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I COULD HEAR HER SCREAM in my dreams. Every night. Who she was and how to find her was a mystery.

But I knew I had to try. Or the dreams would never let me sleep normal again.

Not that it was going to be easy. Ever since the Great Secession, it was nearly impossible to get people into (or out of) the big city areas. You could get news out of their jammed "acronym media networks" easier.

But 'Cagga was less impossible than most. And that was where my dreams told me to search first.

I was here to get those dreams out of my sleep. 

I'd been called many times, for many things, but this was the most annoying one I'd ever had to live. Not that you'd call it living. Because sleep was one continuing nightmare for me. Not really a lot of sleep, just a lot of waking in a cold sweat, plus a lot of tossing and turning. I even had to get my own room because of all the yelling I'd do. 

So going to 'Cagga was for my own survival, as well as anyone around me. 

Lots of smiles got me through 'Cagga's gates. The guards didn't want to shake my hand, but waved me through behind the glass in their guard booth. Us "unclean" were only going to another slightly less unclean space - where the guards never went. 

Just to find this woman or girl or whoever is keeping me awake at night. 

She was in here somewhere. I hoped.

- - - -
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LET ME BRING YOU UP to speed: 

I'd been a foot-soldier in those civil wars, and had become a Brownie in self-defense. Because I wanted to help people. Got trained in first aid and counseling. 

There had been decades of guerrilla warfare through the corporate media and their supporters in the East and West Megalopolises. That was also where the "social" networks had their headquarters - of course both the "media" and "socials" only allowed what they wanted spread.

Those lies caused violence, and someone was needed to patch them up. Or so I thought at the time.

The more people found out that they were being depressed and strung along, they quit social media and quit corporate news. Life became easier and simpler, more peaceful that way.

Which meant they were training everyone who saw through it to simply ignore them. Sad. Yuge fail.

People tend to move to where they find people who think like themselves. So it became that cities had higher densities of "victimized" minorities. While independent "cusses" grew their food and shipped their orders out of warehouses, and drove their trucks for "overnight" delivery. Those "independents" lived outside the cities, and for awhile were like the "pony express" of moving orders to "re-distribution" centers just outside them. But that only lasted for awhile, until the walls were built.

People also learned to stay out of cities where the protests were staged. That's where the violence was going to happen. It wasn't violence against the rest of the rural and suburban nation, but violences between the far left and extreme far left factions. Essentially, the cities were becoming even more violent, while the rest of the nation sympathized, but stayed away.

I'd finally given up working in cities after being attacked in one too many after-protest triage centers. The final straw was when they started protesting the "lack of diversity" in the doctors, nurses, and paramedics that were trying to stitch and bandage and medicate the wounded and dying they created. 

It was easier helping people to find their own balance in life, some version of religion they could believe in, that worked for them. Even if it meant carrying a gun in self-defense, or letting others around them carry. Something you couldn't do inside their "tolerant" cities.

All that violence kept tourist dollars out out of cities. They should have learned from Russia's Crimean fiasco years ago - money likes peace. And their millionaires mostly left or entrenched themselves with walls and private security (as well as the usual well-placed "contribution" to various politicians, and buying up the media.) Because city resident's taxes went higher and higher, while more benefits were paid to people without a way to earn them. Unemployed violent protest-mobs were easy to stir into a riot, especially when they could be recorded easily and broadcast widely.

That set the stage for a settlement. The cities wanted to live their life (as it was) without "interference" while the rest of the country was tired of having to hear about their victimage lifestyle. Because what passed for "news" was simply their opinions about how the rest of the nation should act. Made up. Just for city residents. 

While the rest of the nation yawned and turned to family viewing, like old specials recorded decades earlier. When people used to "live and let live" and welcomed Mr. Rogers into their homes.

They said the Second Civil War was over in minutes. Only took some high mucky-muck that long to sign a paper. Then the cities were allowed to go their own way, more or less. They didn't want anything to do with the "deplorable, intolerant bigots clinging to their religion and their guns" while the rest of the country was tired of their violence-inciting rhetoric, two-faced politicians, and fake news.

Of course, cities had already built their walls around themselves. To replace having to have National Guardsman with their "assault weapons" encircle their boundaries. People felt "triggered", they said. (Odd choice of words.) The rest of the nation didn't want the city violence spreading out into their quiet neighborhoods. "Good Riddance!" was a headline from the online alternative media. 

For cities like  'Cagga, it just meant that their cost of raw materials was going up. Getting anything to their port on GLakes was now subject to U. S. Federal tariffs, as they controlled the waterways.

They could always fly anything in from N'Yack or L'angalez if they wanted, as long as they could land on water. But you could only carry so much. Fuel and parts weren't cheap. A different sort of tax. There was some talk about bringing back the Zeppelins, but it was just talk. No place big enough in those cities and not enough raw materials. 

Not to mention that there were tariff wars between Feds and Secessionist Cities that made getting anything in or out of urban areas nearly impossible.

And once they seceded, the media imprint only really reached their own populations, since they lost their broadcast licenses to anywhere else in the nation they had left. No one else tuned in, anyway. For awhile, some of the suburbs had jamming stations that would cross-broadcast across their signal. 

Once the cities cut power and water, that pretty much made the suburbs into wilderness or desert. Useless for farming. Ghost towns only good for deconstruction into building materials for cities. 

What really made the suburbanites move out was the plagues. They started in city hospitals when their antibiotics and medicines wouldn't work. And their solution was to put them in clinics outside their walls to protect everyone inside. Of course, this meant that their diseases would spread to all those "deplorables" who lived out there. 

Being anywhere near a city became a death sentence. Eventually, the cities were forced to keep their own sick inside their walls. Of course the media never told the stories of what their "final solution" had become the "cure." But there were rumors.
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