
Vigilantocracy (noun)
Pronounced: vih-juh-LAN-tuh-kruh-see
A form of government in which citizens are under constant surveillance to prevent crime and uphold societal order and tranquility. This system emphasizes public safety and uniformity through continuous monitoring, aiming to deter unlawful behavior before it occurs. The term was first introduced by Robert Gaith in his book Butter.
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Chapter One: Goodbye, Butter
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The snowflakes melting on his fingertips felt like heaven.

The scent of pine and woodsmoke, the sound of his children and wife laughing, the crisp air biting gently at his skin. This may as well be paradise. Jack laid in a blanket of snow, sprawled on his back with a joyful smile on his lips. He had tried to shake off his worries about something else that was on his mind long ago—but all attempts were proven useless until this very moment with every peal of laughter from his family. It felt amazing to relax, to step out of his cold, dim office and enjoy the beauty of the winter wonderland, even if he was just lazing about while everyone else built snowmen and threw snowballs.

It’s a beautiful day outside, made even more enchanting by the merry chaos surrounding him.

For Jack, who had never seen snow, the closest he could come to describing it was as "pale grass that fades to nothing at the slightest touch," a poetic reflection of his unfamiliarity. But just as he was lost in the moment, a mechanical voice jolted him awake. 

Disappointment washed over him instantly. In this world, there was no winter wonderland—only a perpetual spring with a gentle breeze.

Today marked Jack's final day of high school. As he rolled out of bed, he was met by his cyborg maid, Bertha.

“Good morning, Jack,” Bertha chimed in her signature mechanical voice.

“How did you sleep last night?”

Jack simply gazed at her, his expression distant and unfocused. He was feeling a deep sense of disappointment as he took in Bertha's presence.

Noticing his blank stare, Bertha let out a mechanical chuckle.

“I’ve laid out your clothes for you today, Jack,” she informed him.

Jack averted his eyes from Bertha and quickly slipped into the outfit she had prepared.

“Are you excited for your big day at school, Jack?” Bertha inquired as he hurriedly dressed. Jack was eager to escape the room and Bertha’s presence as he didn’t feel safe being alone with Bertha too much at a time. 

Today was graduation day, a significant milestone for him as a senior. However, this graduation would be unlike any traditional ceremony. Instead of celebrating achievements, it was the day when everyone would be assigned their lifelong jobs by “the watchers.” These watchers were the overseers of a new government system known as “vigilantocracy,” where those who monitored the citizens held the reins of power.

As Jack rushed out of his bedroom, he noticed his family already seated at the table, enjoying their breakfast. He was the last one to wake up. In this society, meals were delivered through “chutes” that connected to each house, ensuring everyone received their three daily meals each day. Jack decided to join his mother, father, and younger sister Emily for breakfast before they all had to leave for work and school. He needed some fuel for the day ahead.

This morning's breakfast was delightful, to say the least. With a glass of fresh orange juice, light and fluffy brown pancakes, creamy scrambled eggs, and crispy potatoes on the table, Jack felt a warm comfort that eased the shivers running through him.

“Are you excited about your graduation today, Jack?” his mother asked.

Jack replied in a monotone voice, “Yes.”

His father, sensing the tension, joked, “You look like you’ve seen a ghost!”

“He is the ghost, don't you see how pale he is?” Emily piped up.

Jack shot a glare at his sister, clearly uninterested in her playful jabs. “Emily, there’s no need to be unkind to your brother, Jack,” their mother interjected. 

“It’s fine,” Jack replied, trying to brush it off.

“Do you have any idea what job you might be assigned today, Jack?” his mother inquired. 

At that moment, Jack felt a chill run through him, recalling the sour mood he had been in after seeing Bertha earlier that day. He fixated on his empty plate, feeling a wave of reluctance wash over him. 

“I’d rather not discuss it,” he said hastily. 

Jack’s mother and father looked at each other, with concern, their eyebrows furrowing. 

“Why not? Do you want to share what’s bothering you, Jack?” she pressed, her concern evident.

“I’m just not excited about it,” Jack admitted. 

“Honestly, I'm shocked Jack even got assigned to any occupation. He can be pretty clueless," Emily interjected. 

Jack sighed in response, while their father shot Emily a disapproving look.

Just then, Bertha came in to clear the table, whisking away the dishes to wash them in the sink. Without another word, Jack bolted out of the house, jumped on his bike, and pedaled toward high school. In this world, buses and cars had become relics of the past, and many kids his age were riding alongside him.

Jack pedaled furiously until he finally arrived at his school. 

The only person Jack was truly looking forward to seeing at school was Ruby.  As Jack wandered through the hallways, he caught sight of her once more. Ruby was undeniably the most stunning girl he had ever laid eyes on, yet he found himself at a loss for words when it came to expressing his feelings. The concept of "love" seemed to have vanished from their world. In a society governed by vigilantism, marriages were predetermined, leaving no room for personal choice.

Just like careers, your partner was assigned based on your personality traits. Jack was uncertain about his future with Ruby; he longed to be with her, but the reality of their situation left him questioning if it would ever happen.

Jack made his way over to Ruby.

“Hey Ruby,” he greeted her.

“Ah, hello there Jack.” Ruby replied with a smile.

“Hold on a second, you know who I am?” Jack inquired, surprised.

“Absolutely!” Ruby exclaimed. Jack felt a rush of warmth at her words. He hadn’t anticipated that she would recognize him, especially since they hadn’t had a chance to chat one-on-one before.

“I remember you from that time you crashed your hoverboard into the tree, and one of the robot teachers had to rescue you,” Ruby said boldly while smiling. 

Jack’s cheerful demeanor quickly shifted to a more serious expression. Nevertheless, he felt a sense of satisfaction knowing that someone as beautiful as Ruby not only knew his name but also remembered him.

Jack struggled to discern Ruby's actual skin tone due to his colorblindness. In this world, everyone shared the same limitations; the only shades anyone could perceive were black and white. This was the default setting for vision from the moment of birth. 

Nevertheless, Jack found joy in imagining colors for people's appearances. 

He envisioned Ruby with vibrant red hair and speculated that her eyes were a striking green, complemented by a warm, peachy complexion.

"Ruby, could you come with me for a moment?" Jack requested, glancing at her.

"Of course," Ruby answered.

Jack guided her to a quiet spot, ensuring they were away from prying eyes. It was then that he felt compelled to reveal his true feelings.

"Ruby, I just have to say, I find you beautiful," Jack confessed, his heart racing at the thought of being so bold.

"Oh! Well, thank you...I guess..." Ruby replied with a hint of surprise in her voice. She then quickly tried to leave, but Jack grabbed her by her shoulder and quickly roped her back in.

"I realize we don’t know each other well, but I consider you a good friend..." he added, trying to keep the conversation light.

"What are you talking about, Jack?" Ruby asked with perplexity in her voice.

"Well, Ruby, I mean something deeper," Jack insisted, his heart pounding as he prepared to express his emotions. In a world where the word "love" had become obsolete, he needed to find another word to convey his feelings.

"I care about you, Ruby."

Ruby's eyes widened in astonishment.

"I’m on the verge of doing something I know I probably shouldn’t. Would it be alright if I did it with you?" Ruby gave a slight nod. With that, Jack gently grasped Ruby's hair, drawing her closer, and they shared a passionate kiss. In that instant, it felt as if time had frozen. This might have been the first kiss exchanged in ages within their society. Afterward, Ruby gazed at Jack, unsure of what to call the act they had just shared. All she knew was that it was fulfilling, and she relished the sensation of Jack's tongue mingling with hers.

"What just happened?" Ruby asked, her voice filled with surprise.

"Well, it’s called kissing," Jack explained, a playful smile on his face.

"Where did you learn how to do that?" Ruby pressed, intrigued.

"I can't explain it all right now," Jack replied, his expression turning serious. "But you have to promise me you won't tell anyone about this."

Ruby nodded, her heart racing. "I liked it... I want to experience more of it."

Both of them were eager to continue their conversation, but at that moment, the robot teacher noticed them and raised its mechanical voice.

"Hey! What are you two doing over there?" The robot teacher bellowed.

Jack's heart sank. 

He was acutely aware that kissing Ruby—or anyone—was a serious offense. In their world, romantic love had been abandoned for ages, and the consequences of being caught could be catastrophic.

As the robot teacher approached, Jack fell to his knees.

"I'm sorry, sir! I promise it won't happen again!" Jack stammered.

"What are you talking about?" the robot teacher replied, sounding annoyed.

"Huh?" Jack said, confusion creeping in.

"I came over to find you because the graduation ceremony, where you'll be assigned your jobs, has already started."

"Oh..." Jack quickly got back up. It turned out the robot teacher wasn’t upset about the kiss; it hadn’t even seen it. The teacher was simply looking for them to attend the graduation in the auditorium.

Jack and Ruby made their way to the auditorium, the hallways feeling unusually quiet. The robot teacher was right there, keeping a close eye on them which made it impossible for them to display any signs of affection. The auditorium was dimly lit, creating an atmosphere of anticipation. A robot presenter was on stage, announcing the various jobs assigned to everyone, listed in alphabetical order by last name.

“Clarke, Gardener” was the first name called. A gardener ensured that the public had access to the finest and healthiest plants.

“Garrett, Data Collector” followed, describing a role that involves gathering data on citizens and displaying it on a screen.

“Kelly, Architect” came next, highlighting the architect's duty to design buildings and spaces that minimized dissent, often through layouts that restricted privacy or promoted public gatherings.

Jack gazed at Ruby from where he was sitting in his seat. She was sitting many rows ahead of him. There was a part of him inside that wished she would turn around and look behind her and catch his eye. Then again, it was better if she didn’t do it. He didn’t want the robot staff to notice them making eye contact with each other and start pulling them off to the side and start asking them questions.

After a long while, the robot presenter announced Jack’s last name: “Romeo, Pharmacist.”

As a pharmacist, Jack would be responsible for dispensing pills aimed at treating disorders like rebellion or dissatisfaction.

Jack sighed, leaning back in his chair when he knew what job he would be assigned to. He didn’t have much enthusiasm for the idea of becoming a pharmacist. He did not feel a sense of excitement for any of the job offers available in this society.  He recognized the risk of developing what might be called “a drug addiction.” Yet, in this society, drug issues were something that never happened. Nevertheless, Jack found himself strangely eager to encounter these kinds of problems, longing to feel some type of emotion he had been missing for far too long. 

It would give him a sort of thrill away from the mundane routine that he was forced to follow every day. The ceremony came to a close, and with that there was one final announcement that crackled through the auditorium, its mechanical tone echoing off the walls.

"Congratulations on graduating high school. You are now free to exit the auditorium. Please place your copy of Butter by Robert Gaith in the bin by the exit. Have a good day."

The voice was cold and mechanical, stripped of any warmth or personal touch, as if it were a mere formality.

Jack reached into his messenger bag and pulled out his copy of Butter. The book felt heavier than ever in his hands—an unwelcome reminder of everything he’d endured. He stared at the cover for a moment, his fingers lingering over the familiar, yet hated, title. It was almost poetic, how the system used this book to track them, to shape them. And now, finally, it was time to let it go—or so he hoped.

Today was Jack's graduation, and with it came a sense of finality he couldn’t escape. As tradition dictated, every student was required to turn in their copy of Butter—the book that had been thrust into their hands on their first day of high school. It was a reminder of everything they’d been taught to believe, to follow, to submit to. Jack couldn’t remember a time when he hadn’t felt its presence, the weight of its words seeping into his thoughts, telling him how to think, how to act, and how to accept the constant surveillance.

But today, he was free of it. That was the only silver lining of this graduation. The idea of never having to see Butteragain in his life filled him with an odd sense of relief. For years, he’d carried the book with him like a badge of conformity, reluctantly absorbing the lessons it preached. It had been forced on him, and for so long, he’d wondered if he’d ever find the courage to challenge its message.

Now, as he handed the book to the officer at the gate, part of him wanted to tear it up, burn it, erase it from his memory. But he knew it was never really gone. The principles of vigilantocracy—those suffocating ideals—were too deeply embedded in the society around him. Still, there was something profoundly liberating in this moment, as if turning in the book signaled the end of one chapter in his life, even if he didn’t know what the next one would look like.

“Goodbye, Butter,” Jack whispered to himself, his fingers curling around the edge of the book before letting it slip from his grip. He didn’t look back. This was his moment of quiet rebellion.

After
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