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And the rocket’s red glare, the bombs bursting in air,


Gave proof through the night that our flag was still there;


Oh, say! does that star-spangled banner yet wave


O’er the land of the free and the home of the brave?


—American national anthem

















ONE


Every week, Hannah asked when the war would end.


Soon, Mom always said, which her child’s mind translated as, Longer than you want.


The war had taken her home, friends, and family. If it didn’t end soon, it might take everything.


Ten months ago, Hannah and her mother arrived at the refugee camp set up at the Indiana Convention Center. They’d settled in Hall D, a vast space sectioned off by metal pipe and dark blue drapes into rooms ten feet square. Rough living, the days suspended between tension and tedium, but it was safer than outside.


Now Mom sat on her cot and inventoried their weekly aid package. Spam, rice, cheese, beans, sugar, powdered milk, soap, cooking oil. The bland basics of survival.


Before the war, she’d been an accountant. Now she added up calories, while Hannah counted the hours to their next meager meal.


Mom licked her finger and dipped it in the sugar. “Taste test?”


They used to bake together in their kitchen back in Sterling. Cookies and cupcakes and scones. Hannah helped out, knowing she’d be the official taste tester.


She licked the sweetness. It only made her hungrier, but she didn’t ask for more. She already received more than her fair share of the food. Once a plump woman, her mother had wasted away to gauntness.


“We have enough to get us to Friday,” Mom said. “Except water.”


“Okay.” Hannah looped a belt through three plastic gallon jugs.


“Why don’t you stay here and play with your friends?”


Mom always said this before they went outside. The streets were dangerous now with muggers, bombs, and rebel snipers who’d infiltrated the city.


“I want to go with you,” Hannah said.


She’d already lost Dad and Alex. If Mom went without her, she’d go out of her mind waiting. She hated being alone.


Mom understood all this. “All right, honey.”


They left their tiny room and closed the drape behind them. People traded rations and gossip in the aisle. A couple was having a loud argument. The air smelled like pee and frying Spam. Smoke from cooking fires hazed around the dead ceiling lights high over their heads.


Mrs. Bevis yanked her drape aside. “Did I hear you’re going out for water?”


Mom pursed her lips. “You did.”


“Because my back is still killing me.” She was already holding out her jug.


Hannah took it. “We can fill this up for you, Mrs. Bevis.”


“My waste bucket is getting full too.”


“Some other time,” Mom said before Hannah could say anything.


The old woman shot a look down the aisle. “Listen to them. Arguing again. They go at it all day and then again all night.”


Mom said, “Well, we should get going.”


Mrs. Bevis regarded her with a judgmental frown. “Don’t let me hold you up.”


They walked down Aisle 1500. War news droned on a portable radio. A swarm of kids ran laughing through laundry hung on lines spanning the aisle. Hannah sometimes joined in the fun but more often stayed close to Mom, an oasis of warmth and love in a world that had otherwise turned against her.


“Mrs. Bevis told me the war will be over by Christmas,” she said.


“It’s more like a hope than a prediction,” Mom told her.


More code that grown-ups used. “Okay.”


“It can’t go on forever, honey. It’ll stop one day, and then we can go home. We’ll all be together again.”


Mom always talked about Hannah’s dad as if he were still alive and as if her older brother, who’d disappeared, had made it back to their house in Sterling.


“I can’t wait,” Hannah played along.


“Until then, we’re doing okay. All we have to do is keep going.”


Outside, bright sunlight washed the cold street. Dirty snow covered the ground. Bicycles zipped around dead cars. Gunfire crackled at the front line a few miles away. A band of militia walked past, hard men and women wearing ratty uniforms and carrying rifles.


The water tanker was three blocks east. They waited in line until they could fill their jugs. Hannah shuffled her feet to stay warm and read political graffiti covering the wall of a nearby building. FREE INDY, THIS GUN KILLS FASCISTS, RESIST.


At last, it was their turn to fill their jugs from the spigots, and they started home.


Mom gave her a sly smile. “If Christmas is coming, you know what that means.”


“Hooray for me,” Hannah sulked.


“You only turn eleven once. I’m going to make you a cake.”


Hannah understood grown-ups told white lies to protect their kids, but this was going too far. “We don’t have any flour or butter. We barely have any sugar.”


“Then I’ll have to make something out of nothing.”


She shot Mom a warning look. They’d once had an imaginary dinner, where they’d pretended to eat a sumptuous feast. “Okay.”


“It’s a real thing, honey. I got a recipe from another mom.”


Hannah believed now. The women at the refugee center were like mad scientists when it came to making new meals from the monotonous aid packages. They knew how to turn rice, vinegar, water, and powdered milk into cheese.


“What’s in it?” she said.


“It’s best if you don’t know.”


Hannah laughed. “Like a hot dog.”


“It’ll be yummy,” her mother assured her.


“I can’t wait.” She was still smiling. “It’s gonna be awesome.”


“When the world goes back to normal, we can have a proper birthday party.”


The grown-ups always talked like that, how nothing was normal, as if the war was an embarrassing mistake. But this, talking about a birthday cake. This felt normal, even after everything she’d lost. Something out of nothing.


“I love you, Mom—”


Blood sprayed across her cheek.


Bikes crashed in the roar of the rolling gunshot. The street emptied.


Mom shuddered on the blacktop.


Hannah blinked in shock. “Mommy?”


“Sniper!” a woman shrieked.


A large man scooped Hannah like a football as he charged past. She screamed and clawed at the air as Mom dwindled with each step.


The man set her down behind a burned-out bus but kept a tight hold of her arm to prevent her from bolting. Other people had sought safety here in a gasping huddle.


Crying, Hannah watched her mother struggle to rise.


“Stay down,” the man hissed. “Don’t move.”


Mom freed herself from the belt and its heavy water jugs. She heaved onto her elbows. She started to drag her body off the road.


Hannah was wailing. “Mommy.”


Their eyes locked. A smile flickered across Mom’s face.


The second shot rammed her back down. The crowd screamed.


Hannah howled with them. “MOMMY!”


Nothing out of everything.














TWO


The Canadian Air Force transport plane trembled on air pockets at fifteen thousand feet.


Gabrielle Justine sat clenched in her metal chair attached to the bulkhead. She wore a blue helmet, flak jacket, parachute, and around her neck an oxygen mask. To her left, tarpaulin-covered wood crates filled the cargo hold. Twenty tons of milk and cheese. Cold air whistled through the compartment, bringing a strong whiff of fuel and canvas.


Corporal Kassar smiled at her from his seat on the opposite bulkhead. Goggles and a dashing red scarf complemented his uniform. The other crewman chewed gum while reading a paperback.


“You’re UN, right?” the corporal shouted over the propeller hum. “UNICEF.”


She didn’t trust herself to speak. She nodded.


“But you’re from Quebec,” he added. “Your accent.”


Gabrielle spoke French as her first language. “Yes.”


“Here to help the children. Very noble. First time in the jungle?”


Booms sounded far below. They were getting close now.


Gabrielle turned to look out the nearest window. From way up here, Indianapolis appeared peaceful through a smoky haze. Indy, the locals called it. The crossroads of America.


Then she spotted the scarred ground marking the contact line, battlefields and trenches among houses and strip malls. The city and its population of some nine hundred thousand people had been under siege for nearly a year.


No sane person would come here by choice.


The gum-chewing crewman called out without looking up from his paperback, “What’s the difference between a smart and a stupid American?”


Kassar rolled his eyes at the old joke. “The smart one is watching the war on TV in Canada.”


Gabrielle flinched as light flashed on the ground.


The crewman set down his novel and threw her a sharp look. “The same joke now goes for Canadians, it looks like.”


Two years ago, the Democrats retook Congress and impeached President Philip Marsh. After the Senate convicted him, he refused to leave office, and in the end, it was the bulk of Congress that fled Washington, DC. The military wavered as massive protests swept the country. Armed groups seized government buildings and TV stations, triggering a civil war.


When UNICEF put out a call for field operatives to go to America, Gabrielle quit her safe job buried in a humanitarian relief organization and took a contract. In Indianapolis, she’d evaluate the needs of the city’s children. It promised to be hard work, and dangerous. But worthwhile.


Her friends worried she’d lost her mind. Her parents had begged her not to go. Dad told her she was smart and young and had a long life filled with choices ahead of her. She was already helping children at her current job. Why risk life and limb?


She could do more good in the field. She wanted to take part in history. Gabrielle gave him every answer except the truth, which was long ago, if a single man hadn’t taken a risk on her behalf, she’d be dead.


She was tired of helping from a safe distance. It was time for her to pay it forward, take her own risks, and try to make a difference.


Now that she was here, she wondered if she’d made the right decision.


Gabrielle sighted the sprawling airport. So close. Then the plane tilted and cut off her view. “Why haven’t we started descending?”


Kassar grinned. “Because we don’t want to get shot down.”


He leveled out his hand and angled it toward the deck. The plane had to maintain altitude to avoid ground fire and then plunge for a rapid landing.


She grabbed onto the canvas webbing and prayed. “Dieu nous protège.”


The C-130 Hercules dropped out of the sky.


“Here we go,” the corporal said.


Alarms shrilled from the cockpit. The plane screamed in its descent. Corporal Kassar reached into the folds of his scarf, found a talisman, and kissed it for luck.


“Hey, UN,” he said.


Gabrielle stared at him, unable to speak. The airframe was shaking.


“Hey!”


“What?!”


“Are you seeing anybody?”


“Are you kidding me?”


“Can I take you to dinner sometime?”


“No,” she said. “Maybe. I don’t know!”


Anything, she prayed. Just let me survive this.


Her stomach lurched as the transport plane leveled out. Giant wheels slammed asphalt, carbon brakes screeching. Gabrielle gaped out the window at the blessed ground. Armored personnel carriers flashed by on the tarmac. Hesco walls surrounded the airport like a medieval town.


She prayed again—this time that she hadn’t made a huge mistake coming here.














THREE


For a half hour, they huddled behind the abandoned bus as gunfire popped in the distance. Apartment buildings loomed over boarded-up retail stores. Surrounded by water bottles, Hannah’s mother lay facedown in the empty street.


Get up, Hannah prayed.


The shooting stopped.


“We got him,” said the man who saved her. “I think we’re safe now.”


Nobody moved.


“Screw it,” a woman said. “I’ll go first.”


She snatched up her discarded bike and started pedaling. She didn’t look at Hannah’s mother lying in the street.


The onlookers tensed, but nothing happened.


The man turned to Hannah. “Do you have somewhere you can go?”


She began to cry. Mom lay in the road, and nobody was doing anything. They didn’t care. They were all leaving.


“Oh, man,” he said. “I can’t. I mean, I’m not…”


“Mom,” she screamed. “Mom!”


Willing her to get up, though she knew she wouldn’t.


“Mommy!”


A wailing ambulance turned the corner and screeched to a halt. Men in blue jackets jumped out. After checking for a pulse, they took hold of Hannah’s mother by the armpits and feet and tossed her on a stack of other bodies inside.


To Hannah, it was as if she were being taken out like trash.


“Don’t touch her like that! Hey!” She ran into the street as the vehicle sped off.


Only a red stain on the road remained. The rest of her mother was headed to a mass grave at the American Legion Mall. Exhaust hung in the air like a ghost.


“Are you all right? You shouldn’t be out in the open like this.”


The man who’d saved her was gone. A skinny woman with a bandage taped over the left side of her face towered over her.


Hannah wiped her eyes and shied away. She wasn’t supposed to talk to people she didn’t know. One couldn’t trust anybody or anything these days. People were always looking over their shoulders for a reason. They slept with one eye open.


The woman scratched at her bandage. “Is this your water? It’s a lot for just one girl.”


Hannah heaved the belt over her shoulder, but the load was too heavy. She unbuckled the belt, looped it through a single jug, and started walking. Mrs. Bevis would get upset if Hannah didn’t bring back her water.


The woman scrabbled the rest into her arms. “Bless you, young lady!”


Hannah didn’t answer. Still in shock, just trying to think.


Images flashed through her mind. Convention center, Hall D. Red Cross packages. Bulldozers digging a trench at the American Legion Mall.


Mom knocked to the ground still wearing a loving smile.


“No crying,” Hannah yelled. Not this time, not ever again.


She did anyway. She was going to cry forever.


She found herself near Victory Field. Merchants had converted the baseball diamond into an open-air market. As she grew close, the city’s smells thickened. Waste, burning, death.


Mom had taken her here before so they could look at all the nice things. Back in Sterling, they’d once had everything. A heated home and plenty to eat. School and clothes and summer camps.


And after they lost it all, Mom said: Now we know what’s truly important. Now we know how to live in the moment.


Something out of nothing. Hannah had no idea where to even start.


If the worst happens and I can’t take care of you, you have to survive.


Mom hadn’t taught her how.


If she went back to the refugee center, the aid workers would put her in an orphanage. She’d seen war orphans roaming the streets like packs of wild dogs, fighting over territory and salvage.


The idea of living with them terrified her.


Hannah veered into the bustling market and walked through the crowds in a daze. It was the first time she’d ever wanted to become lost.


People hauled old and useful things to and from sellers standing behind plastic picnic tables. A man grunted as he pushed a shopping cart filled with firewood across the cold, rutted ground. Everybody looked skinny and tired. Vapor puffed from open mouths.


She stopped to warm herself at a burning trash can. Nearby, a seller had connected a car battery to a TV tuned to CNN. She watched it for a while, mesmerized. The handsome newsman wore a grave expression. The scrolling caption read, PRESIDENT SUSPENDS OTTAWA TALKS.


Always this stupid war.


“Hot cocoa, kid?” a man said. He’d set up a hillbilly coffee shop at his table. Balanced on bent coat hangers, Campbell’s soup cans boiled water over fires burning in other containers. She spotted jars of instant coffee, packets of hot cocoa.


Hot chocolate. It made her think about all the little things that were gone. Ice cubes tinkling in a glass of lemonade on a summer day. Bologna and mustard sandwich in her lunch box. Warm sheets just out of the dryer. Cartoons on TV. A text from a friend on her phone. Fragments of a long dream, already half-forgotten.


Back then, her biggest worry was math tests.


Thinking about the little things made her forget, if only for a second, what she really missed. Mom, Dad, Alex, her friends and teachers back in Sterling.


Now we know what’s truly important.


Hannah shook her head at the man. She had no money.


One of his fires burned out, and he bent to relight it. This was the new math. The precise amount of heat it took to boil a cup of water. How to make an aid package provide calories for two people for a week.


“I’ll trade you,” he said. “Half what you got in that jug for a cup of hot cocoa.”


It seemed a fair deal. “Okay.”


Careful not to spill a drop, the man measured out half a gallon. Then he filled a Styrofoam cup to the brim with hot chocolate. It steamed in the cold air.


“This’ll warm you right up.” He smiled. “I gave you a packet that had marshmallows.”


Hannah sipped. The cocoa scalded her tongue, but she didn’t care. Its heat flooded her chest. Her taste buds sang. “Thank you.”


He dabbed a napkin and offered it to her. “You have some… red on your face.”


Hannah took it and balled it in her fist.


“Indy is one of the last places in Indiana that is still America,” a stout policewoman cried from a nearby table. She wore an impressive uniform that included ballistic armor. Behind her, a blue banner displayed an eagle, gold stars, and the roman capitals IMPD, which stood for the Indianapolis Metropolitan Police Department. “We must defend ourselves. We can’t do it alone.”


Hannah gazed at her with wide eyes as she sipped her hot cocoa. The woman appeared confident, well-fed, and tough.


“Do you want to suffer wrongs or right them?” she said. “Do you want a democracy or a dictator? Do you love the Constitution? Step right up and do your part by joining the Metro Police. Three square meals a day! Signing bonus if you have military experience!”


Food, Hannah heard. Power and control.


The police would teach her how to survive. She wanted to be this woman, standing strong in armor and being able to protect herself.


She approached the table. “Hey, can I join your police?”


The woman sized her up with a glance. “Too young.”


“I don’t have anywhere else to go.”


“Sorry, kid. I can’t help you.”


“Do you know where the front line is? The one facing Sterling?”


She pointed. “That way.”


“My brother’s on the other side. He’ll take care of me.”


She started walking again, this time with purpose.


Alex was all she had left in the world, unless the war had taken him too. She’d cross the front line and find him.


“Wait,” the policewoman said.


She wrote in her leather notebook and tore out a sheet. Hannah frowned as she inspected it. Traffic summons. It said she had to go to court.


Then she read what the woman had written. An address. Prospect Street.


“Why do I have to go there?”


“It’s what you’re looking for, and it’s safer than where you were going.”


“Did you find my brother?”


The woman turned away and called out, “Indy is one of the last places left in Indiana that is still America!”


Hannah scrubbed her face with the damp napkin and returned to the coffee seller, who smiled and said, “How’s your cocoa?”


“Good.” She showed him the traffic ticket. “Do you know where this is?”


He scrutinized it. “You going there?”


“Yeah.”


“It’s in Fountain Square. A bit of a walk. I’ll draw you a map.”


It was in the opposite direction of where she wanted to go. So far in the opposite direction, it was near a whole other front line.


She finished the last of her hot chocolate and handed the cup back to the man to reuse. Then she left the market and walked along the route he’d drawn.


Each step took her farther from the refugee center. Ahead lay a long, cold trek. She had no idea where she was going or how long it’d take to get there.


The freezing wind tugged at her, as if it too wanted her to go back.


She kept going.


Hannah was mad now. Mad at the sniper shooting her mom for no reason. The policewoman sending her on a wild-goose chase. This whole stupid war.


Anger felt better than helpless despair. She held on to it. She was going to walk until she discovered what the policewoman said she was looking for.


Hannah had been trying to become lost. This was as good a way as any to do it.














FOUR


The C-130 taxied on the runway before parking near an aircraft hangar. Corporal Kassar heaved Gabrielle’s duffel bag over his shoulder and offered his hand. She took it and stood to stretch aching muscles battered by the rough flight.


He said, “No offense, but you don’t seem cut out for this line of work.”


“My first time in the field,” she admitted.


“I got out of Syria during the civil war against President Assad. You might say I grew up in a place like this. You want some advice?”


“Sure.”


“Watch out for the kids,” he said. “They’ll rob you blind.”


Gabrielle threw him a warning look. He grinned.


“Okay, okay,” he said. “Here’s my advice. Keep your idealism in check and take your time.”


“What do you mean?”


“The United States is no longer united, right? Neither is Indianapolis. There are at least a hundred major militias in the city, some just armed gangs.”


“I don’t care about the sides. I’m here for the children.” She looked around the cargo hold as the ramp dropped. “These supplies will do them some good.”


As long as the humanitarian aid kept flowing, the innocent majority might survive.


“All I’m saying is get to know the players and how things work before you try to change things. Allow yourself to accept small victories. It’s the trying that counts. I’ve flown out enough burned-out aid workers to have learned this much.”


Maybe spending more time with Kassar wasn’t such a bad idea. “So how does one date during a siege?”


He laughed. “I was trying to take your mind off the landing.”


“It’s too late to back out now, mon cher.”


“I’m not authorized to go into the city,” he said. “And if I did, somebody would think I’m an Arab terrorist and shoot me. The whole country has lost its marbles. When you get home, look me up and I’ll buy you a drink. You’ll need it.”


She smiled. “It’s a deal.”


“Here, take this too. For good luck.”


He removed his talisman and gave it to her. It was a gold maple leaf on a chain, symbol of Canada and its multicultural unity. Where Kassar had found a safe place to call home after fleeing his own civil war.


“Thank you,” Gabrielle said, touched by the gesture.


She took her duffel bag and walked down to the tarmac, enjoying the feel of solid ground again. Forklifts converged on the plane to offload its precious cargo.


A slim young soldier with big ears met her at the bottom of the ramp. “Pleased to meet you, ma’am. I’m Lieutenant Douglas. I’m your liaison officer.”


She shook his hand. “Gabrielle Justine, UNICEF.”


He reached for her bag. “Let me get that for you. That’s my jeep there.”


Gabrielle had expected this reception based on her briefing. Units of the Indiana Army National Guard held the airport southwest of the city, along with a narrow strip of land between West Washington Street and I-70.


The jeep sped off toward a hangar, where Lieutenant Douglas had arranged safe transportation into Indy. He sat rigid behind the wheel, polite but distant. She sensed he’d rather be doing something else.


Soldiers smoked cigarettes around a burning barrel by a drab utility shed. An impressive armored vehicle rolled past. She wondered why these men weren’t out there trying to put an end to all this. They didn’t seem to be doing anything.


“I hope you won’t mind a word about your helmet,” he said.


She reached up to touch the cold metal dome. “Did I put it on wrong?”


“It’s blue.”


“The press and UN wear blue helmets,” she said. “It means I’m neutral.”


“Yes, ma’am. Not everybody sees it that way.”


“I don’t understand.”


“For some folks here, the UN is the enemy. They think the UN wants to strip America of its sovereignty. They hate you more than they hate the press. I’m trying to tell you your helmet might as well have a bull’s-eye on it.”


“I came here to help the children,” she said.


He shrugged. “Make of it what you want.”


Gabrielle studied his neutral profile and wondered about his motives telling her this. “What about you? What do you think of the UN?”


“My orders don’t include thinking about the UN, ma’am.”


The liaison officer parked the jeep and hopped out. She didn’t press it further. The short jaunt across the windy tarmac in the open-top jeep had her frozen. She followed him into the hangar on uncertain legs.


“Make yourself at home,” he said. “We’re waiting for one more passenger, and then the APC will take you all to Indy. Good luck, ma’am.”


“Lieutenant Douglas.” Her voice sounded loud in the cavernous space.


“Ma’am?”


Gabrielle gestured around her. “What are you doing here?”


“Our priority mission is to provide security for the airport and aid shipments.”


“I mean, why don’t you stop the fighting?”


He smiled. “Do you want the response I’m supposed to give or the real answer?”


“The real one.”


“The real answer is it’s complicated.”


The liaison officer set her bag on the floor and left her standing by a big armored personnel carrier. Its crew clambered over it like monkeys, performing maintenance. Technical exchanges and ribald asides echoed off the metal walls. The soldiers paused to nudge one another until they were all leering at her.


Gabrielle shied away toward a coffee service set up against a wall of sandbags. She steadied herself with a deep breath and poured a steaming cup. Her stomach growled, though she had little real appetite. She popped a bagel into the toaster anyway. She’d force it down.


The military had Wi-Fi. Her cell started pinging, texts from home.


“Haven’t seen you before.” Two men lay on nearby cots, blue helmets by their feet. One sat up. “Hello. Who are you with?”


She sipped her coffee, savoring its heat. “United Nations Children’s Fund.”


Shoulders sagging and his face weighted down by jowls, the middle-aged man was built like a melting iceberg. His eyes, however, glittered with energy and intelligence, giving him a cunning look. “I’d heard they were letting UNICEF into the country.”


“I’m Gabrielle Justine.”


“Pleased to make your acquaintance. Terry Allen, The Guardian.”


“The British newspaper.”


“The very same. I’m doing the full tour. Hitting all the big cities.”


The other man waved from his cot. “Walt Payne. I’m with the Gary municipal government. Here to see the governor. Welcome to the Alamo.”


Like Indianapolis, Gary, Indiana, was under siege. Population eighty thousand, the city protected Chicago’s eastern flank.


“You may as well settle in,” Terry said. “It’s always hurry up and wait with military types. We’ve been sitting on our arses all morning watching these blokes get their vehicle sorted. How did you get in?”


“I hitched a ride on a shipment of humanitarian aid from Canada.”


The man snorted. “Investment is more like it.”


She blinked. “Why do you say it like that?”


“Canada is being overrun with refugees who riot if they can’t get a decent cheeseburger. The Canucks figure if they feed the Yanks here, they’ll stay put.”


The soldiers had stopped working on the APC and were listening.


“I don’t think you’re being fair,” she said.


He was showing off by playing the cynical journalist. In her view, Canada’s desire to help was earnest. The whole country felt like children stuck in their room while their alcoholic parents beat the crap out of each other downstairs.


“Look,” Terry went on, “most of the aid doesn’t even reach the people for whom it’s intended. The city government puts the lot in warehouses, where most of it mysteriously disappears and ends up on the black market.”


And certain men profited from the misery. Gabrielle sensed this was just a taste of what she was up against. Nothing about this place appeared welcoming.


She said, “How do you know all that?”


“It’s been the same in every city I’ve visited. Why should Indianapolis be different? There may be seven basic plots in literature, but in real life, there’s only one, and it is always explained by following the money.”


Her bagel popped in the toaster.


Crump, crump.


The soldiers dove to the floor. “INCOMING!”


Gabrielle dropped her mug, which shattered.


Terry was already on the ground pulling on his helmet. “For Christ’s sake, get down!”


She landed hard with a cry. Mortar rounds shrieked as they tore the air overhead. Muffled explosions vibrated through the cold concrete. Coffee soaked into her sleeve.


“If you hear the round, it’s not going to kill you,” Terry said.


“Okay,” she gasped.


“If you don’t hear it, well, you’re fucked.”


The soldiers got to their feet and pulled on their gear. Their hairy sergeant growled, “Mount up. We’re moving out now.”


Terry heaved his bulk off the floor and grabbed his luggage. Walt was already jogging to the APC’s rear door. Gabrielle followed.


“You forgot your kit,” Terry said.


She ran back for her duffel bag as mortars thudded in the distance. She threw herself down again to wait out the barrage. The APC’s engine roared to life.


Get up, she told herself, though she remained glued to the floor.


The engine revved like a warning. She picked herself up and raced to the vehicle’s protection with her bag.


Terry was inside next to Walt, who said, “You still with us, Gabrielle?”


She sat trembling in the cramped compartment. The ramp closed.


The reporter chuckled. “They don’t teach you much at UN school, do they?”


She’d received a crash course on the political and military situation in Indiana, the local population and culture, and her humanitarian responsibilities.


They hadn’t taught her how to survive.














FIVE


Anger kept Hannah moving, but it couldn’t keep her warm. The cold seeped into her bones. The sloshing water jug grew heavier with each step. The napkin in her pocket had her mother’s blood on it. She broke down outside a boarded-up pet store, eyes flooded with tears.


The few people on the street ignored her as they went about their errands.


Mom is gone, I’m all alone, and nobody cares.


In Hannah’s imagination, the whole city was packing up and leaving her behind. Abandoning her just as her mother had.


If something bad happens to me, do whatever it takes, Mom had said.


“You left me alone,” Hannah cried.


She knew she wasn’t being fair, but she couldn’t help herself.


“You said everything was going to be okay, but it’s not.”


Her brother’s voice intruded. You can’t always cry to get your way, brat.


“Screw you too, fart-face.” Nobody was here to tell her to mind her language, so she added in a quieter voice, “Friggin’ ass.”


Alex abandoning her was the greater sin, since it had been his choice.


Her big brother had always known how to make her mad. He knows how to push your buttons, Mom had described it. Hannah had pictured having a real button on her forehead, which was where she always felt her anger start.


Now, she was almost grateful for it. The anger felt good.


Do whatever it takes.


Maybe what Mom meant was surviving wasn’t a list of things to do. Maybe it was how you looked at things. How hard you tried.


Mom was telling her she had to be strong and make her own decisions like a grown-up. Should she keep slogging forward, or go back and register at the orphanage?


Hannah had wanted to get lost, only to revisit how horrible being lost felt. Every step just got her more lost. Turning around, however, meant going to a terrible place. Going forward offered a chance. What you’re looking for, the policewoman had said.


Maybe there was food awaiting her. A hot bath and a soft bed.


That settled it.


Hannah set the water jug on the sidewalk and started walking again. Sorry, Mrs. Bevis. Her legs protested, but it felt good to be journeying toward something rather than escaping. That would come later, when she’d leave this nightmarish day with a long sleep.


The road turned into an overpass over a highway, which the map said was I-70. Below her, the highway stretched south until it curved around a hill covered with the stumps of trees cut down for firewood. She couldn’t see the siege line from here, but she knew the rebels were out there, trying to get in and run things the way they had at Sterling.


By the time Hannah crossed the overpass, her face ached from the cold, and she was dragging her numbed feet. She didn’t stop. She kept her head down and stared at her boots, taking one step after another until she’d banished all sense of time.


Finally, she looked up to take in old brick buildings. A theater, a bookstore that was still in business, and several art galleries stood side by side. The windows of a closed clothing store were covered in propaganda posters, protest signs, and lurid graffiti declaring, NOT MY PRESIDENT, PRO-AMERICA/ANTI-MARSH, WELCOME TO THE RESISTANCE.


Prospect Street. Her face was so cold now, she couldn’t even smile as she approached the address on the ticket.


At the top of the stone steps, the sign read, DOMESTIC VIOLENCE COLLECTIVE.


A security camera perched over the doors. She waved at it, but nothing happened. The city only had electricity a few hours every evening.


This wasn’t what she’d expected.


As she reached to knock, two women came out and almost walked into her. Both wore brown wool coats belted at the waist. The younger woman carried an automatic rifle slung over her shoulder.


The older one sized up Hannah. “A cat left a bird on our doorstep.”


“Can we help you?” the younger one said.


Shivering from the cold, Hannah eyed the rifle. “I’m sorry to bother you. A policewoman said I should come to this place.”


“Are you an orphan?”


“Yes.”


“Then you should go to an orphanage.”


“I don’t want charity,” Hannah said, repeating something Mom said often enough since they’d come to Indy. “I was trying to join the police.”


“We aren’t the police. And you’re too young, anyway.”


“Perhaps not all that young,” the older lady observed. “This is Sabrina. I’m Abigail.”


“I’m freezing.”


Abigail laughed, though Hannah hadn’t been trying to be funny. Her eyes turned hard. “Tell me your name, please.”


“Hannah Miller.” She garbled the words, her face numb. Talking was like trying to speak while wearing a rubber mask.


“Nice to meet you, Hannah. What happened to your folks?”


“They’re gone.”


“Dead?”


“A sniper shot my mom this morning.” She winced. Saying it out loud made it real again. “My dad died months ago. IED in the road.”


Abigail nodded as if it were normal such things would happen to a ten-year-old. That it was normal a girl would know what an improvised explosive device was. “You look frozen to the bone. Where did you come from?”


“The refugee center.”


“You walked a very long way to get here.”


“The policewoman said what I was looking for was here,” Hannah said.


“And what would that be?”


“I told her I was looking for my brother.”


“I understand. You’re looking for family.”


“Is Alex here?”


“No.” Abigail said to her friend, “We’ve taken young ones before.”


“They’re from the Square,” Sabrina said. The fighter had elven features accentuated by rectangular glasses and red hair that hung in long braids. “It’s sad what happened to this girl, but we can’t take care of everybody. She belongs in an orphanage. We should let her warm up and then send her on her way.”


“Hannah, do you know what we do here?”


Her eyes left Sabrina’s rifle to again read the sign next to the door, but what it said wasn’t true, not anymore. “You’re militia. You fight the rebels.”


“What do you think about that?”


Hannah thought about her mom toppling over from a sniper’s bullet. The IED blast ripping through the car. The strong and confident police officer barking at the crowd to sign up and resist the dictator who’d caused all this.


“I think the policewoman was right,” she said. “This is the place.”


Abigail turned to her friend. “You go on ahead. I’ll catch up.” After Sabrina left, she bent to look Hannah in the face. “Would you like some hot food?”


Hannah grimaced. She was shaking now from the cold. “Yes, please.”


“Then let’s get you inside before you freeze to death.”


Hannah trudged after her into a reception area, where an old woman smiled from behind a desk. Then through a room with Ping-Pong and card tables, a dining hall, a spacious living room with a TV. Everything drab but comfortable as an old sofa. Two women walked past, guns holstered on their hips. Another stomped a pedal to stitch a uniform on an old sewing machine.


Double doors swung open to reveal the kitchen. Abigail and Hannah went inside, where a team of women worked at preparing some kind of stew in a giant oven jury-rigged for wood fire.


Abigail took off her coat and ladled a bowl. “Sit.”


Hannah sat at a small card table. Her entire body ached as it began to thaw in the kitchen’s heat. Abigail placed the bowl in front of her and took a seat herself to watch her eat.


Hannah spooned some broth and sipped it. Scalding but delicious. She blew on it a few times before slurping the rest.


Abigail folded her hands on the table. “We are the Free Women Collective. I’m the commander, but everything you see here was built by a community.”


Hannah began to shovel her stew as hunger overtook her.


“If women ran the world, do you think we’d be having a war? Hannah?”


She perked up at her name. “I don’t know. No, I guess.”


“A year ago, we were a women’s shelter offering second-stage housing for victims of domestic violence. They lived in fourteen apartments over our heads. Eat a little slower.”


Hannah paused and studied the woman’s face. Abigail was thin like everybody else, and younger than she’d thought at first. A strong woman, though worn down by hardship and care. Past Abigail’s shoulder, another woman gave a massage at a table. A rifle stood propped against the wall.


“Women and their children would come here and live for as long as two years,” the commander went on. “We provided food, childcare, counseling, life skills. When the troubles started, the police couldn’t protect us.”


She said they cowered inside during the big demonstrations, the bombings and barricades, the police engaging in house-to-house fighting against right-wing terrorists. When they peered out the windows, they saw men flashing victory signs as they drove past in trucks.


A man came to collect his wife. He yelled, “This place is under Marsh-al law!” Marsh-al law, not martial law, a different kind of law, one that let him do whatever he wanted.


He found his wife in her room, seized her by the hair, and told her he was taking her home. This time, he promised, she’d behave herself.


“We grabbed any weapon we could find and helped her,” Abigail said.


Hannah’s mouth fell open. “You hurt him?”


“I’m not going to talk to you as a child. You earned it.”


“Good.” Hannah hated when grown-ups lied to avoid a hard truth.


“We beat that man until he could barely walk and dumped him out on the street,” Abigail said. “You could say the Free Women started that very moment, in a collective act of self-defense.”


“Oh.” It went against everything she’d been taught. “You couldn’t just talk to him?”


“You ever have an imaginary friend, Hannah?”


“When I was little.” When Alex wouldn’t play with her, she always had Bekka.


“Well, the fascists out there, they grew up having imaginary enemies, boogeymen under the bed they never outgrew. Immigrants, Muslims, gays, you name it, even women. They’re scared of everything and want to control it by hurting us. If they win, we’ll lose everything. No, we couldn’t have just talked to him.”


Hannah regarded her empty bowl and nodded. She didn’t want anybody to talk to the sniper who’d murdered her mom. She wanted him arrested and put in a jail forever, and too bad for him if that hurt his feelings.


“This war has given us sadness and hardship we’d never imagined,” Abigail went on. “Just like you. But here, we’ve done better than survive. We built the Free Women. We fought back. We stopped the fascists at Pleasant Run. We’re holding our ground. And more, we built a community. A community based on equality, empowerment, and protection. For the first time in their lives, a lot of these women feel like they’re in control.”


“It’s good here,” Hannah agreed. She felt safe in this warm, busy kitchen with Abigail, surrounded by the smells of food and the chatter of women.


“I’m telling you all this because you need to know who we are and what this is,” Abigail said. “What we’re fighting for and why it’s important. If you didn’t like anything you heard me say, you can leave tomorrow with a full belly. If you did, you can pitch in. Fair enough?”


“Yes.”


“It’s a big decision. Best to sleep on it.”


Hannah smiled at the idea of sleep. Her eyelids were already getting heavy.


Abigail gazed around the room crowded with women working together to prepare the next communal meal. “You know, as horrible as it is to say, when this war is over, I think a lot of us are going to miss it.”














SIX


Alex Miller jerked awake in his tent. “What?”


“Get your ass out here, that’s what,” Mitch said.


“Coming, Sergeant.” The boy emerged groaning from his warm sleeping bag and pulled on his uniform and boots over his thermals. After watch duty last night, he was tuckered. But when Mitch said get your ass outside, you did it.


He crawled out of the tent and stood blinking in morning light. “Reporting.”


Mitch eyed him with his thumbs hooked in the load-bearing vest of his woodland camouflage uniform. The sergeant was a large man, broad-shouldered and muscular, his only concession to middle age a soft gut and some streaks of gray in his beard. He was a combat vet who’d served two tours in Afghanistan.


The rest of the squad stood grinning behind him. They were either going to beat him up or give him a Christmas present. You never knew with these guys. Alex fidgeted from nerves and an urgent need to pee.


“How old are you again, son?”


“I’ll be sixteen in March.”


“You’ve been with us awhile now. Through the whole show, almost.”


Ten months ago, Alex asked the wrong men for a ride. The men were with the Liberty Tree militia. They’d handed him over to Mitch to break in. Since then, Alex had worked as a runner, cook, porter, and sentry for the patriots.


“Yes, Sergeant,” he said.


Booming gunfire to the north. The libs were making another push against the siege line at the Brickyard Crossing golf course.


“The Liberty Tree got its name from the elm in Boston where the colonists made their first stand against the British king,” Mitch said. “Do you understand what we’re trying to do here?”


“Sometimes, you have to break it to save it,” Alex recited.


The patriots held an iron-clad, black-and-white view of the world. They exalted America, the Constitution, and the role of the average citizen in safeguarding the republic from tyranny. They weren’t destroying America. They were protecting it. To them, overthrowing the government wasn’t treason but the height of patriotism.


“Good boy.” Mitch held out an AR-15 rifle. “This is for you.”


He hesitated before taking it. “Thanks, Sergeant.”


“You’re a fighter now. You ready for that?”


For nearly a year, he’d been helping them because he’d had nowhere else to go. Now they wanted him to fight at their side.


He thought about pointing out he was only fifteen, but Mitch already knew that. The militia had other teenagers fighting with them. Boys became men early these days.


He gave the only answer he was allowed. “I sure am.”


“That’s good, because I have a job for you.” The sergeant put one thick arm around Alex’s neck and pointed with the other. “Walk that way about two hundred meters until you spot the enemy’s forward posts. Then hustle back and report what you saw.”


A solo recon patrol in urban ruins infested with snipers, armed with a rifle loaded with a single thirty-round magazine. It was a simple test. To join the Liberty Tree militia, a man had to follow orders. Then he had to prove his courage.


The pressure in Alex’s bladder became unbearable as he imagined it. “You can count on me, Sergeant.”


“Then get to it. Holler at me when you get back. And don’t get shot.”


He wondered if it was okay if he hit the latrine first, but he was too scared to ask. Best if he just took off and made a show of it.


The front line lay a block away. During the siege, the Liberty Tree had dwindled to company strength, about a hundred fighters. These men held a mile of trenches and fortified houses running down the west side of North Tibbs Avenue. Concrete barriers and sandbags straddled the cross streets.


“Hey, fag,” Sergeant Shook called to him. Wearing ballistic armor, the giant left his campfire. “Look at you. My little boy is a man now.”


Alex grimaced. His bladder was about to burst. “Mitch gave me recon duty.”


“Not until you give me ten. Ten push-ups or ten free punches.”


He did the push-ups. Shook was a psycho. Before the war, he’d drive to protests wearing homemade armor and wade into antifa with a club. In his simple ideology, you were either a patriot or a pussy. He called himself an intellectual and the “last man.” Fierce, though he struck Alex as more jackal than wolf.


Stroking his goatee, Shook walked off bored before Alex finished. He got off the ground and started running, ready to explode. He raced past the trenches on the front line.


“Get some,” somebody yelled after him.


Shrapnel and vehicle wreckage littered the street. He bolted across and into the backyard of the nearest house. There, he tucked the rifle in his armpit, unzipped his fly, and blasted the wall with a satisfied moan. His shoulders sagged.


“Thank God,” he gasped. It felt like victory.


Snow covered the ruins and muted the distant crackle of gunfire. Pretty in a way. Christmas soon, and a white Christmas from the looks of it, the first in years. Alex had grown old enough to find the holiday boring, but now he missed it. He’d been part of a family once.


Now he was in the patriot army.


Zipping up, he checked out his surroundings. Alex was alone at the edge of No Man’s Land. So quiet, though he knew the enemy was out there. Across the alley, a house stood with the corner of its roof blown off and covered in tarpaulin that rustled in the breeze. He imagined a sniper nested up there, drawing a bead on him. He shrank back out of sight.


Alex was a fighter now, a big deal in the militia, but he was no soldier. He was a teenager who liked skateboarding and online games. The war had turned him into a LARPer playing with real bullets.


Two hundred meters, Mitch said. Alex had no idea how far that was. He was more afraid of going back than forward. The militia had kept him alive this long, but now it dawned on him he might not survive this war. There were people on both sides all too happy to get him killed. He made up his mind to give himself up the first chance he got.


He spotted a Venus symbol spray-painted on the wall near his head. The militias tagged houses Mars, which meant friendly, or Venus, which meant liberal. The Liberty Tree guys were always going on about how feminine liberals were. Alex remembered seeing that symbol painted on his own house back in Sterling. That night, Dad loaded up the SUV, and they made a run to Indy.


He wondered what his dad felt while loading up his bewildered family to flee his own home. Alex had been too absorbed with his own troubles to notice. He wished he’d paid more attention. That night was the last time they’d seen each other.


No doubt, Dad had been very scared, even more than Alex was now.


Similarly, he’d soldier on and hope for the best. He too had no choice.


He tucked the AR-15 against his shoulder and crossed the backyard. There, he made another mad sprint across the alley into another yard. He cleared it the way they’d trained him. Check the corners and blind spots. Entrances and exits. Stop, look, listen. He saw a kid’s rusting play set blanketed in snow. Stump of a tree cut for firewood. A gap-toothed fence.


Across the next street, he’d start approaching the Blue line. Then he could either hightail it back or figure out a way to surrender.


He flinched and ducked down. He’d heard a noise on the other side of the fence. He prayed it was an animal. He stayed crouched for a while and listened. His heart hammered against his ribs. His bladder started to ache again.


He set his weapon stock against his shoulder.


One, two, three—


Alex reared, ready to shoot.


The old woman jumped in fright. Then she glared. “Put that down!”


She’d been gathering laundry from a clothesline. He lowered his gun and blew the air out his cheeks in a loud sigh.


“Sorry, ma’am,” he mumbled.


“Pointing guns at people,” she said. “This used to be a good place to live.”


“You betcha.” He couldn’t help but laugh.


The old lady had obviously missed the announcement there was a war on. Still, he liked how she just declared the whole thing stupid and went on with her life.


She glowered at something past his shoulder. “And you. What are you? You’re useless.”


Who was she talking to? The woman was crazy—


He jumped as cold metal poked his spine.


“Okay, chief,” a voice behind him said.


A second voice: “Easy there. Put the weapon down.”


“My husband fought in Vietnam,” the old lady lectured them. “He fought to keep you safe from communism. This is how you repay him.”


Face reddening with shame, Alex laid his gun on the ground and raised his hands. They’d nabbed him so easily. Worst soldier ever. He sucked at this. He’d checked the yard. It wasn’t fair.


Still, the whole thing came as a relief. He wanted to give up. His war was over.


“You people,” the old lady fumed at the men. “What are you good for?”


“Police business, ma’am,” one of the pair said. “Go back inside.”


“I give up,” Alex said. “Don’t shoot.”


He glanced over his shoulder at the angry, stubbled face of a cop wearing black tactical gear.


Then a black cloth hood slammed over his head, and he saw nothing.














SEVEN


A man lived near the front line. A man of means, he sent his wife and two daughters to live in Canada early in the crisis. He stayed behind to work and protect his home from looters. Many of his neighbors gave up hope and left, but he’d been a dedicated prepper for years. He had a generator and lasting fuel and provisions. He had weapons and knew how to shoot them. While others starved, migrated, and suffered, he’d lived alone for eleven months in relative comfort.


This morning, a mortar shell ripped into his home and killed him.


Standing on the sidewalk before the smoking ruin, Aubrey scribbled in her notebook and closed it. She had everything she needed to write up this tragedy for the Indy Chronicle.


After putting out the blaze, the fire department had looted the house. She’d watched tired firefighters with blackened faces haul out weapons and canned food. That made her curious enough to talk to the neighbors still living on the street. One went on the record with details about the owner’s life.


She took out her phone to call her editor. By unspoken treaty, the warring sides hadn’t destroyed the cell towers. With a growing lack of parts and ongoing electricity shortages, however, service had degraded.


The call went through.


He answered, “Eckert.”


“It’s Aubrey.”


“What have you got for me?”


“Mortar attack. One man confirmed dead.”


“Give me two inches and I’ll roll it into the war update.”


“I think there’s a human interest story here.”


She heard him take a drag on one of the lousy homemade cigarettes he made from tea bags reused until drained of all flavor. He said, “I’m listening.”


“The owner was a prepper,” Aubrey explained. “Living high on the hog. Then a random mortar round blows him up.”


“Self-sufficient man takes every precaution but dies by errant bomb. Make that your lede, and it’s got legs.”


“I think this story has currency.”


Another drag. “Currency, huh?”


“The impermanence of all things. No matter how prepared you are, when it’s your time, it’s your time.”


Since she’d started reporting the war, she always searched for little stories that told bigger ones. Small details that revealed a larger truth.


“The unreliability of self-sufficiency in these times,” he said. “The irony makes it work. Live for the day.” Already making it his idea. “It’s got gestalt. I’ll take five hundred words.”


Not as big a piece as she wanted, but far better than an obituary and an inch or two in the war update. “I’m heading back to the office. I’ll file it by end of day.”


“Not so fast,” he said. “I need you to do something for me first. Congress and the president agreed to allow UNICEF in the country. Operatives are flying into the major combat zones. I said we’d lend a hand—”


She kicked a charred shingle into the street. “No way.”


“—showing her around.”


“It’s the city’s job.”


“She needs a fixer. Somebody who knows the streets and people and isn’t government. That’s why they reached out to us.”


“Give it to an intern. I’m not a babysitter, Eckert.”


“No, you’re a staff reporter, and I’m offering you a goddamn story. I need you to run over to the Castle on West Washington right now.”


“The Castle?”


“Meet and greet at the bar. Her name’s Gabrielle Justine.”


“Okay, I’ll do it,” she said. “You’re an asshole. Bye.”


She smiled as she terminated the call. It was turning out to be a great day.


An old luxury hotel now catering to visiting press and dignitaries, the Castle Inn & Suites had electricity, central heating, and excellent food. While Aubrey played tour guide, she could also play tourist. Take a short break from the war.


She mounted her bike and rode down Stringtown’s forlorn streets, passing houses, a skateboard shop, and a bar doing a lively trade in rotgut. A crowd of people clutched empty bottles at a city water tanker. Neighborhood militia eyed her with suspicion until they spotted her bike’s placard reading, PRESS. Then they waved.


The media had never been more popular, at least on this side of the line.


She pedaled past the zoo with her face set in a grimace, trying not to think about the heartbreaking piece she’d written on the zookeepers’ never-ending struggle to keep the animals alive. The bridge over the White was empty, the war and its shortages having solved Indy’s traffic problems. In the early days of the conflict, rebel militias had raced across this bridge on the way to city hall to arrest the mayor and overthrow the government. After a gun battle with police, they’d fled along the same route while antifa threw Molotov cocktails at them.


The Castle’s baroque architecture loomed between the Indiana Repertory Theatre and Rhythm! Discovery Center. Bellhops with red jackets and guns on their hips subjected her to an intense security ritual. After it was over, they checked her name off a list and handed her a claim ticket for her bike.


Then Aubrey was inside the opulent lobby. Another world.


The heat. God, the heat was wonderful.


Grinning, she went to the restroom and scrubbed her face with cold, soapy water. She took off her hat, washed her short hair in the same sink, and blew it dry under the hand drier. Then she stuffed every roll of toilet paper she could find into her backpack.


This done, she inspected her reflection in the mirror over the sinks. Her chocolate brown complexion struck her as plain without her customary makeup, but she had only a little left and was hoarding it for trade. The UN field operative would have to take Aubrey as she was.


She returned to the lobby and paused at the bar’s entrance, blinking in the gloom. A man in a tuxedo played a grand piano, background music for the patrons but soothing and even a little magical to her. Clean white tablecloths, wine poured from bottles, clinking glasses, calm chatter: She’d stepped into a time machine and went back to a mythical era when people obsessed over the trivial and took the essential for granted.


Two men appraised her from a nearby table. One was a heavyset older man wearing a jacket over an open-collared shirt, the other a younger, roguish sort in black jacket and turtleneck. Glasses half-full of what she guessed was scotch on the rocks rested on the tablecloth. They eyed her with amusement, as if she were some homeless woman who’d walked off the street to invade their private club.


She glared at them. “Can I help you gentlemen?”


“Actually, we were wondering if we might help you,” the heavyset one said. “You appear to be either lost or searching for someone.”


“The latter. A woman named Gabrielle. She just got into town.”


“Ah. The UN bird. I believe she’s hiding under her bed at the moment. You’re with…?”


“The Indy Chronicle.”


“Terry Allen, war correspondent for The Guardian.”


“Rafael Petit,” the other man said with a heavy French accent. “Freelance photojournalist on assignment for L’Opinion.”


“Join us for a drink, Chronicle,” said Terry.


From covering a mortar attack to drinks with The Guardian. Some days, the war delivered wonders. She took a seat.


The server arrived to ask what she wanted. Aubrey blushed. Even before the war, she’d have to stretch her wallet to buy a drink here.


Comprehension crossed Terry’s face. He beamed a magnanimous smile. “It’s on me, or rather, The Guardian.”


“I’ll have a glass of your best pinot,” she told the server.


Terry’s eyebrows lilted, but he said nothing about it. “So what’s your interest in the UN?”


He wanted to know if she had a story. She’d seen foreign press following each other around the city in their cars, chasing a lead one of them had sniffed out.


Aubrey had nothing juicy to give him. “I’m just her fixer.”


“Maybe something will turn up from it for you,” Terry offered.


“I’ve read your stories. You did some amazing work in Syria.” This was what passed for small talk among war journalists.


He beamed with pleasure. “Ah. Well. You should read my stories on this war.”


“It is difficult for you, reporting the war?” Rafael said.


“I love it,” she said.


Terry laughed. Rafael said, “But reporting a war while living it. Making a newspaper in these conditions. Surely, it is difficult.”


“We bang out copy on manual typewriters we found in a storage room. In the evening, when there’s power, we do our typesetting and printing. We distribute by hand. Finding paper’s the hardest part. But we get it done. We sell out in a few hours. Copies get passed around from person to person until used for kindling.”


Before the war, her beats included guns and gang violence. Every few years, the newspaper cut staff in an information market still shifting to digital. She’d watched the paper become bloated with opinion and thin on real local reporting.


The war had given her the chance to do serious journalism.


“What’s your formula?” Terry said.


“We get national war and political news from the AP,” she said. “We do our own local war news and interest pieces on gardening, schooling, war recipes, life hacks, that sort of thing.”


“Life hacks?” said Rafael. “I do not know this term.”


“Did you know if you stand a crayon upright and light its tip, it will burn for thirty minutes as a candle?”


“I understand.”


“We still put out a sports section; even a civil war can’t keep us Hoosiers from our basketball. The most popular section these days is the obituaries.”


“Ah,” Terry said. “Right.”


Her wine arrived. She took a sip and sighed through her smile. “God, that’s good. Thanks for the drink. What’s your interest here?”


“Taking your pulse,” the reporter answered. “The war can only have a political solution, but the politicians are waiting for positive news from the battlefield so they get a better deal.”


Terry was touring America’s killing fields to get a sense of who was winning. Whoever was had more leverage at the Ottawa peace talks. California had nearly cleared the state of rebels, which was why the president had suspended the talks.


Aubrey took another sip of her wine. A nice buzz hummed in her brain. “You know the saying: ‘All politics is local.’ The same goes for civil war. The big picture isn’t relevant anymore to the people here. They’re living day to day.”


“You had a wonderful country before you drove it off a cliff. Maybe you all should have paid a little more heed to the big picture before you did it.”


She bristled. “What do you know about the people here? Have you talked to them? Have you seen what’s going on while you take a pulse?”


“I was in Dallas. I’ve seen horrific things you couldn’t imagine.”


“And it’s clearly made you feel something. Starving kids weighed and measured as leverage. It’s a big photo safari for you guys, isn’t it? War porn.”


Rafael glanced at Terry, who smiled. The men burst into laughter.


“An American journalist saying this,” Rafael said.


The wine had gone to her head, and Terry’s condescension had made her angry enough to do more than order an expensive glass of wine. “When this sort of thing happened, we did something about it.”


This made them laugh even harder.


Aubrey blushed with embarrassment. “You can’t bullshit the bullshitters, I guess.”


They were right to laugh. They were being objective like good journalists, even if their objectivity was tinged with a mocking cynicism. She was being sentimental, which for a reporter was the greater sin.


“I admire your passion,” said Rafael. “If it were Paris burning, well…”


“Actually, we care very much about this war,” Terry said. “We have our own fractures and divisions. We’re studying this war to avoid one of our own.”


“Do you think that’s possible?”


“Things were getting dodgy for us even before you Yanks triggered a global crash. Right now, the backlash is directed at refugees, immigrants, other countries. If my countrymen decide to direct it at one another, we might end up with a war of our own.” His eyes flickered to the bar’s entrance. “And now I suppose you’ll be leaving us. Your UN bird has arrived.”


Aubrey turned and spotted the attractive young woman gazing wide-eyed around the restaurant as if she’d stepped into a combat zone.


At first glance, she knew Gabrielle Justine wouldn’t last a month.
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