a little at first, not reaching their top speed until they cover half the distance. I preferred Gramps’s technique: Run like you got a grizzly on your ass.

Four of us were suited up and ready to run: Me, Matt Gelman, Ron White, and Karlohs Mink. We were milling around the starting blocks waiting for Hackenshor to tell us to take our positions for the first time trial. It was only ten a.m., but already getting hot. The Adzorbium had a gluey, sticky feel, and I was starting to sweat. My knees were feeling scratchy, and I realized that I’d forgotten to put on my kneepad liners. No time now, even though the pad liners were required gear. They’re supposed to prevent chafing. But I only had to run 100 meters. Hackenshor would never notice. I looked at my wrist monitor. Heartbeat 62 beats per minute. Body temperature 98.4° F. Air temperature 78° F. If it got much hotter, they’d call off the trials. Not a great day for setting new school records, but I was going to give it my best shot. I had even skipped my morning dose of Levulor®.

I had been taking Levulor ever since I was twelve. Three fourths of the students at Washington took the stuff. Basically, if you have a temper tantrum after the age of ten, they put you on it. Levulor works by delaying the anger reflex—you get an extra tenth of a second to think before you act. But it seemed to slow down all the reflexes, even the good ones, so I usually skipped my morning dose when we had track meets and time trials.

Karlohs Mink, who liked to boast that he did not need Levulor, was my only serious competition in the 100 meter. He had the advantage of longer legs, greater speed, and superior endurance, and he knew it. But there was one thing Karlohs lacked.

He did not have a grizzly bear on his ass.

“Hey, Marsten,” he said to me, “I hear you’re planning to set a new record today.”

That took me by surprise. “Where’d you hear that?”

“Maddy told me,” he said, smirking in that phony friendly way.

Maddy? Why had he been talking to Maddy? More to the point, why had Maddy told him anything about me?

“I’m just gonna do my best,” I said, shrugging it off. On the outside I was cucumber cool, but inside I was starting to boil. I knew he was trying to get under my skin. Maddy Wilson was my girlfriend. Just having her and Karlohs in the same thought set my teeth on edge.

“She said you pretend a bear is chasing you when you run,” Karlohs said, his smile growing larger.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, returning his smile. But inside I was screaming. Maddy! What were you thinking? How could you tell Karlohs Mink the things I say for your ears alone? Sure, I’d told Maddy about my grizzly-bear technique. And I’d bragged to her that I might set a new school record. But why did she have to share it with Karlohs?

Matt and Ron were listening.

“What bear?” Matt asked.

Karlohs said, “He pretends a bear is chasing him.”

“No, I don’t,” I said.

“Does it help?” Ron asked.

“There is no bear.”

Hackenshor blew his whistle and we all took our positions on the blocks. I was sick with suppressed anger. My knees felt shaky and my running gear weighed a thousand pounds. Karlohs had his smirky grin turned on me. Hackenshor was shouting, and suddenly, before I was ready, came the loud crack of the starter pistol. Karlohs was out of the blocks before the signal got to my legs—then I was running, Adzorbium sucking at my soles, and all I could think of was that I was behind, Karlohs Mink’s bright-blue-on-yellow number 19 singlet a body length in front of me. My arms were pumping, elbow pads, kneepads, and ankle braces clattering. My legs were made of lead. Too late I remembered the grizzly bear on my ass, but it had lost its power. Karlohs had killed the bear. Instead of catching up and blowing past the competition, I watched as the gap between us widened.

I finished dead last, my time an embarrassing 14.39 seconds.

After the race, Karlohs came over and offered me his hand.

“Good race,” he said.

“Listen, Mink,” I said, unfastening my helmet, “I want you to stay away from Maddy.” I pulled off my helmet.

His eyes opened wide in mock astonishment. “Excuse me? I don’t believe I need your permission to talk to anyone.”

“Just stay away from her.”

Karlohs removed his own helmet so I could see his entire smirky face, and he laughed. That was what did it.

I threw my helmet on the ground.

“She doesn’t want anything to do with a pretentious droog like you,” I said, getting right in his face. “So leave her alone, okay? I don’t want your disgusting dog-anus mouth anywhere near her, understand?”

Karlohs staggered back as if he had been struck. I felt a moment of satisfaction followed immediately by a sick feeling. I knew I’d gone too far, even though it was true—his mouth really did look like the south end of a beagle. But verbally attacking someone’s physical appearance is a class-three misdemeanor.

Then I watched as Karlohs’s eyes went glittery and his anus lips spread across his face in a smile. I picked up my helmet, turned, and walked away with a lead weight in my belly and a prickling on the back of my neck. I already had two violations on my record.

Three strikes and you’re out.
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I hoped that my little tiff with Karlohs would be overlooked. I’m sure it was recorded by one of the security sensors on the athletic field, but Security, Safety, and Health couldn’t monitor every moment of every day.

Still, I was plenty worried.

Last winter I had gotten in trouble for throwing a pencil during Ms. Hildebrand’s art class. We were drawing a bowl of fruit. People have been drawing fruit for hundreds of years. I don’t know why they don’t just use an imager.

Anyway, I happened to look at Matt Gelman two rows over, and I noticed he’d broken the tip off his pencil. I had an extra one, so I caught his eye and tossed it over to him. It was not a good throw. The pencil flew over Matt and embedded itself point-first in Ty Green’s forehead. Ty let out a howl, Ms. Hildebrand went ballistic, and I ended up in a world of trouble. Nobody believed it was an accident. I was charged with a class-two misdemeanor, put on probation for a month, and graphite pencils were banned from the school.

Strike one.

A few months later I was late for track practice. I ran down the hall toward the locker room. Running in school is against safety regs, of course, but the hall was almost empty and I was in a hurry. Then this stupid droog of a senior grabbed me and said to slow down. I don’t know what got into me, but I told him to mind his own damn business. Oh, and I shoved him against the wall. He got a little bump on the back of his head, and I got suspended for a week.

Strike two.

I blame it all on my father. Other kids could just breeze through school with never a problem. They weren’t cursed with those Marsten genes. My father should have known that his children would be doomed to end up in prison. He knew he had a temper. Some people shouldn’t breed, my father being a prime example.

Maybe when he decided to have kids, he didn’t know he’d end up in prison, but that doesn’t make it any less his fault. I wished he wasn’t so much a part of me.

I showered and went to Ms. Martinez’s USSA history class, where we were studying the 2030s—as boring a decade as can be imagined. I tried to make myself believe that nothing would happen. If Karlohs didn’t rat me out, I thought I might be okay.

It’s not quite true that the 2030s were the most boring decade of all time. The 2070s were even more tedious. We haven’t had a war or a major natural disaster since 2059, the year before I was born. That was when the Christian Fundamentalist Crusade flew a remote control bomb-copter into the Lincoln Memorial, leveling it with a single blast. The Bible, the CFC terrorists claimed, forbade the worship of graven images. That was the last interesting thing that happened in the USSA, as far as I’m concerned.

Ms. Martinez started out by telling us about the gun riots of 2039, which sound a lot more interesting than they were. It wasn’t as if people were out on the streets shooting at each other—the gun riots took place in c-space. An extremist gun collectors’ group called the NRA launched a spam attack on the web that jammed servers on every continent. But instead of getting their message across, the extremists only managed to outrage the entire human race. Local police departments were deluged with calls from angry citizens ratting out their gun-hoarding neighbors, which soon led to the nationwide confiscation of all firearms. If the police ever found out that Gramps had a shotgun hidden under his bed, he’d spend the rest of his life on a high security workfarm.

I drifted off, imagining what it was like back in the days when people owned guns and shot one another all the time. How angry would you have to be to shoot somebody?

Even Karlohs Mink didn’t deserve that.

“Bo,” said Ms. Martinez.

I blinked and sat up straight.

“Pop quiz, Bo.”

Everybody was bent over their WindOs. I opened mine and read the first question:

 

1. The expression “One hundred healthy years for every man, woman, and child” led Congress to pass what act on September 13, 2033?

 

That was an easy one. I typed in the answer:

 

The Child Safety Act.

 

The next question was harder.

 

2. Which of the following crimes were legal prior to 2023?

a. alcohol consumption

b. private ownership of large dogs

c. hunting

d. public defecation

e. driving without a safety web

f. boxing

g. chain saw possession

 

I had no idea. Every one of the crimes listed struck me as outrageous. It had to be a trick question. I answered:

 

None of the above.

 

Next question:

 

3. In what year did President Denton Wilke sign into law a bill outlawing body piercing, tattooing, branding, and other forms of self-mutilation?

 

I didn’t know that one either, but since we were studying the 2030s, I had a one-in-ten chance of getting it right. I was about to guess 2035 when my WindO went dark, then lit up with the words:

 

PLEASE REPORT IMMEDIATELY TO
MR. LIPKIN AT SECURITY,
SAFETY, AND HEALTH.
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Mr. Lipkin was strapped in his survival chair and plugged into a multiset. I sat down on the low padded bench that ran across the back wall of his office and waited for him to notice me. Sometimes it took a while. The multiset connected him to sensors in every room, hallway, closet, and office in the school. I think it was hard for him to disengage. I made myself comfortable and began working on my defense.

At Washington Campus, verbal attacks are taken very seriously. It wouldn’t help my case to claim that I had been unduly provoked. No matter what Karlohs had done or said to me, my attack on him was a class-three misdemeanor. My only hope was to convince Lipkin that I had been making an ironic joke when I called Karlohs a “pretentious droog.” I would still be punished for hurting Karlohs’s feelings, but as long as I could prove it wasn’t malicious, it might not qualify as a misdemeanor. As for the dog-anus comment, maybe I could say I thought dog asses were beautiful. I didn’t expect him to buy it, but it was worth a try. Maybe I’d get off with a warning.

After making me wait a few minutes, Lipkin unplugged the multiset from the socket in his temple and placed it in a compartment on the side of his chair. The chair was a Roland Survivor, top of the line. Only a few of the school faculty—those who were born rich or who had won a large lawsuit—could afford survival chairs. Originally designed for people with serious heart conditions, the chairs had become a fad recently among those who could heft the V$5,000,000-plus price tag. I guess if you have the money it makes sense, in a way. According to the manufacturer, a Roland Survivor will extend the life of its owner by an average of seventeen months. That’s assuming that you keep your butt planted in the chair twenty-four hours a day.

Lipkin touched a pad on the arm. The chair rotated a few degrees to face me, then rose up on its wheels, raising Lipkin’s head to standing height so that I had to tip my head back to look at his wobbly chins.

“Bo Marsten,” he said in his reedy voice. “You have once again failed to control your antisocial impulses.”
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If the future is so funny, why isn’t Bo laughing?





