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            PART I

          

          THE WHITE DOOR

        

      

    

    
      “You can’t do this to me! I’m a mother! I was only trying to feed my children!”

      I turned my head away from the woman sitting across the aisle from me. The bus continued its journey down the uneven road, a remnant of the time when this small town in what  used to be East Tennessee thrived, before the Yellowstone eruption drove its residents to the  coast. Now it, like so many other areas across the former United States, had been claimed by a  group trying to escape the ghosts of civilization.

      “The Colony,” they called it. A religious oasis in the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains. The first prophet had established it soon after the aftershocks ended, leading a small group of survivors to establish a utopia built on the King James Bible and the Prophet’s divine revelations.

      Now the fourth prophet was in power, a charismatic leader who wanted to grow the  population while weeding out troublemakers. He called it his “Holy mission from God.”

      The gate at the front of the bus squeaked as it opened, and the woman’s screams got louder. A guard, dressed in military fatigues and carrying a nightstick, was walking down the aisle while his partner stood at the gate.

      “No! Please! No!”

      The guard jabbed a needle in her arm, and she slumped, unconscious, to the floor. Can’t kill the prisoners yet, I thought. The Prophet needs examples to punish.
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        * * *

      

      We’d been sentenced to death, but none of the other prisoners knew what would happen when we reached the old factory north of town. The guards would herd us off the bus and into cells. There, we would be given a last meal of cornmeal mush and have a chance to write to the prophet, begging for mercy. Then we’d shower and change into clean clothes, the hangman would weigh us, and we’d wait for midnight.

      One at a time, the guards would lead us onto the old production floor. Our name and crimes would be read for the video camera recording our last moments, then the hangman would strap our arms and legs, put a hood over our heads, position the noose, and pull the lever.

      Tomorrow, pictures of us will appear in the Colony’s newspaper, along with lists of our crimes. The Prophet will explain that we were sinners, stains on the Colony, and our deaths were necessary to protect the righteous from the dangers of sin. By then, our bodies will have been cremated and the ashes dumped in the river.

      I knew this, because I knew the Hangman.

      He was my father-in-law.
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        * * *

      

      When my wife got sick, he begged me not to look across the mountains for help.

      Medicine was blasphemy, a lack of faith. But watching her suffer, I had to do something. He begged me to consider what she would live through if I was caught, having to endure her last days without me. But I was determined, and one foggy morning I slipped into the mountains, beginning the journey south to the Qualla Boundary, as the Eastern Cherokee called their reservation. They still had support from what was left of the government, and the doctors there were happy to pass on what they could.

      By the time I returned, it was too late for the medicine to do my wife any good. She was  in the final stages of her illness, and all the medicine would do was prolong her suffering. But as I watched her slip away, I realized even if I couldn’t help her, I could help others. Those in the Colony who trusted science more than the prophet relied on expensive smugglers to bring in medicines and other luxuries. But I felt it would honor my wife’s memory to bring comfort to others, as I tried to do for her.
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        * * *

      

      I spent ten years running medicines, ten years of crossing the mountains to safety, then returning as a traitor.

      They finally caught me by accident.

      I had one more ridge to cross when I saw a fire on the road ahead. Normally, if I saw something like that, I’d avoid it, but the fire was in the only safe pass for two days in either direction, and a child was waiting for the medicine in my pack.

      I crept through the trees, knowing it was either a fool or a Colony search party. When I reached the pass, I saw two men sitting by the fire with their backs to me. I was about to crawl into the open when a gun cocked.

      “Well, hello there,” a voice whispered. “Lost in the woods, are we?”

      I cursed inwardly. It was damn foolish of me to think they’d all be out in the open for me to see. “Something like that.”

      “Nonsense. Put your hands behind your back.” The cold metal handcuffs

      tightened around my wrists. “We thought we’d catch one traitor tonight. Turns out we get two. The prophet will be pleased.”

      By the fire, one of the men undid a sleeping roll and laid down, while the other walked toward where we were hidden. He nodded into the dark, then turned back. I felt a stinging pain, and rubbed the spot.

      “Just something to help you sleep.”
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        * * *

      

      I woke up in a cell at the old courthouse. A fat man in a constable’s uniform was watching me, grinning.

      “I do love when we catch a blasphemer, and today we got us two of ‘em!”

      On the cell’s other bed, a young man sat up. “Where am I?”

      “Jail, you scum. You tried your hand at smuggling, but your partner was a bounty hunter.”

      “Damn it.”

      He laughed. “Boys, you’re gonna hang, but you don’t have to hang alone. Just tell us who hired you, who the other sinners are.”

      I sat silent  as my cell mate opened his mouth. “Deacon Malvern and his wife. Her mother is ill, and prayer isn’t helping.”

      The constable grinned. Putting a deacon in the noose would be a feather in his cap.

      “And what about you?” he asked me. “Whose lack of faith put you behind these bars?”

      “My own.”

      He leaned in, pressing his face against the bars. “I’m sure they paid you well for your silence, but you can’t spend that money in Hell.”

      “I wasn’t paid. It was a personal trip.”

      He took a paper off his desk and read it. “In your pack, we found five vials of flu vaccine, two vials of tetanus, three vials of morphine, thirty syringes, two vials of epinephrine, three courses of radiation, and ten bottles of aspirin. If that’s all for you, you should be dead by now.”

      “I guess I’m lucky.”

      He shook his head. “Not anymore, you ain’t.”
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        * * *

      

      Ten of us went to trial the next morning. The judge was one of the deacons, a stern black man named Gardner. I’d run drugs for him, as I had for many of the deacons. But he would deny knowing me, even if I screamed his sins to the court.

      I wouldn’t, of course. My drugs had saved two of his grandchildren. No matter what the man had to do in public to survive, fingering him for his sins would serve no one.

      My trial was short. The bounty hunters told Gardner where I’d been captured and what was in my pack, and the constable told him I’d confessed. I didn’t say anything. There was nothing to say. Gardner ordered me to stand.

      “Having reviewed the evidence and your lack of a defense, I find you guilty of the sin of Blasphemy. Under the authority granted this court, I sentence you to be taken from here to a place of execution and hung by the neck until dead. May God have mercy on your soul.” He banged his gavel, and two guards led me out of the courtroom.
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        * * *

      

      We arrived. The old part of the factory, the warehouse section, was crumbling, but the new addition, where the hangings took place, still stood. The guards herded us off the bus and into the building, where we were led into cells. I was last in line, and the guards pushed me into the cell closest to the white door that lead  to the gallows.
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        * * *

      

      Mush is mush, and my new clothes were a faded jumpsuit with a large stain in the crotch. At least the shower was warm. They didn’t have to give us that luxury. I was lying on the cot when one of the guards appeared with pens and paper.

      The request for mercy.

      Everyone sentenced to death has the right to appeal to the Prophet. Of course, I knew the Prophet never saw the letters. The hangman reviewed them, and in a small number of cases granted mercy on behalf of the Prophet. If one was chosen tonight, the Prophet will include a statement in tomorrow’s paper sharing how God led him to see that mercy for one of us was part of his divine providence.

      It’s horseshit, but a little bit of mercy keeps people believing in the prophet’s goodness. I picked up the pen and looked at the blank page. I’d known one day I would have to write this letter, but I still hadn’t figured out what to say. Most wrote long texts proclaiming sorrow for their sins and declaring that if forgiven, they would never sin again. But I knew that was bullshit.

      I also knew who I was writing to.

      With that in mind, I started.

      
        
        Dear Jack,

        Ten years ago you told me I’d end up here, and now you can say, ‘I told you so.’ Bounty Hunters picked me up two days ago, and tonight I will die by your hand.

        I suppose I should apologize. I don’t believe either of us wanted it to end like this, but my stubborn devotion to helping others brought me here. I couldn’t save your daughter, but I’ve saved hundreds since we held her hand as she breathed her last. I think that’s what she would have wanted, but I’d give each of their souls to the devil himself for another day with her.

        I’m sorry we’re here, Jack, but I know what you have to
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