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            February 21, ’98

         

         The last day in hell ran with cold, stinking rain. A gunmetal-gray sky opened up its sluices, mortars and bigger artillery shook the wooded horizon-hills at 0900, and roll call in the central plaza—down to two thousand scarecrows and change, the dregs of Reklamation Kamp Gloria—took only two and a half hours. Pale smears peered from the red-painted kamp brothel windows, disappearing whenever the Kommandant’s oil-slick head and unsettling light blue gaze turned in their direction. Stolid and heavy in his natty black uniform, Kommandant Major General Porter stood on a heavy platform; the raw edges of its boards, once pale and sticky with sap, were now the same shade as the lowering sky. The skeletons in dun, once-orange dungarees stood unsteadily under a triple pounding—first the Kommandant’s words crackling over the PA, then the thick curtains of rain, and last the rolling thunder in the hills.

         Not just partisans, some whispered, their lips unmoving. Convicts and kampogs learned quickly how to pass along bites of news or speculation, despite the contact regulations—worth a flogging if you were caught talking, a worse flogging if more than two kampogs were “gathering.”

         Nope, not just partisans. Federals.

         Feral rumors, breeding swiftly, ran between the thin-walled Quonsets, bobbing over the reeking, sucking mud like balls of ignes fatui down in the swampy work sites, drifting into the empty stone rectangle of the quarry, flashing like sparks off the sicksticks the uniforms and jar captains carried. Raiders, Federals, knights riding dragons—who cared? Hope wasn’t a substitute for a scrap of moldy potato or a filched, crumbling cube of protein paste.

         On the second floor of the joyhouse, in a room with dingy pinkish walls, cheap thin viscose curtains twitched a little, and the narrow bed underneath them shuddered as he finished. The bedspread had been freshly laundered, and the white, sharp smell of harsh soap and dead electrical heat from the industrial dryers filled Lara’s empty skull. It was a darkness full of small things—a glimpse of the dusty silk flowers in the tiny vase on the nightstand, a twinge from her discarded body, the burn of slick soylon fabric against her cheek, the indistinct mutter of the PA as Kommandant Porter, the God of Gloria, spoke. Someone would later tell her the Kommandant, his hair swept back and his mirror-shined boots splattered with that thick, gluey mud, had made a speech about how the shivering pogs had paid their debt to society and were to be taken to a Re-Edukation Kamp. Porter audibly hoped they would remember the struggle and sacrifice the uniforms had suffered to remake them—brown immies, any-color degenerates, white politicals since the brown ones were shot, traitors all—into productive members of the Great United States of America First.

         It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered then but getting through the next sixty seconds. Lara heard all sorts of details later, without meaning to. Right now, though, she lay flattened and breathless under the weight on her back, life and hope and air squeezed out.

         “I love you,” the Kaptain whispered in her left ear, hot sour breath against her dark hair. It had grown back, first in the sorting shed and now here, though the ends were brittle and fraying. She was lucky to be in the pink room; the plywood stalls downstairs could see as many as six, seven an hour between first roll call at 0500 to midnight, no breaks, no lunch. Up here in the rooms named for colors, though, there were special clients. A special diet too, more calories than the average kampog, especially a twenty-niner, could dream of. Exemption from even “light” labor in the sorting sheds.

         Some of the uniformed guards, or the jar kaptains—the highest class of kampog, because why force a uniform to work in the stinking jar-barracks, where you lay three or four to a shelf-bed—brought “presents.” Tiny containers of scent, either liquid or paste, not enough to get drunk on. Lipstick—it was edible, more welcome than the damn cologne. They often brought food, the best present of all. Cigarettes to trade. Some of the girls here drank the colorless, eye-watering liquor the uniforms were rationed, instead of trading it away for more substantial calories.

         It let you forget, and that was worth a great deal. A few minutes of release from the tension was so seductive. The poison dulled you, though, and dull didn’t last long here. Soaking in bathtub booze was a good way to drown.

         “I love you,” the Kaptain repeated, the hiss of a zipper closing under his words. The mattress had finished its song of joyless stabbing, and it barely indented under her slight, lonely weight. “I’ve organized a car, and gas. A good coat. I’ll come back and get you.” He bent over to arrange her, pushing her shoulder so she had to move, wanting her to look at him.

         Rolled over on her back, Lara gazed at the ceiling, the damp trickle between her legs aching only a little. More raw lumber. Paint was a luxury—the red on the brothel’s outside was left over from something else. The only other painted building was the Kommandant’s House on the outskirts, with its white clapboard walls and picket fence. Lara had even seen the high-haired, floral-dressed wife once or twice, sitting on the porch with a glossy magazine back when the war was going well. Some kampogs used to work in the house or the garden, but that stopped when the siege of Denver was broken. Even the Kommandant’s family had to go back to the cities, retreating eastward.

         The Kaptain was blond, his bloodshot blue eyes showing his worry over the war. He was her special client, and his status meant she didn’t have others. Black wool uniform with the special red piping, the silver Patriot Akademy ring on his left third finger mimicking a wedding band, the back and sides of his head shaved but the top longer. He’d begun growing it out a little while ago.

         When the war turned.

         He examined her while he buttoned his outer jacket, settling his cuffs, made sure he was zipped up completely. A hurried visit, for him. How many hours had she spent in this room, blessedly alone, and how many with him talking at her, unloading his worries, his thoughts, words dripping over every surface, trying to work their way in? Most of her energy went toward being impervious, locked up inside her skull. Building and maintaining walls for the steel bearings rolling inside her, so their noise could drown out everything else.

         “I’ll be right back.” The Kaptain bent over the bed again, and his lips pressed against her cheek. There was almost no pad of fatty tissue over her teeth—still strong, they hadn’t rotted out yet. Childhood fluoride had done her a good turn, and with McCall’s crew there had been pine needles. Berries. Ration bars with orange flavor and minerals all in one nasty, grainy mouthful.

         She was lucky, really, and how fucked-up was it that she knew? The question was a waste of energy. Here, you couldn’t afford to ask. Every effort was channeled into one thing only.

         Survival.

         “I love you,” he whispered yet again. Maybe he needed to convince himself, after all this time. His breath made a scorch circle, a red-hot iron pressed against shrinking flesh. Branded, like the Christian Courts were so fond of decreeing. B for “bandit” or P for “partisan,” or the ever-popular A for “scarlet woman,” because “adulterer” could possibly be the man, and you couldn’t blame him.

         The Kaptain slammed the door on his way out. Yelled something down the hall—an order, maybe. Quick, hard bootsteps, scurrying back and forth. Looked like he was clearing the top floor. The girls up here might be grateful for the respite, unless they were waiting for a special to bring them something. If they were, they’d assume Lara had pissed the Kaptain off somehow, or something. They didn’t quite dare to band together against her—it wasn’t worth the risk—but the top-floor joyhouse girls were pariahs even among kampogs, and she was a pariah even among them.

         Exclusivity, like luck, was suspect.

         I’ll take care of you, he’d promised. Wait for me. Like she had any sort of choice. So Lara just lay there until he went away, his presence leaching slowly out of the small, overdone, dark little room. Nobody wanted bright lights in a joyhouse. A lot of the specials may have even honestly believed the girls in here were glad to see them, glad to be somehow saved.

         As if anyone here didn’t know it only took one wrong move, one glance, or even nothing at all, and into the killing bottles you went.

         It didn’t matter. She drifted, letting her ears fill with the high weird cotton-wool sound that meant she was outside her skin. Just turned a few inches, so she could look at whatever was happening to her body without feeling.

         After some indeterminate period of time—maybe a half hour, maybe more—the throbbing beat of the ancient wheezebox downstairs thumped-ran down to a stop. Without that heartbeat, the expectant hush inside the red-painted building turned painful.

         When Lara pushed herself up on her sharp-starved elbows, stealing back into her body bit by bit from the faraway place where not much could hurt her, the first rounds took out two of the watchtowers, splashing concrete, broken glass, slivers of red-hot metal, and rags of guardflesh down into Suicide Alley along the electrified fence.

         The Federals—and Swann’s Riders—had arrived.
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         It took longer than Adjutant Kommandant Kaptain Eugene Thomas liked to finish his arrangements for a retreat, mostly because Kommandant Major General Porter, unwilling to delegate or make a goddamn decision, kept Thomas for a good half hour, going on about paperwork. Maybe Porter never thought the Federals would have the unmitigated gall to actually interfere with his little slice of republic cleansing, or maybe the old man had cracked under the pressure. He was certainly sweating enough. There were dark patches under the kommandant’s arms, sopping wet, and his flushed forehead was an oil slick under the crap melting out of his dyed-black hair.

         At last, though, Gene saluted and was released with a packet of “sensitive documents” to take east, flimsies and digital keys rustling and clacking inside a tan leather pouch. The stairs outside Porter’s office were choked with guards, but no officers—Gene’s fellow shoulderstraps would know better than to possibly be sent on some bullshit detail while the degenerates were already so close. If Gene hadn’t been such a believer in prudently covering his own ass at all times, he would have already collected her from the pink room and would be speeding past the gate in a shiny black kerro, watching the girl’s face as she opened the box and the fur coat, vital and black and soft as a cloud, rippled under her chewed fingertips. Even her habit of nibbling at her nails was enchanting.

         She’d be grateful for the coat and the escape—she would have to be. He’d finally see her smile.

         The Kaptain accepted the salutes of the black-clad guards still unfortunate enough to be on duty with a single, frosty nod as he passed, keeping his step firm and unhurried in shining, scraped-clean boots. The ancient yellow lino in the hall of the admin building squeaked a little under his soles; there were no kampogs in striped headscarves or faded dungarees working at streaks of tracked-in mud with their inadequate brushes. One or two of the guards enjoyed smearing the worst filth they could find down the hall and kicking pogs while they scrambled to clean it, but Porter frowned on that.

         The smell alone was unhealthy. Just because the pogs lived in shit didn’t mean the soldiers, being a higher class of creature, should get it on their toes.

         Soldiers. Gene’s upper lip twitched as he lengthened his stride. As if any of these assholes had ever seen real combat. Kamps were supposed to be cushy jobs, good chances for advancement once your loyalty and capacity were proven. An endpoint like this meant hazard pay and extra alcohol rations, both useful things. So what if combat troops looked down on them, or if his fellow shoulderstraps were a collection of paper pushers and rear-echelon weekend warriors? He was probably the only true patriot in the lot.

         A thumping impact made the entire admin building shudder just as he reached the side door, and he took the stairs outside two at a time. Mortars. At the fence. The degenerates weren’t in the hills anymore. They were moving fast, just like the hordes descending upon Rome back in the day. That rather changed things—he had to get back to the joyhouse and collect the girl—

         Another wump. Something smashed past the fence, and a high whistling drone screeched across Gloria before the admin building shuddered again, hit from the opposite side. There was an instant of heat in Gene’s left calf, a flash of annoyance as the world forgot what it was supposed to do and heaved underneath him. Then the world turned over like an egg flipped on a griddle, and after a weightless moment he hit gravel with a crunch. It was a minor wound, all things considered, but the guard he’d paid and left with strict orders to watch the kerro dragged his superior to the now-dusty, low-slung black vehicle. Before Gene could shake the ringing from his ears, he’d been tossed in the back like a sack of processed starch lumps, and the guard—a weedy, pimple-faced youth who had less than twelve hours to live, though neither of them knew it yet—was already accelerating on the wide macadamized road out of Gloria.

         Instead of watching the girl with her wide, empty eyes and pretty cupid’s-bow mouth and full underlip, Gene had to work shrapnel free of his own leg and grind his teeth, improvising a pressure bandage as the kerro bumped and jolted. The wheelless vehicle wasn’t meant for gliding at high speed, its undercells humming and sparking as chips of pressed rock jolted free under the repeller field.

         Driving that way would have gotten the kid a reprimand two weeks ago. Now, though, Gene just dug under the seat for a bottle of amber Scotch—the good stuff, imported, he’d been looking forward to seeing her reaction when he produced it—and didn’t bother to glance out the back bubble, wasting a bit of the stinging, expensive liquid to disinfect the cut.

         One small Rome had fallen, but the rest of the empire would endure. Or at least, Kaptain Thomas hoped it would. He settled in the cushioned back seat, easing his wounded leg, and took a healthy hit from the bottle.

         If he drank enough, he might even be able to forget her—and the pink room—for a little while.
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         It was the third camp they’d…what was the word?

         Found? Bombed? Liberated?

         Each was worse than the last. At least by this time both raiders and regular infantry knew mostly what to expect, and CentCom was moving up supplies—electrolyte drinks, gruel, medics with clean needles, sanitation engineers. The filth was indescribable, and the skeletal campogs could perforate their tissue-thin stomach walls gorging on ready rations. You could kill just by performing the oldest of human kindnesses, sharing your calories.

         The shitholes were all bad, even the showplace camps closer to the more densely populated sectors. But Reklamation Kamp Gloria, lost in swampy pinewoods, was…Christ. It was the first Reklamation site, the one where the Central Federal Army found the bath bays, their glassy sides holding deep, shimmering caustic unfluid capable of swallowing flesh, bones, even tooth enamel when a mild electrical current was passed through. That current did double duty, shocking those who tried to cling to the sides, too. If a victim managed by some freak of fate or chance to hang on to a simulacrum of consciousness in the killing bottle, the chute poured them dazed and convulsing into the bays, and they were eaten away in short order. The side products—saponified fat, traces of gold or other valuable metals and minerals from bones, the magchips in left arms, or old-style fillings—were skimmed off and shipped away.

         The Quonsets were emptier than at the last camps they’d come across, because Gloria, sunk in the marshland, wasn’t really a work site. Though it had a quarry and workshops, the rail spur only led in; the side products were trucked out in boxes. Literally and figuratively, Gloria was the end of the line.

         The Army InfoSecs managed to capture about 60 percent of the records before the digital worms could finish their work. The black-jacket, red-piped Patriot administrators and officers were gone, probably got away right as the Federals arrived. All the Special Group motherfuckers, the hardcore Patriot believers in the Leader and the Flag, were long gone too, probably because the advance had finally sped up since Swann’s Riders knew the terrain. And fuck if it wasn’t that asshole General Leavy who busted the other asshole General Specter, who wouldn’t fucking listen to the raiders because they were outside the chain of command.

         With Leavy in charge things started to steamroller, what with a raider or two in every damn company telling them what to look out for and how to avoid getting their asses blown off by booby trap, guerrilla action, or rear guards grown brutal after four years of Insurrection Kontrol.

         Chuck Dogg, a helmet clamped over his ’fro, was the first of Swann’s through the gates, tagging along with the army grunts hopping to secure the damn place. Chuck was, in fact, with the platoon that found the goddamn bath bays, and sometimes Zampana said he was never really right again after that. He just stood for a while, watching the harsh overhead lighting ripple on the placid, green-glowing surface. It was him and Hank Simmons—Simmons the Reaper, that big blond bootstrap bastard—who rounded up what they could of the uniformed fuckers captured in Gloria’s corners and tossed six of them in the bays before they were stopped. It took Swann himself, striding in with his boots almost striking sparks and that goddamn vermin-ridden hat clamped firmly on his shaved head, to get the Dogg to stand down.

         Raiders believed in eye for eye, tooth for tooth. You had to, running behind the lines and sabotaging installations or gathering intel. CentCom called them “irregulars,” and the Firsters called them “partisans” or “traitors,” but they were raiders, and the name meant vengeance.

         It also meant no quarter.

         The InfoSec squad got an eyeful of the prisoner rolls, and one of them grabbed Simmons—who was almost skunkfucking drunk by then, but still ambulatory through some freak of his big old Norwegian constitution—as smoky dusk hung over the swamp, to tell him there had been twenty-eight raiders sent to the camp. Easy to tell who had been a raider: they were the prisoners with a thick band of lase scar tissue across the left wrist, which meant they had to be magtatted instead of chipped.

         There was no use wasting a chip on an enemy of the state.

         Twenty-six of the raider prisoners had gone right to the baths upon arrival. One died right after liberation, his emaciated body found in the mud of the central plaza, where he’d fallen in the middle of the Kommandant’s speech and hadn’t been hauled away yet by his jar fellows.

         The last remaining raider prisoner was in the two-story building slapped with blistering red paint, transferred there after a stint in the sorting shed where the belongings of each prisoner who hadn’t already been processed through another camp were searched, stacked, fumigated, baled for transport, and taken back into the heartland to be distributed to America First party members.

         No name and no citizen file, which meant she hadn’t broken under any torture and given them any information that would find her in the old gov databases. Just a half-wormed prisoner number—QIP-x834xx16x—and a single note in the locator field: Remanded to Joy Duty rm 6, Kpt E. Thomas.

         Joy Duty. That was what they called the brothel.

         When Simmons found Room Six at the end of the second-floor hall, he also found a hollow-cheeked, painfully thin but not skeletal prisoner—they had better rations in the red house, just like the prisoners forced to work the bath bays did—in a paper-thin viscose slip, sitting primly on a pink soylon bedspread and staring vacantly at the wall. The pink dress she was supposed to wear to match the room had been torn into strips, and she stared at the Reaper for ten very long seconds. Some of the dress’s pink soylon was wrapped around her bloody right fist, a rough and nonabsorbent but very capable bandage.

         Below, some of the brothel’s inhabitants were screaming at random intervals. They couldn’t help it—they would stop in the middle of drinking or shell-shocked wandering and begin to shake, and a long cry would ribbon up and out, accumulated terror whistling through vocal cracks. The sound of smashing glass from the bar, which had supplied the uniforms and some of the more favored jar captains, had just petered out; even drinking to blackout didn’t stop the random cries of the newly liberated.

         A couple MPs at the door earned a lot of heat for keeping even the frontline officers out of the red building, but orders were direct, thorough, repeated, and unequivocal from General Leavy, who might have been an asshole but was not a man who thought troops deserved a little fun whenever or wherever there were cunts—especially brutalized ones—hanging out to dry.

         How Simmons got past the MPs was a mystery even to him. Maybe because he was a raider, and they weren’t known for rape. Or maybe because he was too drunk to even contemplate getting his pecker swabbed, which was, even for that blond bastard, very drunk indeed.

         Simmons blear-blinked, trying very hard to focus, his rifle poking over his shoulder and his breath enough to kill a cactus at fifteen paces. He took in the room, the faded silk flowers in a tiny scrap-glass vase on the nightstand, the sliver of mirror over a washbasin—even that sliver was splintered; someone had driven a fist into it, to judge from the bloody mark in the middle of the breakage. She stared at him, the dark-haired woman in the cheap slip, and even through the liquor he saw glaring bruises on her skinny arms. Around her ankles, too.

         Her pupils shrank a little, her dark eyes focused, and she coughed, a painful, racking sound. “Lara Nelson,” she said, in a cracked, reedy whisper. “Senior medic, Third Band, McCall’s Harpies.”

         Big, pale-headed Simmons stood there, filling up the door, and tried to think of a reply. Any reply.

         “Lara Nelson,” she repeated. “Medic. Third Band. McCall’s Harpies. Captured March twenty-second.” Her face crumpled slightly, smoothed. “Year…ninety…ninety-six?”

         Simmons finally found his voice. “It’s ’98. At ease, soldier.” It came out crisp instead of slurred. Even a raider couldn’t drink enough to get away from the fucking war. You could pour down engine degreaser until you went blind, it didn’t fucking matter.

         “Ninety…” Her chin worked a little, her mouth trying to open, closing, turning into a thin line. Simmons watched it, and of all the situations in the goddamn Second Civil, he would later say that was the second worst. Here’s this girl, and she’s been…Christ, man. They even had kids in that goddamn house, we found an eleven-year-old boy from Indiana in the stalls downstairs, and here this girl was, repeating “McCall’s Harpies. McCall’s Harpies.” And I couldn’t fucking tell her McCall was dead at fucking Memphis.

         Memphis, that graveyard of raiders. Of course she knew McCall was dead; she’d been captured during the ill-fated uprising. The one the Federals were supposed to push in and relieve the pressure on, supposed to coordinate with. The one they hadn’t helped a tit’s worth with, because cooperating with irregulars wasn’t part of CentCom’s strategy back in ’96.

         Simmons ended up taking off his rancid camo field jacket—a veteran of both the Casper and Third Cheyenne battles, where Swann’s Riders had run supplies for the Federals and bloodied themselves taking out rails and quite a few bunkers—and wrapping it around her shoulders. He picked her up—she weighed less than his kid brother—and carried her out of the red house, straight to Swann.

         Who didn’t want to fucking debrief her, and double didn’t want any more goddamn problems…but he poured himself another shot of colorless engine cleaner, downed it, and told Dogg to get the new medic some fucking clothes and whatever kit could be scrounged. There were bales of civilian clothes in the sorting shed, but the girl refused to go in there, so it was Zampana who eyeballed her sizes and went in with Dogg, both of them nauseous at the sheer amount of clothing. Plenty of it had been shipped from other camps to be sorted and packaged here, but still, it was hard to look at all the jackets, shirts, skirts, jeans, and the small mountain of unsorted shoes and not see the bodies tumbling from the gas-filled killing bottles into the placid-looking, caustic bays.

         The front elements left Gloria the next morning in a stinking rain that would swell the rivers and make the next set of engagements miserable slogs through sucking mud that sometimes swallowed shells or mortars whole. Swann’s folk left too, and the new medic went with them, big-eyed and clutching two first aid kits Dogg had managed to find. The raiders also drew extra ration bars and stole cans of condensed calories from the camp supplies to soak the bars in, and Zampana got her hands on a Firster sidearm for the medic, too.

         For a Christer, Zampana was all-fucking-right.

         The frontliners were supposed to leave all prisoners in Gloria for critical care, processing, and medivac, but goddamn if Swann’s crew was going to abandon another raider in that fucking place. It was probably a mercy, since the second-wave troops weren’t kept on as tight a leash as Leavy’s boys, as witnessed in DC later that summer.

         That was how Lara Nelson, later christened Spooky, joined Swann’s Riders in the last bloody hours of America’s Second Civil War.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

            Good Folk

            
               [image: ]

            

         

         Lara woke with a jolt as the hybrid kerro-petroleum truck bounced over something a little too high, the undercarriage scraping, and dropped onto pavement at last. Her hands tried to fly up, ready to protect her head. She was wedged so tightly in a breathing, rattling dark, she thought she was in the jar barracks again, or, God forbid, in a closed cattle car shuttling between kamps. It smelled in here, but not of shit and death. No, instead it was kerro fumes, the oily dry dirtsmell of soldiers, and someone who had found a can of beans somewhere and taken them down a little too fast, with the end result escaping air perfumed by gut flora and fauna.

         Across from her, someone else was awake. It was a tall ’fro-headed raider, a lean ebon-black man with grenades hanging across his chest. “Here.” He rummaged in his pack as the truck smack-bumped over potholes. “You was at Memphis?”

         Lara nodded. She dredged his name out of memory—Chuck. He was Chuck. The big blond man sleeping among the boots on the truck bed—Simmons—was snoring almost loud enough to drown the engine noise; Lara was packed between a squat Hispanic woman with a black kerchief neckband on one side and a skinny, cornrowed first sergeant on the other. The sergeant, her eyes half closed, moved her lips as if she was praying; the Hispanic woman was almost asleep herself and doing the same. Christers, both of them, but one was a raider and the other was a Federal, and that was safe enough. Lara hadn’t missed how these two bracketed her so she wouldn’t have to squeeze against a man inside the truck’s deep, malodorous dark.

         It was a damn sight better than the railway car to Gloria, that was for sure. Still, the jolting motion was uncomfortably familiar.

         Chuck found what he was digging for. The whites of his eyes gleamed; he proffered something small and fabric wrapped, jamming his boot toe against Simmons’s beefy shoulder to brace himself as he leaned across the middle space.

         The blond man’s snoring didn’t even pause.

         Chuck’s package was a celluloid box of old-fashioned smokes wrapped in a black bandanna, and Lara regarded his hand for a moment, her gaze stuttering to his face to gauge the cost of this gift.

         “I got plenty,” Chuck said. “And you’re one of Swann’s now. The guy in the stupid hat, he’s our kaptain.”

         Good enough. Lara accepted it, and her quick, bony fingers took care of folding the bandanna. It wasn’t too fresh, but it was cleaner than her hair, and when she knotted it around her head like a kampog her throat threatened to close up completely. Her stomach was warm, a tiny fist clutched tight around a lump of ration crumbles, and even though she was ravenous, the Hispanic woman—Zampana—had her on strict, small amounts.

         Lara didn’t mind. The last thing she needed was the running shits while they were on the advance, or any other gut problems.

         Slow and steady, chica, was Zampana’s advice as she patted Lara’s skinny shoulder gently. You with us now. And oh, God, wasn’t that good to hear.

         She coughed twice before she could speak, nodding to show she understood. “Swann.” Shaven headed and smelling like a distillery, the kaptain was up front with the driver. That hat of his was a weird, furry bundle that had maybe once been wool; it was impossible to tell what shape it had been. A bedraggled red feather depended from its striped approximation of a band, and it looked like the kaptain slept in it. For all that, Swann’s eyes were bright and direct, and his crew were good folk.

         When you were a raider, good folk could mean anything from “knows their ass from a hole in the ground” to “won’t give you up if the Firsters come knocking.”

         Both were rare, and the overlapping space in the middle even rarer.

         “Yes ma’am.” Chuck nodded. “You was with McCall, right? Harpies? You know a kid named DeShawn?”

         Lara turned the smokes over. It was a half-full pack of Camels, stuffed with nicotine, not the new smokes they called candies. Old-school, old-fashioned, good enough to buy a week’s worth of food if you had a contact on the kitchen staff. You would have to be careful not to let your contact get greedy, ration them out by ones and have a good place to hide the balance. Everything that could be stolen would be, unless you were smart, fast, and vicious.

         Regular criminals got the kitchen and sorting sheds, the light labor. The twenty-niners—resisters, deniers, and partisans, politicals by default—could barely dream of such easy positions. It was hard labor for them, and summary judgments—a few grams of lead, as the saying went, right in the back of the neck. Jar kaptains, responsible for keeping their entire barracks in check, were “regular” criminals too. They ended up brutal if they hadn’t been before, effective, and terrified of losing their privileges.

         There’d been one good jar-kee in Gloria, and he’d been shot for it.

         For the first month at Gloria, Lara had been on rock detail, until the day she almost made a break for the electrified fence. She’d straightened, dropping her wheelbarrow handles, and maybe she would have made the run if the black-jacketed Kaptain hadn’t been passing, in his high-shine boots and red-piped uniform, staring at her while her head filled up with colorless fumes. A couple hours later she’d been shoved through the warehouse doors and told to find something to wear before getting to work.

         Sorting Duty meant you could filch trade items from the possessions of pogs going straight into the baths. It was a plum position, one politicals couldn’t aspire to, and she hadn’t really understood her luck until two weeks afterward when the Joy Duty kombers came to fetch her. Those two weeks had been a nightmare of fearing someone would find out she was a political and send her back to the death hole of the quarry, or she’d be bottled and dumped in the baths…

         It took a few moments to wrench herself back to the present, and the man across from her. He’d asked her a question. DeShawn.

         “Last name?” Her throat was dry; she had to scrape the words out.

         “Williams.” His mouth set itself, sculpted lips thinning as his nostrils flared. Bracing himself for the worst.

         There was a lot of worst going around.

         She nodded, finding the face in memory. Thin Willie, they’d called him. “He was Second Band,” she croaked, trying to enunciate over the noise. Lara tapped at her left shoulder, almost crushing the carton of smokes in her fist. “Missing front right tooth. Had a star here.” Where the hot tag had been taken out of his shoulder when he escaped from the plantation in Florida. Those star-shaped scars were a death sentence if you were caught in Firster territory, either by summary or by remand to the nearest plantation for a hanging, if you were lucky.

         The unlucky were put on shit details and worked to death, after forty lashes.

         Lara watched Chuck’s face go through relief into unwilling hope, and settle itself near expecting the worst again. The man’s rifle, poking up between his knees, was a good place for him to rest his hands, and by the set of his knuckles, he was squeezing like he wished he had a Firster throat in his palms.

         “That’s him.” Chuck didn’t ask anything else.

         You learned not to. You learned to just wait.

         She shook her head. Her skull was full of emptiness, a high drilling buzz, and the bandanna made her invisible again, just another kampog. “Alive last I saw. Two weeks before Memphis when Second Band peeled off to get into position.” Another two weeks of feverish activity, running messages, scavenging for supplies; Forster and Goggles taken the day before the attack; the sick thump in her stomach when the Firsters found her medical station. The screams of the wounded, the Firsters going bed to bed putting a bullet in the head of everyone incapable of walking.

         A doctor was supposed to protect her patients.

         Chuck absorbed the news. There was nothing else she could say. The chances of Thin Willie still being alive were…not good. The squat, spit-frothing screamer initially in charge of the Memphis prisoners had made it clear what anyone who didn’t Put America First could expect from his henchmen. Partisans were the lowest form of traitors, worse even than violators of the Clean Blood Act.

         What was that screamer’s name? Galb, that was it—she’d glimpsed his breast tag. That bastard was on her list. Whenever she thought about a time after the war, if she didn’t end up in a shallow grave or a bath bay, she went over the list and thought of what she would do to each of them.

         Every single one.

         Lara leaned forward, gingerly offering the smokes back. Chuck shook his head. His own black bandanna was knotted around his temples and looked far too tight to be comfortable.

         “Keep ’em,” he said.

         Lara held still for a little bit, in case he changed his mind. Finally, though, she settled back, her hips wedged firmly against the seat. She watched Chuck’s face, his eyelids drifting down to half-mast, until the fact that she had really left Gloria began to sink in and she fell into the deathly half doze that passed for sleep in the kamps.

         When the truck stopped, she wanted to be ready.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

            Total War
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            March 30, ’98

         

         A chilly early-spring evening starred itself with blares of bright white, the spotlights stabbing skyward in defiance of any electricity rationing. Antique helicopters and the newer cell-bottomed sleds burred and buzzed overhead, the crowd raising their fists each time the throbbing mechanical heartbeat crested. On the steps of the Lincoln Memorial—the abolitionist’s statue inside draped with sackcloth and ritually spat at during schoolchild visits—the lectern was empty, but ranged on either side were the luminaries. There were the generals at the bottom of the stairs, in black uniforms except for Kallbrunner, who wore the old blues. Nobody paid much attention to him, anyway; the Marines were a faded branch, dishonored by the Parris Island Plot in ’93 and superseded by the Patriots. Kallbrunner was a frail, broken scarecrow, generally under house arrest but dusted off and brought out for the occasion.

         Which meant something special was going to happen.

         The huge LED screens, on gleeson cells like the sleds, floated serenely before the pillars. They rose slightly and sank in increments as loudspeakers blared “The Star-Spangled Banner” over and over, its hum a constant reminder. Each time it began again, the crowd would dutifully tense, and each time the chorus swelled, their voices rose with it.

         When it cut off abruptly and the beginning bars of “America First” rose, brassy and full of electric guitar shred, the crowd pushed forward against phalanxes of black-clad Patriots with their tricorne dress hats. The Patriots faced the People, just like at every rally, but the other floating screens at the back of the crowd made sure they didn’t miss a single image, a single movement of the damp, mobile mouth of First President McCoombs.

         But where was the great man? The first verse finished and the second began, everyone doing their best to remember the words. Just mouthing it wasn’t acceptable—it was too easy for a seagull-size T-drone humming by to capture your expression or the fact that your vocal profile was missing. The drones could also see if your right arm, fist raised high in the America First Salute the historians and traitors had never liked, wavered too much.

         You could be fined for insufficient patriotism, if you were lucky. If you were unlucky, well, the kamps still had room.

         They always had room.

         The second chorus, with its bloody imagery and jerky, impatient rhymes, ended. It was not at all usual for the great man to make his crowd wait this long, but there were disturbing rumors about the war. Maybe that was what this rally was about? Nobody really knew—only that it was, as usual, obligatory to attend.

         The bridge blared from the speakers, then a swelling roar went through the crowd, front to back. The screens blipped, darkened, and the live feed came up, zooming in on a familiar, heavy-jowled face, its cheeks apricot from dermaspray, with goggle-circles—bright white above, puffy and bruise-colored below—around small, dark, glowing eyes. His thick black hair gleamed as he pursed his shiny lips, and the generals ranged behind him all politely clapped.

         Except Kallbrunner. The old man stood straight and stick-thin, his thumbs precisely arranged at his trouser seams.

         On the steps below the lectern, facing outward, stood the glittering court. Platinum-dyed Mrs. McCoombs, her broad corn-fed Kansas face set with Botox, her cat-slanted eyes heavily ringed with brown liner, smiled vacuously. McCoombs’s sleek dark-haired daughter Vanessa, trim in a Young Patriot uniform since she was that organization’s titular head, smiled blankly. Instead of her vanished, rumored-to-be-a-globalist husband Jack, Swastika Stevie the Secretary of State stood next to her, round and rumpled with pitted cheeks, his cold-coffee gaze moving in predatory arcs over the backs of the black uniforms, rarely rising to take in the crowd packed on either side of the long, rippling reflecting pool. There was the porky head of the Patriots and the New Justice Department, squeezed into an acre of black broadcloth and gleaming medals, shifting from one overloaded, black-booted foot to the other. The powerful used to be grouped alongside McCoombs when he spoke, but since the battle of Second Cheyenne, they were relegated to a space not quite spectator but definitely not shared.

         “Amerika!” McCoombs raised his arms, his small hands spread wide. The famous pinkie ring with its pink diamond glittered sharply, and his wedding band on the other hand squeezed its host finger unmercifully. “Amerika, can you hear me?”

         The crowd heard. Baying, they waved their right hands furiously overhead. Any sign of less than total excitement would be logged. The small silver oblong drones zipped and zagged in an algorithmic pattern, meant to catch the most raw data for facial-recognition-and-analysis feeds.

         Even now, the great man said, some people didn’t believe in Amerika, best of all countries. There were people who doubted Amerika would win the war, people who doubted how huge and great Amerika would be. A nasal weight filled the words. The bobbing tone, added to the habit of putting a fruity weight on any vowel—especially an ooh sound—turned it into classic leaderspeak. At least, that’s what the pundits had named it back before the Press Responsibility Initiative had made it worth a spell in a reedukation kamp to do so.

         The actor who had played McCoombs in several comedy skits late at night during the Last Election had disappeared first.

         Even now, McCoombs said, licking his lips between words, the Federal degenerates were committing atrocities in the West, slaughtering Patriots. The traitors and their immie bastards were fighting dirty against the Firster armies, and McCoombs had to do something he didn’t want to. He wanted to ask them first, though, because he was their President.

         A hysterical cry rippled through the crowd. The Patriots stood stone-faced, arms linked to make them a human fence, chests proudly forward. “U-S-A!” the citizens chanted. “U-S-A! U-S-A!”

         McCoombs let the frenzy rise, smiling in his peculiar way, his eyes almost lost under his eyebrows and his cheeks bunching at the top. When he’d had enough, he raised his hands, a gentle, fatherly motion, and his glare-pale palms quieted them. When the noise had died somewhat, he leaned into the microphone, gripping both sides of the simple wooden lectern he affected to favor, with its huge round shield—the Stars and Bars the liberals had tried to steal, with a stooping eagle over it—glinting on lase-etched metal.

         He told them what he wanted, and they erupted. Screaming, spittle flying, they didn’t even notice the drones had retreated to a safe distance, scanning with bouncers instead of risking delicate lenses in the crush and press of a mob. Seen from above, rosettes of violence bloomed—shoving matches, jostling, a ring of anger around an unlucky, too-brown face that could possibly have been an immie spy or sympathizer. The sirens wouldn’t start until later, when the crowd spread out across DC and the nightly news leapt from one city to another, blatting over loudspeakers, televisions in every home flicking to the state channel or turning on as the override signal was broadcast.

         There would be no more Federal prisoners taken. The entire economy, at last, was to be geared for war. There was to be no quarter given to immies, to sympathizers, to Federals, to anyone who lifted a finger against God’s greatest nation.

         Kallbrunner the Marine, his hands tense at his sides, gazed over the bobbing heads and raised fists. He did not move, and his mouth was a thin line as the generals around him chanted with the crowd. The leader of Amerika First, the president of a shrinking number of semi-united states, nodded along.

         Boots stamping, fists flying, somehow the crowd also found time to weep and to chant, over and over, the two words McCoombs had poured, almost lovingly, into his microphone.

         “Total war. Total war. TOTAL WAR.”

         A week and a half later, DC was bombed for the first time.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Six

            Incoming
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            April 12, ’98

         

         “Incoming!”

         The first mortar hit came over the pine-clad ridge—a local counterattack, maybe, or some jackshit diehard Firster commanding officer deciding to go out with a bang. The raiders hit the ground first, as usual, because you were either quick to eat dirt or you died, running behind the lines. Shrapnel whickered, peppering the canopy, and more mortars pop-thumped.

         Zampana yelled for backup, but Lara was already running toward her, bent double and scurrying between explosions of turf on either side. No helmet, not even a hat since her bandanna was knotted around her left arm now, just her filthy dark curly hair flopping as she dove for Pana, who was ministering to a couple regular grunts. One of them was gurgling on his own blood, a hand clapped to his throat—the shrapnel had sliced clean through both carotid internal and external on that side, and antiseptic foam didn’t do shit with spraying wounds. Welling, sure, all right, but spraying dispersed the proteins too damn quick. Chunks of white vertebrae showed in the wound, cervicals sheared and shattered, adding to the whole mess.

         Lara snatched a knotted blue do-rag from the grunt’s beefy arm, doubled it, and slapped it over the wound, pushing on the other side of the throat as well while she glanced at the second injured asshole. Her scrawny, dirty fingers clamped with surprising strength, and the first man’s consciousness would flee quickly; there was no saving him. The second grunt only had a splinter of flung metal through his lower leg; Zampana already had it removed and the antiseptic foam setting. Heavy black braids crisscrossing over Pana’s head were dewed with blood; sweat grimed her forehead. She nodded when her gaze met Lara’s.

         Black card. Dead where he fell, goddammit. Get his tag.

         No words were needed. Raiders knew what death looked like, and Lara had already done what she could to make it painless. More explosions. Someone was screaming for their mother, a high-pitched cry mixing with the blood and the shit and the massive noises. In a few moments that other smell would roll through the thicket of young pines and damp, smoke-belching firs, a brassy reek you couldn’t pin down, but you knew if you’d spent any time on the front lines. Death delivered en masse, maybe souls exuding a compound as they left all at once.

         It was always the same, whenever the dying started. Mama and that smell, death and Mommy.

         Lara snapped the bottom third of the Category 1’s—combat casualty, already gone, don’t bother—tag off, her fingertips slipping in blood. Zampana made one of her Christer signs, supposed to help a person leave the body or something, but Lara just pointed with two fingers at the leg wound and then at their six, toward the rear. Get him to the med station. I’ll go up. In another moment she was gone, not waiting for Zampana’s nod, dodging through smoke and ground-shattering impacts, heading for another cry of “Medic! Medic!”

         Light support had already been called in. The shimmer-shaking of armored sleds, drifting on their gleeson cells and pushing aside treetops, filled bones and back teeth with a weird whining; you had to keep your mouth partly open so the change in pressure didn’t fuck up your eardrums, just like the artillery jungoes on their own slippery, straining, jury-rigged gleesons.

         Plazma shots flashed through rising smoke. The sleds began to toss cannos onto the other side of the ridge, using the canopy as a screen, shells locking onto heat signatures and biometric nags. The familiar crisscross popping of the cannos rose, and Lara skidded on her knees into a shallow declivity holding another small squad. Their sarge had taken a hit—mushroom cartridge, a chunk torn out of his left side, but it didn’t smell like the bowel was cut. Lara’s right hand plunged into her mud-crusted bag, her left peeling back uniform and pushing aside the man’s canteen, probably nothing drinkable left in there. Two of the squad were one-knee, rifles up as they covered both sides; their comms man was screaming into his handset; small-arms fire popped and pocked around them. A fallen tree, wet from the rains and sending up foul-smelling steam from a shell hit, sheltered most of them, and Lara’s head turtled between her shoulders as she found the soyplas tube she wanted by feel and tore its top edge off with her teeth. This motherfucker was lucky—blood stippled his paper-white face, she got the ragged edges of what could have been a nasty gut wound together, smearing the plasco-norpirene as it filled in, crackle-dried, and shrank. You needed a light touch to get plasco to cover everything without bunching up.

         “Sonuvabitch!” the sarge howled, but Lara already had the pop-pack of antibiotic in her left hand and smacked it over the wound with just enough force to get it to seal and discharge, but not enough to rupture the edges of the plasco bandage. The man howled and thrashed against the grunt holding his arms—it must have hurt like a bitch, especially since they were short on painkillers—and sagged, his face going pale gray, a weird smoky tint under his stubble.

         Shock. So she grabbed his map bag strap and got a good handful of his ammo rope too, hauled him up, glanced at the scared, big-eyed Federal Army kid pinioning his commanding officer’s arms, and slapped the sarge briskly, twice.

         That brought him back, and the plasco-norpirene finished setting, turning milky white. She already had her last trauma tag out and was scribbling on it with a grease pencil filched from a med station two days ago. “You!” She pointed at the kid holding him down. “Get him back to the aid station!”

         That meant the striper on her left was squad command now. She glanced at that big piece of Federal muscle, who jerked his chin at the kid and began to curse the few men who were now his problem back together. When the sleds stopped pouring on the cannos, it would be these guys sweeping the wreckage over the ridgetop, and if there was anything resembling resistance, well, she’d deal with those casualties when they happened. Right now her job was to keep moving, patching up whoever could be returned to the firing line or dragged back to the aid station.

         Firing on the left. More mortars and cannos landing, throwing up plumes of dirt, shrapnel singing and slicing. There were no longer separate incidents, just flashes—bloody, unshaven faces; another squad commander with her lower half blown off, still trying to push herself upright, not understanding she was done. Broken legs, a dislocated shoulder Lara set with a quick crunching sound, a swallow of burning-icy liquor from a corporal’s flask while they cowered in another shell hole, the world shaking and shuddering and throwing up clods of dirt all around them. Screaming for mother or sweetheart or God knew who, the wet gray slithering of intestines and the sudden word passed down the comm channels that there are goddamn mines, get those fucking engineers strapped in now!

         Through the smoke she glimpsed a familiar shape—a flicker of a bald, egg-pale head usually covered by a rancid, battered hat. She dove for cover inside a moss-grown, abandoned concrete culvert, coming to rest right next to Swann’s lanky length. The raider captain’s eyes were half closed; he plugged his other ear as he listened through his comm handset. He spared Lara a single nod. She realized her entire right side was a bar of pain and her lungs were full of heaviness. Her breath came in heaves, and she was, as usual, mildly surprised she wasn’t bleeding, too.

         Going up the interstate would have been easier instead of slogging through the bands of wastewood, but the Firsters had sleds too. Not nearly as many as the Federals, though. The goddamn Patriots were running out of all sorts of things. DC was still sieged, but plenty of the Northeast had just been waiting to get rid of the Firsters and were taking to the streets now that there looked like a chance of the Federals reaching the Atlantic somewhere, anywhere. Most of the grunts rolled their eyes and said, Once we take DC we can leave the fucking South alone. Build that fucking wall the Firsters was always on about.

         They had a point.

         Swann bellowed into his handset again; Lara laced her fingers over her head and crouched, pressing her back against the culvert’s damp wall. Her too-big boots sloshed in sulfur-smelling groundwater, she ached all over, and her clothes could probably stand up without her in them.

         Nobody in range was screaming medic. And since she’d happened across Swann alone, she had to stay attached to him just in case. Simmons and Zampana were out on the field, Chuck Dogg was back at CP, the rest of them were attached to different companies, and the explosions around them reached a crescendo.

         Lara shut her eyes.

         Then, all of a sudden, the artillery stopped, replaced by pops and pings of rifles. Swann was still yelling into the handset, giving coordinates and cussing out whoever was on the other end for good measure. It was Prinky, the lazy-lidded, foul-mouthed, sniper-sharp motherfucker, and Swann was swearing because redheaded Prink had just told him it wasn’t a local counterattack but a whole mess of trouble up over the damn ridge.

         Swann’s piercing hazel gaze rested on Lara, just the way it would have on a chair or a gun or a table. She peered through her lashes every few seconds, checking to see if he had an order for her, but each time he just shook his head slightly, his stubbled jaw set and his hat looking even sorrier than usual because it had been shot right off his damn head in the ruckus, clamped back on once the shelling quit. He was a lucky-ass fucker, and liked to say Napoleon would have made him a general.

         That little French fuck liked lucky bastards, and you’re looking at one.

         “All right, you sonofabitch. Look for me on the other fucking side.” He toggled the chopswitch and let out a long breath; Lara let go of her head and rocked on her haunches a little. He stuffed the waterproof map back into its case, clamped his hat more firmly on his shaven head, and nodded at her. “Get your iron out, medic. We’re going over the top.”

         Well, that’s not so bad. She nodded, chin dipping sharply, and her hand found the sidearm Zampana had stolen for her. There was no shortage of clips, not since they’d found the ammo dump. The Firsters, pulling back in a hurry, hadn’t even wired it to blow, though there had been one or two hairy moments in the barn, the engineers freezing and anyone with any sense doing the same. It wasn’t until after that particular engagement that the booby traps started to get serious, the engineers requisitioning raider sweepers to pool experience once the shooting stopped. It was a far cry from Federals turning their noses up at irregulars, that was for damn sure. And medics were always welcome.

         Right now, though, the hill had to be taken. Lara was raider first and medic a distant second.

         “We got ’em on the run now,” Swann said, more prayer than fact. But he whistled, a short sharp note, and all she had to do was keep up with him as they bolted, both hunched even though the mortars and cannos had stopped, up the slope.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Seven

            Skinny-Ass Impossible
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            April 15, ’98

         

         There were still bodies on the gallows, swaying gently under a smoke-choked breeze. “Jesus Christ,” Simmons said, rubbing a hand over his stiff blond buzz cut. “How do they have anyone left, they keep this shit up?”

         “Indoctrination.” Zampana’s broad face, set with disgust, had turned ashen. “No birth control.” Her hands were fists, skinned knuckles glaring. “Incentivize that Quiverfull shit.”

         “That was rhetorical, Pana.” But Chuck said it quietly. You never wanted to fuck up another raider’s way of coping, and Zampana’s was to lecture. She was the one who had remarked that morning that it was tax day, at least on the Federal side of the line.

         Charred, shattered wooden frames marched side by side down a long, dusty central street. The roll-call square was packed dirt, and the entire place smelled like sap and roasted pork. Along the south edge of the camp, just outside an electrified fence, was a long hand-dug trench, the dirt mound over it exhaling an evil stench of gasoline and rot. You’d think after Gloria few soldiers would ever be nauseous again, but you’d be wrong. Even the older grunts were tossing their cookies on this one. By unspoken agreement, you went back to the truck when you needed a few minutes to get the smell out of your nose. Even the diesel fume in the back of an unaltered or hybrid truck was better than the aroma of…cooking meat.

         It smelled just like a cookout.

         The new medic stood with her head down, rocking back on her heels every once in a while as Swann gazed at the only unburned structure. Painted white and standing prissily apart from the shattered barracks, the administration building even had boxes holding leafy green plants under its largely unbroken windows. A bristling cellular tower jutted from its roof, and its front door was thrown open. Charlie Company’s Bravo squad had just cleared it, with Prink in their midst checking for booby traps. The worms were already running inside the ancient mainframe this camp held, and the data recovery boys from CentCom were a few hours behind the leading edge. There would be precious little way of figuring out who had died here unless some of the other kamps in this one’s network could be captured with data intact.

         Prink was doing his best to slow the worms down, but it was a thankless task with the old, overworked laptop he’d managed to scrounge. The thing didn’t even have a thumbprint port, for God’s sake.

         A hastily painted sign leaned against the gallows. TRAITORS, it shouted in large white block letters. One of the hanging bodies wore a Patriot’s winter uniform, black wool, red-and-white piping. The faces weren’t too swollen yet—winter still had its grip on the Missouri pinewoods. The guard’s small, hard potbelly looked pregnant next to the skin-and-bones rags of prisoners in their tattered orange coveralls. One of the prisoners was hooded. The other two stared, dead gazes moving across the roll-call square somberly, with all the time in the world.

         So many of the dead lay with their eyes open. They couldn’t look away either.

         Lara’s head jerked up. What little color had come back into her thin cheeks drained away. She staggered sideways and elbowed Swann hard enough a huff escaped his lungs. “What the fu—” he began, but she took off, pelting toward the white clapboard house.

         “Get out!” she yelled. “Get out now! NOW!”

         She hit the front steps—painted green, muddied by the platoon’s tracking back and forth—with a clatter of her scavenged, too-big boots, and threw herself inside.

         Simmons had dropped to one knee, his rifle tracking; Zampana’s sidearm was out; and most of Charlie Company began cussing and scrambling, grabbing weapons and looking for the cause of the disturbance.

         Not eight seconds later, Prink catapulted out of the house and flew off the front steps, landing so hard he almost lost a tooth in the dusty gravel. Behind him came the new medic, and while she was airborne there was a breathless wump as a timed shell tucked in a rusting file cabinet moored in the damp cellar—there were two inches of standing water down there, and the cabinet had looked unassuming enough—exploded.

         Lara landed on redheaded Prinky, glass shattering and wood turning to deadly splinters where it hadn’t vaporized. The shock wave rolled over both of them, pushed the hanging bodies into fresh, gentle motion. The gallows creaked and moaned, but didn’t break—quality construction. The gallows’ steps were mined too, as Prinky found later when his ears had stopped ringing.

         Simmons was the first there, grabbing the back of the medic’s too-big camo coat and picking her up just like a suitcase. Zampana, hard on his heels, got Prinky by his belt and, truth be told, a handful of his hair, since he wouldn’t cut the coppery mop, and hauled him back toward the truck, his heels cutting long furrows in gravel and dust.




OEBPS/Images/afterwar1600ebooktitle_online.png
AFTERWAR

LILITH SAINTCROW






OEBPS/Images/afterwar1starsh_online.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9780316558242_cover_epub.jpg
A NOVEL

AFTERWAR

LILITH SAINTCROW






OEBPS/Images/afterwar_map_online.jpg





OEBPS/Images/afterwarorncenter_online.jpg





