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  DAY OF RECKONING



JUDE
My breathing comes out hard. Loud. Echoey. Like there’s someone else inside my head with me. It’s slow and heavy and then speeds up when I figure out one thing: Something’s wrong. Really wrong.
“Judah. I know you hear me. Wake up down there.”
At the sound of the voice, my pulse goes wild, a jackhammer in my throat. My eyes snap open. Dart right then left. Blackness is all I see. I’m flat on my back, arms at my side, but my limbs . . . they feel weighted, and my mind . . . it’s a fog, my brain trying to make its way through the mist.
A string of jumbled thoughts. Why is it so dark? And tight, claustrophobic tight. Why do I feel like I’ve been hit by a bus? My head, my ribs. And then . . . that voice. Where’s it coming from? Do I know it?
What is happening right now?
“Jude. Jude Whitley.”
The voice comes from above me and it’s familiar, a mix of command and . . . I don’t know . . . this weird tranquility. It’s like one of those meditation apps that’s supposed to make you all Zen and only ends up freaking the shit out of you.
But I can’t freak out. Panicking won’t help me. Just calm down, I tell myself. Calm down and breathe.
Focusing, I can finally see something—faint slivers of light seeping in from above me. When the rest of my senses start to kick in, I notice the air smells earthy and damp, like rain in a muddy field.
“Jude!” The voice becomes more forceful.
I swallow hard, my throat scratchy. “What?”
The voice gets closer. “Do you know where you are?”
I try to move, but my arms hit something hard. Not tied down or anything, I don’t think, just no room.
“I don’t . . . No, I don’t know.”
I hear footsteps shuffling, a chorus of other voices.
“The Pit!” The chorus chants. “The Pit. The Pit.”
“The Pit is for the worst of the worst. That is you.”
My confusion starts to clear in flashes. A quarry. Blinding light. Running, but I don’t get far. I’m tackled. I get a few good punches in and then . . . darkness.
I can identify the voice now. It’s Pastor Tim. He runs Lighthouse Church Honor Camp. And the other voices, the ones chanting, those are apprentices. I was one of them. Or still am. I’m not sure.
The Pit is underground. Underground. No. No, no, no.
It takes most of my energy to stretch one leg out again and then the other. Both go barely an inch before meeting the wall again. Hands are next. I feel around my confined space, fingertips touching what feels like splintered wood. More wood above me, like literally inches from my nose. A coffin? Are you kidding me? He’s buried me alive in a goddamn coffin!
My throat goes dry and my heart ramps up. When my temper kicks in, it’s not like a snap, like you see in the movies. It’s like a nuclear bomb. It starts small and then mushrooms inside my chest.
“Let me out,” I growl.
“You get out when we finish what we started.”
I ball my hands into fists and punch the lid of the coffin. “Let me out of here!”
His voice moves away. “It’s time to begin,” I hear him say. I wonder who else he has gathered up there. Guardians, for sure, to keep the apprentices in line. Elders maybe? Of course, I imagine my father is up there too. Looking down on me in disgust. Maybe a small smile playing on his lips. Savoring his victory. 
“Judah Whitley,” Pastor Tim says, more formally now, and I can imagine him on his pulpit at Sanctuary where he gathers his followers. “Welcome to your Tribunal. Here you will be judged, and you must repent. You have become our very own Judas Iscariot, the traitor, the betrayer of Christ. You took the trust we put in you, and you have blackened our church and the name of Honor Camp in the same way you have disgraced your family.”
When he mentions my family, I go still.
“How many times have you failed? How many times have your mother and father been shamed? And what about Benjamin?”
My brother’s name sends a stab of pain through me worse than anything I’ve felt up to now. He’s right about that. I have failed. Epically. And the person I’ve failed most is Ben.
“The devil goes after the young, and you have been ripe pickings. He has infiltrated your very being. But you have been given a second chance. You must repent. And before you can be resurrected and judged, you must tell us: Why are you in the Pit?”
I know exactly why I’m here. But the other thing I know is no matter what he does to me, even when he throws my brother in my face, I will never give Pastor Tim the satisfaction of hearing me confess it out loud.






  
  PART ONE









  
  one

BEN
Six months after my brother’s arrest, Mrs. Alexander, our congregation secretary, still looks at me like she might puke or call the police. She’s a short and thick woman who used to greet me with kind eyes, but no more. You’d think I’d be used to it by now since it’s pretty much how the entire city of Houston looks at me these days. The freak. The one in the weird church whose brother killed his girlfriend. Reporters camp outside our house. Each morning they try to catch me to ask how it feels to be the brother of a murderer. 
There’s no way I’d tell them how I really feel: pissed off and scared at the same time. Always on display, like I’ve been shoved under a microscope with the lights turned to nuclear.
And worst of all, helpless.
Because here’s the thing: Jude would never kill anyone. I know this in my heart because I know my brother better than anyone.
This is what I plan to tell the bishop.
Sitting in one of the chocolate leather chairs outside the bishop’s office, I’m doodling in my sketch pad when Mrs. Alexander glances up with that constipated sneer. “Tribunal’s wrapped up,” she says. “He’s on his way in, so mind yourself.”
I hear the bishop’s heavy footsteps in the hall, and a shiver goes through me, causing me to draw uneven lines. I put the sketch pad to one side and run a hand through my hair. It’s grown longer and curlier over the summer and flops into my eyes. Then I sit on my hands so Mrs. Alexander can’t see them shake.
Dear God, I pray, though my prayers haven’t help me so far, why did you let me think this was a good idea?
When the Church lawyers stepped in and struck a deal with the prosecutor to release Jude into Church custody, an emergency Tribunal was the next step. According to our bylaws, these twelve elders have absolute power over us and can impose any punishment they want; the bishop has power over all the elders. There is no way he’s going to listen to a kid.
I stand as the bishop enters. Two big Guardians follow him in with security printed across their yellow polo shirts. The bishop is hunched in his old age but still tall. I’ve never really noticed before that his nose looks like the elongated beak of a red-tailed hawk. I wonder how he drinks coffee or water. Does he need an extra-wide cup? He could probably spear a blueberry or a piece of meat with no trouble at all.
When he notices me standing there, I don’t meet his eyes, because he did not summon me.
“It’s done,” he says, dismissing me before I can speak.
I clear my throat and square my shoulders to show I mean business. “I’d like to talk to you about it, sir.”
“You can’t change a Tribunal decision. You know that.”
“I can’t, but—” I start, and everything freezes up—tongue, lips, mouth. My voice has completely left me.
“Yes?” The bishop’s narrow eyes stare down at me. “Speak up, boy!” he commands, and I jump.
“Yes . . . well . . . sir,” I say, and I’m actually proud of myself for getting that much out. He’ll respect me more if I don’t back down, I tell myself. I ignore the rattling in my stomach and summon up all the courage I have. “I know I can’t change the decision because I’m not an elder, but you can.”
“I can,” the bishop says, “but I won’t. Soon you’ll see that the elders’ decision to send Jude to Honor Camp was not only sound, but quite lenient. Your brother was in danger of being charged with a serious crime in the death of a young girl. An outsider, I’ll remind you. You should be grateful we came to his defense.”
My eyes dip to the ground. “I am, sir, but he didn’t kill her.”
The bishop towers over me. “You don’t know that, and frankly, neither does your brother. Now”—he pats my head like I’m a good little disciple—“finish your schooling. Focus on your prayers. Abide by Church laws. This is the best course.”
“I know he wouldn’t—” I start.
He pivots on his heels and the Guardians step in front of me. I come up to their chests, and since I’m not an idiot, I don’t try to get through them. I wonder what Jude would do in my place, if I was the one being sent to Honor Camp. I don’t think he would let a couple of Guardians stop him. But then, Jude is braver than I am. In every way. He always has been.

      ***After the Guardians point me in the direction of the exit, I beat it out of there to ride my bike home before the news of my visit gets out. It doesn’t take long to get to my neighborhood. The Church usually puts families close to the Sanctuary in Kingwood so we can socialize and help each other out when needed. It wouldn’t matter if it was halfway across Houston. I’d still get there fast. I’m used to biking all over town since I’m not allowed to get a driver’s license until I’m eighteen. But as soon as I round the corner to my street, I jam the brakes of my bike to a stop. There’s an Allied moving truck parked in front of the one-story rancher I grew up in. Two guys carry out the sofa from our living room, load it in, and go back into the house. After a few minutes, more furniture comes out.
Wait . . . We’re moving? 
I watch the entire process in confusion, though not much surprises me anymore. It’s not unusual for me to be the last one to know things in this family, but even for my father, this is extremely weird. If we’re moving, I can’t imagine we’d go far. His work as an elder is the most important thing to him, and that work is right here in Houston. 
Some guy in an ABC13 news truck parked farther up the street tries to stop me and ask where we’re going. I can’t answer because I don’t know.
As soon as I park my bike, my mother appears at the door and rushes me inside. She looks pretty in the yellow dress she wore to the Tribunal, but I can see her eyes are bloodshot with exhaustion. “Is it true?” Her words tumble out in a tense whisper. “Mrs. Alexander called. Did you try to see the bishop?” 
Word traveled faster than I’d hoped. “Yes,” I say. No sense in lying about it. “Are we moving?”
“What possessed you?” she asks.
“Are we?” I ask again, my voice rising despite trying to keep it even. “Where are we going?” 
“Watch your tone,” my father orders from the hallway. At the sound of his voice, I automatically straighten, my stomach tenses. This voice, more than anything else, even the bishop, sends conflict riffling through me. He’s changed from his blue Church suit into jeans and a sweatshirt. 
I study my mom. She’s been through a lot too. Probably more than all of us. I’ve noticed she’s started taking pills to keep her nerves calm. 
“I’m sorry.” I give her a hug though I don’t exactly know what I’m apologizing for. 
To my father, I say, “Where are we going?” 
“California. We’ll be members of Pastor Tim’s Sanctuary in Red River while your brother’s in the camp, and I’ll work on the plans for the Sanctuary’s expansion.”
“It’s a great privilege,” my mother interjects. 
“There’s too much publicity here,” he says.
Translation: Publicity means too much focus on the Church, and not in a good way. That was the real reason they intervened. And if the publicity is because of us, it could ruin my father’s standing. 
“Go pack up your room,” he instructs, handing me an empty box. His voice shows no hint of discussion or consideration of my opinion in the matter. “As soon as the news van leaves, they’ll drop Jude off here. He’ll be under house arrest, so he’ll have a bracelet that will track him until he’s transferred to Honor Camp. We’re leaving at midnight.”
At least I’ll be able to see him again, I think. I’d heard of kids being whisked off after a Tribunal decision with no word as to where they’d gone. Since no one outside of the elders really knows where Honor Camp is located, I wonder if it’s in California. If so, moving closer to it must be a privilege, too, extended to my father because he’s an elder.
It’s also ironic. Me and Jude used to talk about running away to California and leaving our father and the Lighthouse Church. California seemed like a world away, and I’d always wanted to see the beach. We settled on a place called Balboa Island. It looked fun from the encyclopedia description.
In the end, I was the one who couldn’t go through with it. It would have been wrong to leave our mother without telling her. Even if we had, where could we have gone that we wouldn’t eventually be found? My father has always said the Church has eyes everywhere. 
“God will tell us when it’s time to leave,” I’d told Jude. 
“I don’t think I believe in God anymore,” Jude said.
His statement startled me, but this was when I noticed he started to change. He and Dad fought more, and Jude partied and stayed out all hours and finally got kicked out of school. He broke every single rule, the worst of them being Jen. An outsider. Strictly forbidden. If we had gone when he wanted to, maybe none of this would have happened.
Now that California is a reality, I don’t know how I feel. Part of me is relieved to be gone from here. Part of me is terrified. 
My mother must sense my hesitation. “It will be okay,” she says.
When she leaves us to continue packing, Dad wastes no time. Before I can turn to head back to my room, he grabs my arm and shoves me up against the wall. He catches me off guard and the box goes flying. “You went to the bishop?” His arm is pressing hard against me, his face so close to mine I can feel the spit when he talks. 
“I—” My breath catches. “I just wanted to ask him to reconsider.”
The vein in his forehead pulses. “That is not your place. We do not ask the bishop for anything. Tribunal decisions are final.” 
“But he didn’t kill her,” I manage, which isn’t easy with his arm shoved against my larynx. I wrap my hands around his wrists until my knuckles are white. “I know for sure he wouldn’t and so do you!”
He stares at me, a flicker of surprise in his eyes, which I realize is shock. I rarely talk to my father this way. I don’t know what gave me the nerve to do it this time. It only makes him press harder until my vision blurs and the room starts to spin. 
“Okay,” I finally choke.
“Okay what?” he says, cold and robotic.
There’s only one way out of this. “Okay, I’m—” I wheeze in a breath. “I’m sorry,” I say, though a little piece of me dies.
He lets go and I fall back against the wall, trying to catch my breath. He picks up the box I dropped and hands it to me. “The decision’s been made. There will be no more talk about it.” 







  
  two

JUDE
On Sunday morning, everyone dresses in their Church clothes except me. I put on what my mother laid out for me, a plain white button-down shirt and black pressed pants. She tells me to pull my hair into a ponytail, so it stays neat and doesn’t hang in my face. Then we all load into Dad’s Beamer and drive to the Sanctuary here in Red River. A local sheriff deputy will be there to meet us and remove the bracelet that’s been attached to my ankle like a barnacle for the last three weeks since my release from jail. After that, I’m told, a van will take me to Honor Camp. 
Ben and I stare silently out our respective windows while Mom and Dad go on and on about how the Red River Sanctuary is going to be the flagship Sanctuary for all the others to follow. We glance at each other occasionally. This is the way we communicate these days. We’ve barely been allowed a minute together other than the excruciatingly quiet ride from Houston to California and what my mother calls “family meals,” also mostly silent. Beyond that, I’ve been confined to an empty room in their new house with only a mattress to sleep on. 
Technically, I’m a criminal now. The deal Church lawyers struck basically means I’ve admitted to being responsible for Jennifer Ruby’s death, although technically, I never admitted to anything. It’s kind of hard to admit to something you were too drunk to remember. Yes, there was enough evidence that someone followed Jen into that backyard and there was some kind of struggle. And yes, my primary defense was to explode all over everyone in the room. But it became very clear, very fast that my defense wouldn’t have mattered anyway. By then, the press had dug up every little detail of my life, and the Church’s goal was to make it all go away. 
As soon as we pull up to the Sanctuary compound, Ben and I let out a low, simultaneous “Whoa.” It’s massive, much bigger than the headquarters in Houston, with a string of geometrically shaped buildings that stretch out over a huge parcel of land. In the center stands what I assume is the original Sanctuary, an ivory brick chapel with a steeple and bell tower so high, it’s like it’s trying to reach into the heavens. Off in the distance are a few more buildings just getting under construction. All of it is enclosed by one of those Ultrasteel security fences designed for secrecy.
At the entrance gate, Dad flashes his ID to the Guardian and continues up a hill to a circular driveway. As promised, a sheriff’s cruiser is waiting for us there, as well as a white, unmarked van with the windows blacked out. I know the deputy’s Church by the way he chats casually with another Guardian posted at the van. 
Ben gives me a relaxed nod from his side of the car, but I can tell he’s tense. He’s holding his backpack so tightly to his chest I think it might be glued on. And later, when the deputy removes my bracelet, he’s still clutching it with his eyes locked on the sheriff’s hands like the sheriff is dismantling a bomb. 
When it’s off, I stand and my parents overtake him. The deputy shakes my dad’s hand. “Welcome to our Sanctuary, sir. Hope he can make this a fresh start. Kids like this need to hit rock bottom.”
“Jesus has a way of forcing us into situations where we can be saved,” Dad says.
It’s without thinking that I cock my head at him. “Is that what Jesus did here? He let Jen die so I could be saved?”
My father’s eyes blaze into me and I can almost see the words play out in his head. Worthless. Disappointment. Touched by the devil. The words he’s repeated over and over again since I was ten. A familiar black feeling settles in. These past two weeks I’ve been working on my poker face with him to keep the peace for my mother and Ben since they’ve been through enough. But now I don’t hesitate to blaze right back at him. I know he won’t do anything about it with all these people around. 
Just try it, I think. Might as well let everyone in this new place know who you are.
“What your father is saying,” my mother breaks in, “is we don’t always know the answers, but if our faith is strong enough, we can find a way to get through. Does that make sense?” 
“Yes, ma’am,” I say, and brush her arm with my fingers to let her know I don’t mean to make things so hard. 
“Now, say goodbye to your brother. He has a gift for you.”
When she rejoins my dad, Ben steps up, digging into his backpack. “Better be an Xbox in there,” I say. “I hear all we do is play Resident Evil 24-7.”
He rolls his eyes. “Jeez, you’re a riot.”
“Just trying to lighten the mood.”
He stops with whatever’s inside and watches me. “This is insane,” he says. This being Honor Camp. This being the last year, maybe even our entire childhood that led us here. “You didn’t kill her.”
“Yeah, well you’re the only person who believes that.”
“You nervous?” 
I shrug. Worry. Anger. Fear. These are the things I try to block out. If the rumors we’ve heard about Honor Camp are true—kids who never came out, the ones who did who were not normal—these emotions won’t do me any good. 
“It’ll be okay,” he says.
I know this is what he wants to believe, so I agree. “What’s in there, anyway?”
Ben glances back at our parents, engaged in conversation with the deputy, and then looks out over the complex. Down the hill, congregants stream into the chapel for services. But at the center of it all is a flat, circular green helipad with a helicopter stationed on top of it. The helicopter’s marked with three royal blue stripes on the door. The Houston headquarters has one of these, too, and it’s used for the bishop or important pastors. A blue wind sock is put up when they arrive or depart. 
When his eyes come back to me, he reaches into the backpack and pulls out something large. Pretty quickly I realize it’s the King James Bible he’d kept in his room back in Texas—big and hardbound, chocolate leather with embossed gold lettering. I never knew where he got it, but he always protected it like it was gold.
“That’s yours,” I say. “I can’t take that.”
He shoves it at my stomach. “Just take it. I talked to Dad, and he said you can bring a Bible from home.” He leans in, whispering. “I carved the hole a long time ago. I’ve always hid stuff in there.” 
Whatever he didn’t want Mom and Dad to find. Money probably. My brother was always one to squirrel away his allowance and money from tutoring. 
My eyebrows lift involuntarily when he says, “It’s your survival kit.” 
When we were kids, we each kept a thin cloth pack of essentials in case we needed to run. It had to be small and lightweight, so we could hide it, and contained the bare minimum: emergency water pouches, purification tablets, a twenty-dollar bill that I stole from my dad’s drawer, and two protein bars. 
“I hid a phone in there, too,” he whispers. “It’s one of those burners. I had to get it cheap so it’s kinda old, but it’s loaded with minutes.”
I almost laugh, but I don’t dare react. Behind him, Dad is watching us. “How did you find out about burners?”
“I read,” he says, almost insulted. “I know there isn’t a record. Anyway, I have one, too, and they’re both charged so stay in touch.”
Ben is shifting from foot to foot now and I know we don’t have much time before Dad comes over to see what’s going on. I’m suddenly worried about how he’ll get along while I’m gone. Yeah, he’s smart and he knows what Dad’s capable of, but I protected him from the really bad stuff. I was the distraction. But now, he’s on his own.
There are so many things I want to say. Stick with your drawing. You have talent. I’m sorry. But we’re running out of time, so I say the most important thing: “Be careful.”
“Don’t worry about me.”
I give him a playful sock in the shoulder. “I do worry. You’re a loser, you got no game, and you’re ugly as shit.”
He punches me back. 
“Ben!” my dad barks. “Let’s go. We’ll be late.”
I stuff the Bible under my arm. “Do what you’re told,” I tell him and there’s a sense of urgency in my words.
“You too. Keep your cool in there. Whatever they throw at you, just keep it together.”
It hits me that now we both have to deal with a future unknown. “I’ll be okay,” I promise. 
Except I don’t know if I’ll be okay at all.

      ***“I’m depending on you,” my father tells me when I ask every detail of where they are going and when they will return. He’s holding my arms tighter than he’s ever held them. 
“Donald, you’re hurting him,” Mother says.
He squeezes tighter, ignoring her. “You’re ten now, Jude. You have to take on this type of responsibility from time to time. I need you to be the man of the house tonight while your mother and I go to Bible study.”
But I have never been left alone to watch my little brother before. Mother is at the door with her purse in her hand already. They are going no matter what I think or do. I squirm and avoid his eyes. I don’t want him to know how bad he’s hurting me or it will get ten times worse. 
I whisper, “But what if something happens?” 
He nods, easing up. He knows what I’m talking about. He’s told us stories of the inescapable Rapture since we were very small. “Have you sinned?” he whispers back. 
I shake my head quickly. But of course I have. Mother says I sin every single day even though I try really hard not to.
“Then you should be fine. If anything happens, you’ll know what to do. I have faith that God will watch over you and you will watch over your brother.” This close, his aftershave smells like peppermint and orange blossoms. He releases my arm and puts his hand on my shoulder. My pain and fear are taken over by a small amount of pride that he has this kind of confidence in me.
A while after they leave, the rain starts to fall, and the wind picks up. Where we live in Texas, we have thunderstorms all the time. I hate thunderstorms. And tonight, without my parents here, it feels bigger than usual. I check outside and the air is thick. The sky looks green instead of the blue-gray of a thunderstorm. Tornado, I think.
What if God sent my parents away so they can be raptured up to heaven in the tornado? What if because of my sins, Ben is left with me to watch the Earth get destroyed? Could this happen? God did not send him away with my parents.
When the lights flicker, I order Ben to turn off the TV and follow me. We race around the house, gathering our Bibles, blankets, pillows, and enough crackers and juice boxes to last us a few days if needed. I tell him to put it all in the basement. There are already cans of food down there and a place my dad has prepared. 
When Ben starts to cry, I tell him everything will be fine. In reality, I’m so scared. It’s my fault. It’s all my fault. Because of me, my little brother—who has committed not one sin in eight years of his life, by the way—will have to wander the torched Earth, dig for food in trash cans, and live the rest of his life with the other sinners left behind. He may even be forced to deny Christ and get thrown into the lake of fire like it says in Revelation. 
When I think of this, I grab a huge knife. One of the passages my father reads us talks about the Earth cracking open and spitting out locusts with heads of lions. There is a beast with seven heads and the body of a leopard. The knife will come in handy if I need to fend off the beast.
In the basement we find a space on the floor that is lodged between two concrete blocks and build a fort of pillows and blankets. We organize our food so it will be easy to get if the house is whisked away.
And then we hold on tight to each other and wait for the end of the world.






  
  three

JUDE
The interior of the van is dark and cave-like, musty with the smell of sweat. Because the windows are blacked out, I have no idea how far out of town we’re headed. We go quite a stretch and all I feel is twists and turns, smooth road to rutted to smooth again, like we’re crossing bridges. Since I don’t know the terrain around here, I give up trying to guess which direction we might be heading. The isolation must be part of a plan to throw us off our game. If the whiff of urine, like someone’s already peed their pants, is any indication, it’s working. 
Besides the driver and a Guardian in the front of the van, there are four guys and one girl with me. A kid the Guardian called Marquez when we were loaded in wears a plain white T-shirt that shows off the tats that climb up his neck and throat; he’s muttering profanities. The other two guys join in here and there, but mostly sit rigid in their seats. The girl, who seems younger than all of us, buries her head of tousled pink hair in her hands and cries the entire way. 
I sit alone in the very back and do my best not to let my emotions get the better of me. Whatever you do, I remind myself, keep that poker face. This is hard, considering that every blind turn we take feels like I’m heading to a world that I’ll never return from. 
While everyone is distracted with their own problems, I take the opportunity to sneak a look into the Bible. Exactly like Ben said, he’s dug out the insides, replaced it with the pack containing our small survival kit and phone, and taped it up nice and tight with duct tape. Since I’m sure we’re being watched from the cab of the van, I don’t dare take any of it out now. I just act like I’m reading the chapter, reciting the verses as if they can somehow comfort me. 
When I stuff the Bible underneath the seat, everyone is still in their own heads. I wonder what they all did to get tossed in here, but as curious as I am, I stop that thought. Let everyone else put their fear and anger on display and I’ll keep to myself. Everything I’ve gathered about Honor Camp from the whispers and overheard conversations (because no one talks about it in the open), emotions can be used against you. It’s all a game to make us conform. Weaknesses can be manipulated, trust can be turned to betrayal, and alliances can be broken. 
So I stare straight ahead, talking to no one. I only know we are at the camp when we head down a long, bumpy road, and I hear the creak of a gate opening and then the van drives through. The clank of the gate behind us feels like finality.
The driver ushers us out of the darkness of the van, and it takes a moment for my eyes to adjust to sun filtering through tall pine trees. Several trailers are lined up side by side with aluminum ramps leading to the doors. I take a slow look around but hear a flat “Move along” from the Guardian.  
We are marched directly into a trailer labeled intake, aka the starkest room I’ve ever seen. It’s even colder than jail, and the sparkling linoleum, green walls, and tables look like they were stolen from my old fourth-grade Bible study classroom. The Bible verses that decorate the walls also look like they came from that same class made by those same fourth graders: handwritten on white butcher paper and hung with Scotch tape.
I know them all, of course. Scripture has been ingrained in us since we were little. But the one that stands out the most is from Corinthians: “Be on your guard; stand firm in the faith; be courageous; be strong.”
Boy, I laugh to myself, do I know this one. My father used to say it just before he beat me.
A Guardian in a fluorescent yellow T-shirt with a name tag that reads ATLEYlines us up to shave our heads. He’s like The Rock on steroids and seems ready to burst out of his T-shirt, with thick arms that only come from lifting weights or houses or something. 
Without much ceremony, the razor buzzes across my skull and my hair falls to the floor like rain. I’d grown the hair mainly as an FU to my dad and he’s always threatened to shave it off. Now, after the shearing, my breath catches when I see myself in the mirror. I look like a fuckin’ billiard ball. The hair is only one small sign that my dad has finally won. 
Atley gives us each a white mesh bag with soap, a toothbrush, and toothpaste. We’re also each handed three white T-shirts and two pairs of dark green pants, a towel, a sheet, and a pillowcase that feel like sandpaper. 
Next, we’re taken to separate curtained-off stalls. Atley follows me into mine and looms over me in the tight quarters. “Clothes off and put them here,” he says to me, motioning to a chair in the corner. “Hands on the wall and spread everything.”
At the realization of what he’s asking, there’s a panicked crack in my voice that I can’t hide. “You’re strip-searching me? Seriously? Is that even legal?” 
By the flat look on Atley’s face, Honor Camp doesn’t care what’s legal and what’s not.
“No one asked you to speak,” he growls. “Do it.” 
Whatever shit I told myself in the van about keeping my emotions hidden goes out the window. They did a strip search in jail so I’m more than familiar. Basically, they strip you down to your birthday suit and check every single orifice to make sure you don’t have drugs or blades or anything you can hurt yourself with. It was traumatizing enough then on a night I was still reeling from the news about Jen. I was barely aware of reality that night, but it’s taken hold now.
I’m suddenly desperate to bolt. Atley has at least seventy-five pounds on me. Seventy-five pounds of pure steamroller. It would be insane. And I can imagine the report to Ben: Your brother died by steamroller before actually getting into the camp. I will not let that happen. I will make it through this. All of it.
When it’s over, I’m sweating and feel like I’m going to puke, but I manage to keep it down and dress in my camp clothes as instructed. Atley folds my street clothes and puts everything in a sealed plastic bag with my name on it for safekeeping until my release. It’s all very routine to him. No big deal.
And then he picks up the Bible. I stop breathing. Shit. If Atley finds what’s inside, it’s over. Not only for me, but for Ben. Everyone near us at the Sanctuary saw him give it to me.
“They said we could bring that” is the only thing I can come up with, and I try to keep my voice casual this time.
Ben buried the survival kit midway through, inside Psalms, and took out enough pages to compensate for the weight of the contents. Even that, and the duct tape that holds everything in, won’t help if Atley goes deep enough inside. 
Thankfully, at the very moment Atley begins to open it, “Get away from me, motherfucker!” rings out, followed by what sounds like a struggle. Because we’re still in the stall, I can’t see where it’s coming from, but Atley lifts his head toward the skirmish and shoves the Bible at me. “Go. Get in line with the others,” he orders before rushing out.
I let out the breath I’d been holding. As I take my place with the other guys, I notice Marquez is missing from our lineup. The scuffle quiets almost immediately after Atley disappears into his stall. Any curiosity about what is happening in there leaves me as I clutch the Bible to my chest and remember a verse from Psalms 59: “Deliver me from mine enemies, O my God: defend me from them that rise up against me.”
I wonder if the Psalmists consider Marquez deliverance.

      ***It takes a while for Marquez to join us, shoved by Atley into position. We’re all led from the intake trailer to an open area in back. There we meet up with the pink-haired girl, who is now in the same T-shirt and pants. Her hair hasn’t been shaved and is still a rumpled pink mess. She’s dried her eyes, but they look vacant as she absently digs her fingers into her arms, which I notice now have scratches or cuts or something all up and down them. 
I take my eyes off her long enough to set the Bible at my feet because I figure it’ll only draw attention to be caught clutching it to my chest like it’s treasure. It’s not a moment too soon because immediately after, two other men come around the corner.  
The thing about all these guys is that they don’t look like Church people. They don’t have that pasty, flabby skin and smooth hands and faces. They are tan and dried up from hours in the sun and built like brick walls. We have always heard about the crew at Honor Camp. They’re like our own Special Forces—Church members who have expert military backgrounds or are specifically recruited and trained. 
They each wear the same style golf shirt, but in different colors. The one in the blue golf shirt has a flattop haircut that is shaved on the sides. His tag says drill sergeant and he talks first in a gruff voice that sounds like he’s hoarse from yelling. He comes close to all of us, walking down the line and pointing his finger in our faces. “My name is Drill Sergeant Pine,” he bellows. “There are two of us, identified by our blue shirts. The yellow shirts are Guardians and the only person in a red shirt is the major standing next to me.”
The major, who has a flat nose like he’d been hit in the face with a boxer’s fist, makes no motion or sound. Just stares straight ahead. 
“You speak only when spoken to and address us with only three words,” Pine goes on. “Those words are ‘Yes’ or ‘No, Drill Sergeant, sir,’ ‘Yes’ or ‘No, Guardian, sir,’ ‘Yes’ or ‘No, Major, sir.’ Do you understand?”
I make the mistake of nodding and he comes back to me, so close that I can smell he’s had lox and onions for breakfast. “I did not say to nod,” he says in almost a whisper. “Are you weak? Are you deaf?”
“Uh, no, I mean, yeah, I heard you,” I say.
He’s right in my face. “THEN HOW DO YOU RESPOND?!”
I jerk and take a step back. My chest tightens. I really want to take a swing at the asshole. The only thing that stops me is my promise to my brother. I avert my eyes instead and straighten. In my strongest tone, I yell, “Yes, Drill Sergeant!” 
I feel his eyes and breath on me a minute longer, but I do not meet his stare. When he finally moves on, he says, “You will be addressed as Apprentices because you are starting over just like the new applicants you meet in your Sanctuaries. You must regain your place in the Church. In the Bible, apprentices are disciples. They listen and they learn about their relationship with our Lord, our bishop, and our church. You will follow an intensely regimented schedule of prayer, physical drills, group worship, and whatever duties you are assigned until you can achieve a state of Grace again. You are not at a health spa. You are not here to rest. The Gauntlet Trial is not for the weak of heart. Our punishments are swift, and they are harsh. We call them ‘Blessings.’ Why? Because after, you will be forced to appreciate the blessings our bishop has bestowed on all of us.” 
Growing up, we’d heard whispers of the Blessings here as well as the Gauntlet Trial and even worse, the Cube. No one talks about what happens in the Gauntlet or the Cube except to say only that they are the ultimate tests of will and faith. 
Marquez, standing next to me, leans in and whispers, “Are you fucking kidding me, man?”
This guy ain’t kidding anyone, I’m telling myself when Atley practically catapults behind him, grabbing his arms. Drill Sergeant Pine is in front of him putting his entire body into a punch to Marquez’s gut. I’m so close, I hear the breath rush out of him and see his feet leave the ground. Atley lets go and Marquez falls hard, curled up, trying to catch his breath. My adrenaline is pulsing to the point I can hear it in my ears, but I keep my eyes straight ahead and do everything I can to act like it’s no big deal. No one goes to him to see if he is okay, and even though my hands are shaking, I don’t either, because I don’t know this kid. The last thing I need is to get my ass pummeled for someone I don’t even know. 
Drill Sergeant Pine shakes out his hand and stands up tall, moving on like nothing happened. “I will remind you that we are not here to comfort you. We are not here to make you feel welcome. You will feel pain. It will be emotional, physical, and mental. Try to keep in mind that pain is simply weakness leaving your body. Self-pity is the one thing that will kill you here.” He comes back to the major and takes a place at his side. 
There is a mocking smirk in his voice when he says, “Welcome to Honor Camp, Apprentices!”






  
  four

BEN
By the second week at Orange High, I’m not known as the new kid anymore. Now I’m mysterious and quiet, but exceptionally smart. I learn about this new status from a couple of girls I overhear talking about me after my psych class. 
It could be worse. Being known as a mute, supernaturally smart kid is better than being known as a freak. I won’t get to know most of these girls or anyone else at this school, so why should I care what they think? Since we moved, I’m monitored constantly. Beyond church on Sundays, I’m allowed to ride my bike to and from school, use the internet for study only, and, to earn money, list myself with the front office as an approved tutor. Each night at dinner, there’s an information dump. Where did you go today, Benjamin? Who did you meet? I’m pressed to detail my day. I’m sure there is no one in this school who would understand what it feels like to be under such control. Only Jude understood and he’s not here. 
In fourth period chem class, I take my normal seat in the back row while Mr. Helman starts writing a formula on the dry-erase board and then draws out the configurations of several functional groups. Mr. Helman is short and skinny and has a bald spot on the back of his head that looks like a target. 
Before class begins, I write

      ***
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