
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Chapter 1. 
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      Manny
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      Richardson, Republic of Texas, 2070. 
      

    

      Manny smiled at the way the British journalist’s face blanched as the old Toyota hit the pot hole.
       Reggie wasn’t used to bad roads, cars driven by actual humans, or the way the heavy metal of the gun mount in the truck bed made the aluminum frame groan. That was all familiar to Manny. He’d grown up in ciudad de muerta, back before the Lakewood Blast. Back when people had still called it Dallas. 
    

    
      The truck’s driver veered around the bloated corpse of a large dog lying in the middle of the road. Reggie gripped the truck bed with white knuckles and eyed the swaying ammo-belt of the 20 millimeter cannon like it was a coiled snake
      . 
      The gunner, Manny’s cousin Alejandro, grinned down at the journalist, 
    

    
      “The suspension’s a little fucked, yeah?” 
    

    
      The Brit nodded, and turned greener when the technical hit another pothole. Manny supposed he should offer a comforting word to the man. That would be good business. But a louder part of him looked at Reggie’s brand-new boots and thought, ‘he can stand a little less comfort.’ The journalist would brag about this ride for months once he got home. 
    

    
      Escorting reporters from the safety of Austin to the sundry hot spots of the old Metroplex was not Manny’s ideal career. Two years ago he’d been working on a bachelor’s in business administration from the University of Austin. The plan had been to get a job with Aegis Biosystems, then charm his way into a working visa and a gig in the California Republic. But the fighting had started up again and ruined all that. The culprit this time was the ‘Heavenly Kingdom’, a loose assortment of Christian extremist militias. They’d boiled out from the suburbs of the old Metroplex and all but broken the Republic of Texas. 
    

    
      The autonomous City of Austin had stabilized the situation with the help of an alliance of leftist Texan militias, the Secular Defense Forces. Beating them back had cost a lot in blood and time, and forced Manny to change every plan he’d ever made for his life.  
    

    
      So he’d embraced the situation and started his own business, hiring on some friends as employees. Together they’d built the best network of stringers in North Texas. His boys fed him video, contacts and news updates and he sold what he could to the big foreign media conglomerates.
       
      In a couple more months he’d have enough saved up that he could fuck off, fly to Europe and apply for a refugee visa. 
    

    
      My odds are pretty good, as long as the war doesn’t end too soon. 
    

    
       The technical rolled to a creaky stop in front of a checkpoint that had clearly been erected within the last few days. It was just a collapsible electronic gate and two sandbag emplacements on either side of the battered highway. A street sign nearby announced that they were on the edge of Richardson, formerly a suburb of Dallas and currently a forward position of the People’s Protection Army, a local anarchist militia. Manny could see the PPA’s red/black triangle emblem stitched onto the jackets of the soldiers guarding the checkpoint. 
    

    
                 
      One of the PPA men walked up to the driver’s-side window and started chatting with Phillip, the driver. Phil and Manny’s cousin Alejandro were both with the Citizen’s Front, a more or-less apolitical militia from the suburbs of Austin. Both militias co-existed under the broad umbrella of the Secular Defense Forces. The SDF had been organized by the Canadian government, to lump all of North Texas’s palatable 
      militant groups into a single package that could be conveniently armed. 
    

    
                  
      While the first guard talked with Phillip his partner did a circuit around the back of the truck. The man was big, bulging with muscles so sculpted and prominent they had to be vat grown, and he moved with the twitchy un-grace of a man who’d replaced his nervous system with circuitry. His weapon was a very old, very battered AR-15 with an M243 grenade launcher below the barrel. The latter was old U.S. military gear. The former had been someone’s toy before the Revolution gave America’s half-billion civilian guns a new raison d’etre. 
    

    
      The man moved back to the barricades when he’d finished his lap. Reggie looked up at Manny and asked, “Was he, erm...was he ‘chromed’?” 
    

    
      Manny smiled. That was always one of the first questions, as soon as any foreign journo saw a trooper with a large enough build, skin with an off-shade, or who just moved a little too fast to seem completely ‘right’. Anything beyond basic aesthetic and medical modifications were banned in civilized countries, like the U.K. 
    

    
      The real chrome, the implants that would let a man lift a tank or take a rocket to the belly, that shit was locked up tight. Few national militaries even used the stuff these days. Not after the Revolution. 
    

    
      “He’s got some vat-grown muscles,” Manny said, in an off-handed way that suggested such things were common, “aftermarket nerves too, probably. His stuff is low-grade. That’s why it’s so visible.” 
    

    
      Reggie nodded. His eyes stayed locked on the big man. He was quiet for a while before he spoke again. “You just...you live right alongside them, don’t you?” 
    

    
      Manny shrugged. “Everybody’s got something out here. And the wetware’s what lets us hold back the Martyrs. They’d own the whole city if it weren’t for half-vats like him.” 
    

    
      The journalist nodded, and his gaze stayed fixed upon the militiaman until a troubled look crossed his face. He glanced back to Manny. 
    

    
      “Are you, ah, ‘chromed’?” Reggie asked. 
    

    
      Manny smiled. “I don’t expect either of us is stock sapien, eh? But I doubt I’ve got anything you don’t.”
    

    
      Reggie seemed somewhat comforted by this. “Most of what I’ve read about the really heavy mods says they cause a lot of, well, unstable behavior. That’s why...” 
    

    
      “That’s why this city’s such a shit hole?” Manny asked. 
    

    
      The journalist had the grace to blush. Manny looked away for a moment. His eyes landed on the bones of three large public housing buildings. A barrel bomb had detonated in the center of the courtyard all three shared. It had peeled away the walls, some of the floors, and the resulting firestorm had burned up everything that wasn’t concrete, steel or rebar. For just a moment, Manny felt bad about hoping the war hung on another six months. 
    

    
      “The old government blamed a lot on roided-up veterans with military grade mods,” he told Reggie. “Most was just propaganda, fear-mongering. People were pissed after twenty years of plague, disaster and poverty.” Manny shrugged. “It’s true though, a lot of chromed-up vets turned on the government. You can’t make men into gods and expect them to keep fighting for men.” 
    

    
      Reggie pointed back to the bulging militiaman. “I take it muscles there is pretty far from a god.” 
    

    
      “Nah,” Manny laughed. “He’s just a guy with too much meat-money. Gods don’t man check-points.” 
    

    
      The Brit was excited now. These were the questions he’d wanted to ask since they’d met yesterday. “Do you know where some of those people are?” Reggie couldn’t keep the excitement out of his voice. “Could we talk to them?” 
    

    
      Manny didn’t have any of those contacts, nor did he know any other fixers who did. He tried to let the Brit down easy. “Most of those folks live, uh, on the road. In between the civilized parts of Texas and the Republic of California. 
    

    
      “Oh,” Reggie looked disappointed. The truck rolled past the wreckage of an old Catholic school. It bore the signs of being fortified, destroyed, re-fortified and re-destroyed several times. 
    

    
      The Brit was inches from asking another question when the gate-man waved them on and the battered Toyota farted its way into drive, belching and complaining past a network of potholes until it hit a relatively straight chunk of asphalt. 
    

    
      “Only a few minutes now, jefe,” Manny said. “The PPA’s forward position is about five minutes out. You’ll be in ‘the shit’ then. Or at least shit-adjacent.” 
    

    
      
        The journalist’s face washed over in an even mix of anxiety and pride. One of the first lessons Manny had learned at this job was that phrases like “the shit” made rich gringo writers unreasonably excited. And excited journalists always called Manny the next time they were in country. Giving white kids in keffiyahs a lifetime of bragging rights for surviving a couple days in his home killed his soul, just a little bit. But Manny pushed down the anger and told himself a chip on the shoulder was a lot less useful than money in the bank. 
        

        

      
    

    
      The technical rolled off the old highway. Manny could see “23” and “Spring Valley Road” emblazoned on a weather-beaten, bullet-scarred sign. The technical pulled to the right
      . 
      The gun swayed in its mount. Manny couldn’t help smiling as the Brit instinctively pulled away from it. 
    

    
      They rolled up to what had once been a strip mall and was now a forward operating base for the People’s Protection Army. An old laundromat, a bookstore, and a half-dozen resturaunts now had their roofs ringed with barbed wire and machine gun emplacements. Manny could see a line of bullet holes stitched across three of the shops. None of the windows were intact, but otherwise the buildings had weathered the war rather well.  
    

    
      Three M198 Howitzers were parked next to a taco shop that had once served the local college kids beer and cheap grub. There was a flag pole out in front of the shop, and from it hung the blue-and-white starburst flag of the SDF. Three men in uniforms stood, waiting, as the old Toyota rolled to a stop and Manny and Reggie disembarked. 
    

    
      Two of the men were officers in the PPA, Colonel Jakob Milgram and Major DeShawn Clark. Milgram was a boring, tight-lipped, nerdy type, but DeShawn was one of Manny’s favorite sources. He was an old infantry guy, a consummate brawler with a face full of scars and three published books of poetry to his name. He actually had a base of international fans, mostly in Spain. The third man was Hamid Mohammed, an advisor from Syrian Kurdistan. The Kurds had been giving aid to the sundry militias of the Secular Defense Forces for years now. Manny considered Hamid almost a local. 
    

    
      He shook hands with Jakob. Since Manny knew DeShawn better he met the man with a full embrace, and used it as an opportunity to palm the Major a packet of his favorite cigarettes. DeShawn gave him a wink and a smile. Manny shook Hamid’s hand next, and then kissed him on the cheek. Hamid returned the kiss, clapped him on the shoulder and said, “Emmanuel, my friend, you really should get out of this business. One of these days you’ll come up here and it won’t be safe.” 
    

    
      Manny frowned a little at the use of his birth name, but didn’t make an issue out of the matter. “There’s still a war on, right?” He smiled at Hamid. “Y’all get that shit under control, and maybe I’ll work a straight job again.” 
      Not tooFtF soon though
      , he thought, 
      the least this war can do is last long enough to get me out of Texas. 
    

    
      Hamid smiled back, and Manny introduced Reggie to the officers. The journalist was clearly awkward in that special way Manny had come to expect from new war correspondents. It was the norm for young writers to be intimidated by grizzled military men. Some of them got over that; Manny had worked with a middle-aged 
      Der Spiegel 
      reporter last week who’d probably taken as much incoming fire as Major Clark. 
    

    
                  
Colonel Milgram led them into the militarized taco shop. A brief blast of nostalgia squeezed Manny’s lungs. The place had obviously been closed since the Revolution. The drink specials and meal prices printed on the wall were given in U.S. dollars, a currency as dead as the last American president. Manny recognized ads for bands and movies he remembered from his childhood. The glass facade had shattered years ago. The kitchen had been gutted and
       
      replaced by wall-length screens displaying maps of the city. At least a dozen uniformed men and women milled around the space in small groups. 
    

    
      
        

                   
      
      He and Reggie sat down at a long picnic table with Hamid and the two officers. Reggie set his camera up on the table. It was just a small silver sphere, but Manny knew it could record everything happening around it at a higher resolution than the human eye. 
    

    
                 
      An orderly brought in three beers, Shiner Bocks from Austin, and one dark brown tea in a glass cup for Hamid. The Brit raised his glass in a friendly salute, “Thank you for meeting with me.” And then he started to ask questions. Manny leaned back in his chair and enjoyed a long gulp of cold beer. If he wasn’t needed to translate, he generally checked out during interviews.  
    

    
      He used the free time to activate his deck and check in on the two stringers he had working right now. David Allenby was up in Addison today, taking a Californian documentary crew on a tour of an SDF training facility. He’d messaged Manny to let him know they’d gotten through the checkpoints without any issue. Oscar Martinez didn’t have any journalists with him. He was embedded with a Republic of Texas police unit, getting footage from inside a neighborhood that had recently been ‘liberated’ from the Heavenly Kingdom. 
    

    
      There were no new messages from Oscar. His last check-in had been the night before. It was probably nothing, but it concerned Manny nonetheless. 
      What if Oscar got a better offer for his footage? 
      He’d always been loyal before, but if that fuck from the Guardian had gotten to him… 
    

    
      “I’m interested in the Abrams Road bombing,” Reggie told the Colonel, and Manny’s attention swung back to his reporter. 
      That’s an odd thing to ask about. 
      The bombing had occurred two weeks back. It’d been big news for a couple of hours. Manny had paid one of his contacts in Raza Front for a video of a walkthrough of the wreckage. It had brought in about three 
      grand profit
      .
    

    
      “The Abrams Road bombing was not a Martyrdom Operation,” Colonel Milgram sounded almost angry. 
    

    
      “Terribly sorry,” Reggie said, “you’re right of course. There was no driver, so no Martyr. Right?” 
    

    
      “Right.” DeShawn Clark said. He pulled a folded piece of white paper out of his pocket, opened it up and smoothed it out on the table. It was a map of the D/FW area, color coded to show the positions of the various militias in the region. “We operate eight checkpoints on that part of the Richardson Line,” DeShawn said as he pointed to each one. “Five of them border Republic-controlled territory. The traffic from there is mostly autonomous, and those vehicles slave themselves to our traffic management system before they can enter our territory. The other three checkpoints border territory controlled by the Martyrs. They don’t see much traffic, and they’re all heavily manned.” 
    

    
      Reggie was quiet for a few seconds. Manny could almost hear the gears turning in the journalist’s head as he struggled to find the words for his next question.
    

    
      “Would it be fair to say the autonomous checkpoints are less secure, then?” 
    

    
      DeShawn smiled a thin, quiet smile. Hamid grimaced. Colonel Milgram responded in a terse voice, “The autonomous checkpoints have fewer defenders. But they border Republic territory. The Martyrs haven’t pulled off an attack on one in quite some time.” 
    

    
      “Was Abrams Road not one such attack?” Reggie looked eager now, like a hound following a scent. 
    

    
      “We don’t know who bombed Abrams Road,” Colonel Milgram said. “No one’s taken credit, but we doubt it was the Martyrs.” 
    

    
      “Why?” the journalist asked. Manny leaned in a little, interested in spite of himself at where this was all going to lead. 
    

    
      “Perhaps,” Hamid said, “you should read a bit more about this ‘Heavenly Kingdom’. They reject all autonomous technology. They even use remote human pilots for their drones, like its two-thousand-and-fucking-three. That’s why our skies are always clear. We jam them.” 
    

    
      Reggie asked, “Is it possible they found some way to hack your defense system?” 
    

    
      Hamid laughed. “We bought this system from the Israelis. If you’re telling me one of the Martyrs’ Brigades has a hacker who can crack that, then I’m the King of Albuquerque.” 
    

    
      “But something still went wrong,” Reggie insisted. 
    

    
      Hamid’s smile turned cold. “This is war, Mr. Reggie. It’s mostly things going wrong.” 
    

    
      That’s where the line of questions petered out. Reggie asked them for access to the security footage from the destroyed checkpoint, and Colonel Milgram agreed to send it over. 
    

    
      “We’d like to speak to the survivors as well, if possible,” Manny interjected, not waiting to see if the journalist would ask. He knew those men were all stationed behind the line now, which would make for a safer, easier rest of the day than heading up to the wire. 
    

    
      “Of course,” Colonel Milgram said, with a smile to Manny. They said their goodbyes, and then Major Clark walked them out to their waiting Toyota. The Texas heat hit like an oven as they exited, and Manny was glad they’d be spending most of the rest of their day indoors. 
    

    
      Deshawn clapped a hand on Manny’s shoulder as he lit one of his new cigarettes. “It’s good to see you again Emmanuel,” he said. And then he smiled at Reggie. “And it’s nice to meet you, my British friend. I’m sorry you’ve come to the front at a boring time.” 
    

    
      “Why?” Reggie asked. 
    

    
                  
      “Because this,” DeShawn gestured at the gun emplacements and loitering militiamen of the command post, “this is not war, not really. Your job is to help your people, children of peace and plenty, understand what is going on here. You must teach them the language of war. And to
    

    
      paraphrase a dead poet, the language of war is a language made of blood. To be spoken, it must be earned.” 
    

    
      
        

                   
      
      There was an awkward pause. A little bit of the blood drained from the journalist’s face. 
      You old nutty fuck, 
      Manny thought, with more amusement than fear. “Classic DeShawn,” he said, and laughed to ease the tension. The Major bid them both a good day, hugged Manny, and sauntered off back to the command post. Smoke from his cigarette curled up into the air behind him as he walked. Manny’s eyes lingered on it for a second before he turned back to Reggie. 
    

    
      “Ready to go?” he asked, chipper as he could manage. 
    

    
      ---- 
    

    
      Three hours, a handful of interviews and one short drive later, Manny and Reggie arrived at their home for the night: the Richardson Autonomous Project. Once a Wal-Mart, now a twenty-two-year-old experiment in sustainable urban living, the Project was the furthest island of “civilization” on the SDF’s side of the front. Its militia steadfastly refused to involve themselves in the region’s greater conflicts. They’d been targeted a few times by the Heavenly Kingdom. The SDF, by contrast, left them alone. So when a fixer like Manny found himself on the wrong side of the LBJ Freeway after dark he could usually trust the Project to provide food, booze, and shelter. For a price, of course.
       
    

    
      Sleeping arrangements in the Project were broadly communal. The bulk of the old Wal Mart had been converted into an indoor meadow with grow-lights hanging from the rafters and a wide, lush field of native grass sprawling across most of the inhabited space. Fruit trees, bushes full of berries, cannabis plants and copses of bamboo lined the edges of the space. The center of the field was dominated by a large, circular kitchen surrounded by a handsome oaken bar table. Tables, gazebos, and sundry personal structures dotted the field, along with a pair of dance floors.
       
    

    
                  
      Reggie’s face lit up when he saw the bar. By the time Manny had dropped off their bags and paid Charlie and the driver for the night, the journalist was already three beers in. The Brit wasn’t precisely drunk or sober, but at that productive twilight in between. He’d unrolled a portable screen and had a holographic display up, looping four separate sections of the security footage Colonel Milgram had sent over. The journalist alternated between typing furiously, scrawling notes in his journal, and taking huge gulps of something brown and foamy. He stopped working when he saw Manny approach and waved him into the adjacent seat.
       
    

    
      “Hey brother, check this out.”
       
    

    
      Manny pulled up a seat and the journalist directed his attention to a six-second loop of footage, from immediately after the bombing. It showed two man-sized silhouettes standing on top of an old garage; Manny remembered the building. It stood maybe two hundred meters from the Abrams Road checkpoint. One of the silhouettes had a rifle. The other held a short, squat tube that Manny recognized as a camera lens.
    

    
      
        

      
      “Notice anything?”
       
    

    
      “Spotters,” Manny said. “Probably trying to get a kill count.”
       
    

    
      
     
      
      “Nah, man. Look at where he’s pointed. That cunt’s not looking at any post. He’s looking straight back, deeper into the old town. And I’ll bet you he’s high up enough to be staring right at Colonel Milgram’s command post.”
       
    

    
      Manny looked again. He thought about the angle. 
      “OK, so what,” he asked, “you think this was a probing attack for some big action?” 
    

    
      The journalist shrugged. “Maybe. It’s something new, is what interests me. Two years of martyrdom operations that all look more-or-less the same and now this weird one. An autonomous vehicle bomb from a group of fanatics who think autonomous vehicles are the devil.”
       
    

    
      “Yeah,” Manny agreed, “that does seem weird.”
       
    

    
      The bartender walked up and offered Manny his pick of the finest liquor in this particular warzone. Manny ordered a Shiner. It was the one beer a drinker could find across both the Republic of Texas and the Austin autonomous region. He looked back at the looping footage. They both watched it twice more. Then Reggie spoke up again.
       
    

    
      “What have you heard about Pastor Mike?” he asked.
       
    

    
                  
      Manny stiffened a little bit at the name. He’d heard it, of course. Vague stories of rioting in Kansas, a fundamentalist uprising inside the southernmost territories of the United Christian States. He hadn’t thought much about it at first. But two years ago Pastor Mike had moved to Texas, shortly before the Heavenly Kingdom had declared itself. It was hard to say exactly what role the preacher played within the organization. But he was certainly its most visible ‘face’.
       
    

    
      “I know who he is.” Manny said. “I know the Republic let him in because they thought his followers might provide a buffer against Austin’s influence. I know that blew the fuck up in their faces.” Manny took a long drink and continued. “That’s an old story around here, the Republic using those god-fondling nut-fucks to push back against the leftists.”
       
    

    
      The journalist raised an eyebrow and Manny instantly regretted his crude response. He didn’t really care about religion one way or the other. But whenever he came out to the front it was hard to not get a little angry. Especially after a drink.
       
    

    
      “Sorry,” he said, “it’s been a long day.”
       
    

    
      Reggie looked down, coughed and took a sip. He looked back at Manny, took another sip and said, “You know that’s another subject I’d rather like to cover.”
       
    

    
      “What?” Manny asked.
       
    

    
      “Anti-Christian sentiment in North America.”
    

    
      Manny grunted and looked down at his drink. The Brit barreled on.
       
    

    
      “You’re not the first North American I’ve heard express anger towards Christians,” he said. “In California, Cascadia, the North American Federation, I’ve just seen a lot of hate...”
       
    

    
      “Look,” Manny interrupted, “Me, I’m a man of peace. I love everybody. But this continent’s been torn apart and bleeding out for the last twenty years. Lotta people hate Christians. The ones that don’t hate Christians hate leftists. And everyone outside the American Federation hates capitalists. Hate, hate, hate.”
       
    

    
      Manny took a gulp of his beer and set it down, a little harder than he’d intended. He looked Reggie in the eye and finished, “There’s exactly one thing all the broken bits of this continent have in common. Hate.”
       
    

    
                  
      The journalist arched an eyebrow at Manny and returned the gaze. He had the look of a man peering into the enclosure of a particularly exotic zoo animal. Manny wanted to resent it, but he’d been doing this job long enough to know this was just how journalists looked at people. 
       
    

    
      Reggie downed his drink. He reached a hand up to signal the bartender and then looked back at Manny. “Can I buy you another round?”
       
    

    
      Manny shook his head. “No thanks. I’m tired, and I don’t want to drag ass at the front tomorrow.”
       
    

    
                  
      He downed the last of his beer, bid Reggie a good night, and headed over to the spot of turf where he’d set up his sleeping bag and gear. He popped off his shoes, his pants and his shirt and rubbed himself down with a handful of wet naps. Then he grabbed a nightshirt and sweatpants from his bag and slipped them on. Manny considered clean pajamas a necessity.
       
    

    
      He fired up his deck again once he was swaddled in his sleeping bag. There was a juddering start, and then the corners of his vision were populated by a series of small, partly translucent screens. Each one bulged with updates; friends asking about his weekend plans, spam from his college, notifications about new video uploads and headlines from the local news. David had messaged him twice more, to let him know he and his journalists were headed back to Austin and, then, that they’d arrived.
       
    

    
      Oscar still hadn’t responded. Manny’s initial concern was over his loyalty: 
      I got that
       
      fucker started as a stringer. If he sold that video and cut me out of the deal I’m going...going to...
       
      But the longer he thought about Oscar, the more Manny worried that something might have happened. He’d been working in Plano today, near a very stable chunk of the front. But this far out, almost anything could happen...
       
    

    
      Manny closed his eyes, sighed and tried to purge the anxiety from his mind. There was nothing to do now, other than get to sleep so he could wake up tomorrow and make more money. That thought prompted Manny to pull open his banking app and check on the status of his saving’s account. The numbers glowed, fat and happy, in the space right in front of his head. Another five months in the field, maybe six. Then I buy that plane ticket.
    

    

      He started to think about the pictures he’d seen of Dublin and Berlin and Barcelona, all the places he thought he might live if this war would just hang on a little longer. He soon fell asleep, and slept pretty well until the first mortar landed.
    

    
      
        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

  
     
      

      Chapter 2.
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      Roland
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      He woke up, suddenly aware of two pressing problems:
       
    

    
      The acid’s worn off.
       
    

    
      And,
       
    

    
      Eight people are here to kill me.
       
    

    
      Both of these facts concerned him equally. He couldn’t remember his name or where, exactly, he was, which made the impending kill-team all the more worrisome. He opened his eyes. His vision was blurry and unfocused. His head felt filled with sand.
       
    

    
      Roland- (
      Oh shit, that’s my name! Roland!) 
      wondered how long he’d been asleep. He reflexively triggered his deck before the dim firing of a synapse reminded him that he’d permanently disabled his data connection...well, a long time ago.
       
    

    
      Five million two hundred twenty six thousand minu
      -
    

    
      His “hindbrain”, what Roland called the acres of microscopic processors and databanks spun into his blood, spat the knowledge out unbidden into his conscious mind. Roland tried to curse but wound up spitting out a wad of brackish phlegm instead. His eyes settled on a quarter-full bottle of fungus whiskey. He grabbed it, drained it, and rooted around on the table where he’d found it until his digging turned up a sheet of acid. He ripped the sheet in half, ate one half and pasted the other on his sweat-damp chest.
       
    

    
      Roland’s brain didn’t wait for the acid to do its job; nanomachines couriered the lysergic diethylacid direct to his synapses. The drugs took hold in a manner of seconds. Acid softened the world around him. His hindbrain’s running commentary faded into a sort of generalized hyper-awareness of the world around him. He sighed, relaxed, and remembered.
       
    

    
      A woman hovered over him, her hands on his shoulders, her knees on either side of his body. Sweat dripped down from her short black hair onto his face and chest. Her pupils were the size of dinner plates. She smelled like Acid and desire. She smiled, revealing a row of damascus-steel teeth 
    

    
      Roland pulled himself out of the memory. He felt the strike team advance. His hindbrain generated a map of the approaching assasins. They were still a solid minute from his hovel.
        
    

    
                  
      There were six men and two women on the team. If he’d wanted, a microsecond’s focus could’ve told him which members of the group were vegetarians, where two of the team were on their menstrual cycles, and how recently each of their firearms had been cleaned and oiled. But Roland didn’t care about that information. He was trying to remember where he’d left his gun.
       
    

    
      
        

                     
      
      The one-room hut Roland occupied was best described as “squalid”. He knew he’d lived there for quite a long time, although he wasn’t sure if the home was “his” in any legal sense of the word. Its one room held a filthy mattress, a hot plate, several dozen empty bottles of liquor, and a tinkling carpet of spent whippets. A large knife was embedded in the door. Roland couldn’t remember why. He knew he’d had a gun at one point, even though he couldn’t currently find it. He stood up, still wobbly from the massive dose of GHB he’d taken with his nightly tequila, and started kicking at the piles of bottles and drug paraphernalia in the hope that one of them might contain his gun. He found some bullets after a few second’s search, at the bottom of a Folger’s Coffee tin that was half-filled with marijuana.
       
    

    
      Next to the tin was a large metal bowl of stagnant water. Roland glanced in and caught sight of his own reflection. His black skin looked ashen and clammy. 
      Unusually pale,
       he thought, but he didn’t recall enough about himself to know if that was really true. His face was long and drawn, with wide jutting cheekbones and a patchy uneven beard. His head was covered in stubble. The center of his face was dominated by a crooked, heavily scarred nose. Roland had no recollection of why it was scarred, but he knew the injury must’ve happened back before the Army filled him with chrome.
       
    

    
      He turned away from his reflection and continued his search through the house, scattering food-encrusted plates, empty coke bags, and old-fashioned print pornography into even less-organized piles. No dice. 
      Did I pawn it? 
      he wondered, as his machine-assisted eidetic
       memory warred with his profound intoxication. Roland was now conscious enough to remember that not remembering much was normal for him, and that he should really worry more about the assassins coming to kill him.
       
    

    
      Oh shit, right!
       
    

    
      The strike team was just fifty meters out now. He felt a gust of wind and, in the same way, felt as two of the men began to assemble a large sound cannon behind a rocky hill that faced his hovel. He guessed it was a Callahan Mk. 38. Roland didn’t know how he knew the weapon’s name, but he knew it could burn out even his armored synapses with a few seconds of continuous fire. 
       
    

    
                  
      One man was on overwatch for the Callahan team. He carried a two-bore Ruger Falchion anti-vehicular rifle. The mingling odors of fear-sweat and baby formula wafting off him triggered sense-memories of someone holding a newborn infant. Roland guessed the man must have a kid back home. 
      A kid he’s scared of leaving fatherless if some chromed out acid-head filets him. 
      That was useful data. He filed it away in the chunk of his brain least likely to lose that information over the next four seconds. Roland’s memory was real good in four second chunks.
       
    

    
      Over the next picosecond he caught equally informative whiffs of the others. It was enough to suggest that two of the women in the main assault team were lovers, and they’d both had milspec subdermal armor implanted recently. The acrid scent of fresh sutures hung heavy in the air around them. Roland could also tell that one of the men in the assault party took heavy testosterone supplements, either because of a genetic abnormality or because he’d been assigned female at birth. The fourth man was moderately addicted to ephedrix and riding into battle on a high stimulant wave.
    

    
      
        

                    
      
      The last member of the assault team was the only one to give Roland any pause. He could guess the man’s height and weight (
      six foot five, two-hundred-forty pounds
      ) from the sound of his footfalls. Roland could a smell the Sig Sauer .500 submachinegun in his hands, but otherwise the man was a sensory blank. No sweat, no hydraulics, and black to thermographic sensors. The man was chromed. Not so heavily as Roland, of course, but the competent and well-armed squad he led might be enough to narrow the gap.
       
    

    
      Where in the shitting shitshitshit did I leave that gun?
       
    

    
      The static balance in the air changed as the overwatch team warmed up their sound cannon. The assault team was close now, barely a hundred feet out, waiting in the cover provided by several large boulders at the base of the rise that held Roland’s ramshackle home. He knew how this fight would go. They’d unleash the Callahan for a good five seconds while the kill-team moved into position and kicked in the door. Next the big bruiser and the two women would enter while the remainder of the assault team fanned out to cover the sides.
       
    

    
      Textbook post-human kill-team tactics, 
      he thought. He didn’t actually remember any of the fights this conclusion was based on. But he’d clearly lived through similar encounters. And if he trusted his body and hindbrain he would again.
       
    

    
      Roland finished searching the apocalyptic ruin that was his kitchen sink. The pile of plates had been large enough to hide a short-barrel AR-10, but his gun wasn’t there either.
       
    

    
                  
      “Fuck-nuts,” he cursed. The profanity brought a tiny serotonin spike, and Roland felt himself calm down even as the noose tightened around him. His combat wetware did most of its work in the moments before meat met metal. So Roland closed his eyes, slumped his shoulders and relaxed while it cross-indexed his memories of past firefights with his current sensory data. A moment later, Roland was presented with three potential counter-assault strategies.
        
    

    
      He selected the one that sounded like the most fun.
       
    

    
      The Callahan fired, blanketing his home and much of the area beyond it in a web of noise designed to assault and eventually fry the synapses of anyone dumb enough to stand too long in its wake. Pain lashed from Roland’s inner ear and sparked out to every nerve in his body. It would’ve been enough to leave a strong man curled on the ground, shitting his guts out. But Roland just felt a distant ache. His experience of the damage was more akin to seeing the check-engine light on a car than true agony. He was aware that if he waited too long the sonic weapon would blow out the pain dampers on his spinal nerve gates. Luckily for him the assault team didn’t wait that long.
       
    

    
      Roland felt the big man arc his leg up to kick in the door. It crumpled in and Roland lunged left. This helped him avoid the first spray of covering fire as the chromed man and both women barreled inside. Roland flung himself into the hovel’s main structural support beam, which ran up the building’s left wall. He hit it with the rough speed and force of a light truck going twenty miles an hour. His momentum carried him and half the left wall into the rocky ground outside.
    

    
      
        

                    
      
      Roland’s filthy little home tottered and swayed. It collapsed first on the left side and then on the right as the whole structure failed. Roland was already up with a jagged piece of two-by four in his hands. He rushed the ephedrix addict holding down the left flank. The man got two shots off and, to his credit, both hit right where Roland’s original heart had been. And then Roland was on him. He shoved the wood into the meat of the man’s face. It gouged off enough flesh to fill a pint glass and shattered the poor fellow’s jaw. He went down, hard.
       
    

    
      Roland smelled the familiar scent of anti-hemorraghaic nano-machines as they rushed to
       
      save the man’s life. He caught a slight sour whiff of the cheap clotting agents in the man’s
       
      blood. Roland guessed it was TrauMax brand, 
      which was convenient. TrauMax had based their
       
      whole line off of a piece of Brazilian military wetware that itself was based on a crude synthesis of horseshoe crab blood. The organs worked well enough, unless you happened to be an amphetamine addict who’d suffered massive tissue damage. Then your TrauMax unit would flood your synapses with adenosine to knock you out, rather than risk pushing more amphetamines on your stressed heart.
       
    

    
      Something in the smell of the man’s blood set off a powerful sense memory buried deep in Roland’s hippocampus- 
      vines slashing his face, boiling jungle heat and his fist connecting with the face of a heavily armed young woman. Her orbital bone broke under the blow, he smelled her blood meet the air and she dropped, dropped, dropped- 
      the memory flashed by,
       
      free of context, in the time it took the other man to hit the ground.
       
    

    
      It was frustrating to only remember the ‘what’ of an action, and not the ‘why’ or the ‘after.' It was like knowing how to ride a bike without remembering who’d taught you and when, only for everything. Roland found it somewhat unsettl-
       
    

    
      A 12-gauge slug hit him in the thigh. It dug deep, hit reinforced bone, and stopped. The little machines in Roland’s blood were already cutting it apart by the time he stopped musing and bounded over to the other flank-man. Roland chucked the two-by-four hard as he ran. The wood impacted above the assassin’s temple with an audible crack, shattering the man’s sphenoid bone.
       
    

    
                 
      The battle drugs started to trickle into Roland’s synapses now, a cocktail of endorphins, oxytocin, serotonin and epinephrine concocted to make violence as addictive as a fat rock of crystal meth. Roland instantly wanted more, and he knew he could trigger a greater dose by stomping on the downed man’s skull and ending his life. He fought down the urge and, instead, grabbed the man’s AA-32 combat shotgun and rolled for cover behind a red-rock boulder.
       
    

    
      He was almost fast enough. But either the overwatch man had some aftermarket parts Roland hadn’t smelled or all the hardcore drug abuse had done long-term damage to his reflexes. 
      Maybe no more crack binges, 
      Roland thought as a massive two-bore slug blew most of his left shoulder out into the desert behind him.
       
    

    
      
    

    
      Roland belted out several fuckwords as pain flooded the banks of his dampeners. And just that second, with truly exquisite timing, the Callahan crew swiveled their weapon ‘round and poured sonic fire at him from above.
    

    
      
    

    
      For a fraction of a second everything went dark. Roland’s world was riotous red pain and little else. If his body had required the input of his conscious mind he would have been in a real pickle. During the milliseconds it took for his dampeners to cut through the pain haze, Roland’s body dove ten feet to the left, enough to take him out of the Callahan’s spray and behind an outcropping of rocks. Two rounds cracked into the rock above his head. Roland came back to himself as the shards cut into his skin.
        
    

    
      He glanced down at at the ruin of his shoulder. His little blood robots were already hard at work, rebuilding the muscles, bones and sinews blown out by the giant slug. A couple seconds more and the limb would be useable again. But Roland had a better idea.
       
    

    
      He used his intact arm as a flesh-catapult and flung himself up over the boulder, towards the Callahan and its three guardians. The man with the two-bore fired again. Roland had known she would and his hindbrain had already calculated the ideal motions to avoid the dozen most likely shot patterns. He sailed over the half-pound bullets with ease and used the hand of his intact arm to rip his wounded arm free at the shoulder.
       
    

    
                  
      Roland landed hard in front of the Callahan. He swung his own severed limb like a club and knocked the barrel to the left. Then he laid into the gun’s crew with a mix of pounding swings from the arm and stomps to the other men’s knees and ankles. Bones shattered. Assassins screamed. The man with the two-bore and the newborn child at home wavered and broke. Roland had expected this. Many normal humans, even hardened veterans, found it nauseating and unsettling to see a man move as fast as he could move. Add, ‘beating their friends half to death with a severed limb’ and, well, he’d predicted the guy would break.
       
    

    
      It’s not your fault buddy, 
      Roland thought as he watched the man run. 
      Don’t feel bad.
       
      He’d wanted to say that out loud but he was having trouble working his vocal cords.
       
    

    
                  
      In roughly seven seconds Roland had eliminated five out of eight threats in the kill-team. His hindbrain predictions had given him six more seconds, at least, before the entry team cleared themselves from the debris of his collapsed hovel. But the other post-human, the man who’d shone blank on most of Roland’s senses, had freed himself faster. Roland realized this when a trio of fifty-calibre slugs burst into his chest cavity. He dropped, avoiding the last three rounds of the burst, and rolled behind another pair of boulders with his severed arm in hand.
       
    

    
      The two female assassins were close to freeing themselves now. Roland could hear them struggle out through the vibrations of their bodies in the red sand. He couldn’t see the other post-human, but he’d triangulated his most likely location. Unfortunately the other fucker had him dead to rights. If Roland broke cover, he’d be shot to pieces, maybe more pieces than his trauma organs could put back together.
      
        

      
      .
       
    

    
                   
      Alright, old boy. Do we eat a bunch of lead and charge the bastards? Deploy the meat rockets and run for a gun while they’re blind? 
      He suddenly remembered the spring-loaded assault razor embedded in his left forearm, and then the 22mm grenade pistol buried in between his small intestine and his sigmoid colon 
      (Did I remember to load it before shoving it in there?). 
      But before he could take any action the firefight was interrupted by an oddly familiar voice.
       
    

    
      “Hey Roland, how’s it swingin’?”
       
    

    
      Roland hadn’t smelled or heard this new man coming. The voice was very familiar Roland felt a name on the tip of his tongue, but it just wouldn’t come.
       
    

    
      “Weapons down, lads and lassies. I’ve seen enough to guess the end.”
       
    

    
      Roland smelled frustration waft off the two women, now free and angry. The other post human smelled like nothing, but Roland felt him lower his weapon. Some grey, dead strand o memory pulsed in the back of Roland’s brain and he guessed that it was safe for him to stand up now. So he did, and put eyes on the mystery man.
       
    

    
      The fellow had a lopsided, square-ish jaw with a very deliberate five-o-clock shadow. His nose was thick and bulby. His red hair was tangled into dreadlocks that were more the result of inattention than stylistic choice. He was tall, muscular but lean with a bare chest that was covered in tattoos of black snakes. They writhed in time to the beating of his heart. He wore nothing but a pair of red leather chaps and a broad, calm smile. His bare penis swung pendulous in the breeze. Both of his palms were extended, out front and visible. It was the kind of gesture one used to calm an animal.
       
    

    
      Roland’s synapses fired and misfired and a string of fragmented memories ran through his mind. He recalled a really good hot dog on a sunny day, push-ups in the mud, searing pain in his genitals and the taste of shitty ditch weed. These memory fragments were all somehow tied to the man in front of him.
       
    

    
      It took Roland a moment, but as soon as he got a full look at those coal-gray eyes, the man’s name clicked into place.
       
    

    
      “Oh shit,” he croaked, “Jim?”
       
    

    
      Roland hadn’t said spoken to a person in...months, at least. Maybe longer. He sounded more like a suffering cat than an English-speaking human. But Jim understood him.
       
    

    
      “Ayup,” he said.
       
    

    
      Roland sighed, looked at his severed arm, and 
      crudely
       shoved it into place. It had clotted a bit, and his stub burned as the tiny robots in his blood got to work re-attaching his once-and future limb.
      
         
        

      
    

    
      “Jim,” he said again, sounding a bit less like a frog after a six day coke binge. “You fucked up my house man. That’s not cool.”
       
    

    
                  
      Roland didn’t know how long he’d known Jim. He couldn’t even pin down the man’s last name. But he was pretty sure they’d fought together, back before the Revolution. And he was certain they’d had a threesome with a devilishly handsome Spetznaz man. He couldn’t remember that guy’s name, or why they’d all been in Panama, but he didn’t expect that was the sort of experience Past-Him’d have shared with someone who wasn’t a friend.
       
    

    
      “You remember me?” Jim asked.
       
    

    
      “Basically,” Roland answered.
       
    

    
      
        “Good. ‘Cause I got a favor to ask.”
        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

     


     

     

     

     

     

     

     

       
      
      
        

      

    

      Chapter 3.
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      Sasha
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      The drone gun rotated on its axis and brought a new, slightly different chunk of cityscape into view. The world was a dull green-grey color through the lens of the weapon’s camera. Once gain, there were no humans in sight. That was the norm, but Sasha still logged in for her scheduled gun-time every day. Her parents would have been mortified if they knew how she was spending her few hours of free time. But she had a good VPN, or at least it was good enough to hide her activity from her non-tech savvy elders.
       
    

    
      She doubted they’d ever suspect her of something like this. Sasha was a good student. Her grades guaranteed her admission to the American University in D.C. At one point she’d had a shot at being her high school’s valedictorian, and maybe of gaining admission to Stanford. But then she’d discovered the true Gospel and given herself to Christ. Her grades were still good, but probably not good enough to earn her an educational visa to the California Republic. The extra time the old-her had dedicated to school was now spent glued to a guncam, browsing live feeds from various Christian militias, and reading everything she could from the few pastors brave enough to preach the Word.
       
    

    
      The new-her didn’t want to go to school near San Francisco, capital of what Pastor Mike had called “the world’s most sinful nation”. Sasha didn’t even really want to go to college in D.C. What was the point?
       
    

    
      “Sash,” her dad called from the kitchen, “dinner’s on. Cheese enchiladas!”
       
    

    
      There was still nothing in her line-of-sight. For the eleventh month in a row she was spending sixty-five AmFed dollars for the privilege of staring through a camera at nothing for a half hour a day. Sasha had been warned about this when she’d signed up to support the Woodlands Martyr’s Brigade. Their drone guns didn’t see much action; the front had been stable for the last year. Rumor said the number of backers who’d even gotten to fire during their turn was under a dozen. Sasha had hoped she’d be a special case.
       
    

    
      Something moved!
       
    

    
      Just as she thought about killing the app and going downstairs, something moved across her drone’s field of vision. It happened again and Sasha realized that the somethings were armored soldiers, sprinting past her weapon. She locked the drone on one and, for the first time ever, selected the ‘Fire Approval’ button. A second went by, then another, and then a red box replaced her firing reticule.
       
    

    
      Target Declined: Friendly Fire!
       
    

    
      “Sasha!” her mother called up, in that grating voice that meant she was almost frustrated enough to start yelling, “Get down here!”
       
    

    
                    
      She stared at the box for a long moment. 
      Friendly fire.
       That made sense, as she belatedly realized the men had been rushing out of territory occupied by the Martyrs. 
      Good thing they check up on us before we pull the trigger.
       Her heart pounded a little at the thought of killing the wrong soldier. But at the same time she noticed something odd; the men were still coming. They rushed past the drone camera in waves, ten feet apart, ducking low and and hefting heavy weapons. She must have watched at least a hundred of them pass before she realized what this meant.
       
    

    
      A new offensive. Oh God-
       
    

    
      “Dial Alexander,” she told her deck. A comm window popped up about six inches in front of her hand, to the left of the large drone control screen that hovered above her. Anyone without a deck would’ve just seen a seventeen-year-old girl, lying on her bed and poking at the air. But Sasha saw the space in front of her as a giant screen curved around her body. She opened another window and flung it up on her right side. It was populated with links to the camera feeds of all the personalities she followed. Most of them were located somewhere in the Republic of Texas, and more than half of the feeds were dark. It was hard to tell just what was happening on the others. Sasha decided she’d get a faster update on the situation through her news aggregator. She reduced the other windows and shifted them to her periphery, then she opened a new window and waited a half-second for her curated newsfeed to populate. Her deck kept ringing Alexander while she scanned the headlines.
       
    

    
      Reports of Explosions Across The Dallas Front
       
    
                        
      Texas: Extremists Advance into SDF, Republic Territory
      
 
    

Reports from Dallas Suggest New Offensive By ‘Heavenly Kingdom’
    
         

       
      A half-dozen rings later, Alexander picked up.
    

    
      “Sasha?” he asked. His voice sounded distant. There was noise on the line. After a second or so Sasha heard a boom and then a strange cracking sound that had to be gunfire. It didn’t sound like it did on the movies, or even in the few VR shooters she’d played. Sasha’s heart had started to pound by the time she responded.
       
    

    
      “Yes, Alexander! I was just on my drone, and it looks like something’s happening. The media’s saying it’s another offensive.”
       
    

    
      “They’re right, for once” said Alexander. “And they’re still wrong at the same time. This is something new, Sasha. I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you before. But it’ll all be clear soon.”
       
    

    
      “Is this just the Martyr’s Brigade?”
       
    

    
      He smiled, and Sasha’s face went red.
       
    

    
      “No. Sasha, something wonderful is-”
       
    

    
      “Are you near the front? Are you part of the fighting?” Sasha interrupted. She’d never
       
      have done that normally. But she could hear what sounded like gunfire over his line, and Sasha was scared.
        

            

      
    

    
      “I’m with the second wave,” he said. “The ‘tracks are moving us into position now. I’ll probably have t-”
       
    

    
      Whatever else he’d been about to say was cut short as all of Sasha’s deck apps closed at once. Her digital world was replaced with a red box that read, “
      PARENTAL LOCKDOWN:
       
      Come to Dinner, Sasha!
      ”
       
    

    
      “Moooooooooooooom!” she screamed down the stairs as her eyes welled up with tears at the unfairness of it all. Alexander, the man she was pretty sure she loved, was going into battle for the first time. He was fighting right now to re-establish the Rule of God on earth. 
      I should have read him a poem or said something beautiful and stirring. Something about how my love for him was as everlasting as God’s own love. 
      It should have been a powerful moment, but her heretic whore of a mother had ruined it for enchiladas.
       
    

    
      Sasha stormed downstairs, ripe with fury but unable to vent it. Her parents couldn’t know she’d been giving money to a militant group. They wouldn’t have to drop in on her talking to Alexander to know what she had planned. Six kids from her high school had already left for the Republic of Texas to fight in one militia or another. It was a problem across the American Federation but here, in Virginia, parents were particularly wary. The border of the United Christian States was just an hour’s drive from her front door. Ratlines in the UCS brought thousands of young volunteers yearly from the heart of corporate America to the various militia groups that battled across Texas.
        
    

    
                 
      “Sasha Marion, what did we interrupt that was so important you had to yell?”
        

                   
      
       
      “I was praying, mother.”
       
    

    
      It wasn’t really a lie. Pastor Mike had said that every deed done in support of the Heavenly Kingdom was an act of prayer.
       
    

    
      Gwendolyn Marion frowned back at her daughter. She was a stern woman, with a broad Germanic face and dirty blond hair pulled back into a severe bun. Faint crow’s feet trickled out from her eyes, but those were from choice rather than time’s formerly inevitable march. Gwendolyn was the chief of surgery at Anapolis General Hospital. She’d been taking JuvEn treatments since she was twenty. She’d only decided to let the crow’s feet through once Sasha had turned seventeen.
       
    

    
      “You can pray as much as you want, honey. But right now it’s dinner time and this is something we do as a family.”
       
    

    
      Sasha thought JuvEn was unnatural. Heretical. God had created each human to age a certain way. Using science to disrupt that natural process was an act of blasphemy. She yearned to say something cutting, hurtful in response, but she fought it down.
       
    

    
      
      "You don’t have to obey your father and mother, if they try to keep you out of the Kingdom of Heaven",
       words from one of Paster Mike’s weekly ‘casts rang in her ears, “
      but the Lord God still calls on us to respect our parents
      .” He’d added that well-behaved kids were the ones who caused the least suspicion, and had the best chance of successful escape.
       
    

    
      “Yes ma’am,” was all she said as the family settled into their chairs.
      
         
        

      
    

    
      Her brother Ian was just five and unusually quiet for his age. He smiled at her as their father doled him out an enchilada.
       
    

    
      “Sash’, who’s Alexander?” he asked, and Sasha felt the blood run out of her face.
       
    

    
      Their father, Tony, smiled wryly at the remark as he spooned a proportionally larger serving onto his own plate.
       
    

    
      “Alexander, huh? Maybe this means another boyfriend. It’s been, what, four years?”
       
    

    
      Tony had opted for fewer cosmetic JuvEn treatments than his wife. Sasha loved her father’s receding hairline, his slight jowels, his greying hair. He was still a heretic, but at least he wasn’t a vain one.
       
    

    
      “He’s not my boyfriend, dad. Just a boy I talk with sometimes. We pray together. Gwendolyn rolled her eyes a little.
       
     

    

      “Such an exciting adolescence you’re having,” she said. Sarcasm swelled every word. Sasha didn’t rise to the bait. Her self control was iron now. She wouldn’t give them any cause to worry or call the authorities. It was better, even, for them to think Alexander was some boy from school. If they thought her principles were thawing they’d be less likely to suspect what she had planned.
       
    

    
      The Marion family ate companionably for several minutes. Tony talked about some “cockeyed nut” who’d come into in his office at Deutsche Bank looking for a loan.
       
    

    
      “He wanted three million, at 19%, to- get this- build a blimp to take tourists from AmFed to Louisiana without crossing U.C.S. territory. And I’m like, first of all, I can name a hundred boat charters that do the same thing, and second...”
       
    

    
      Sasha tuned most of it out and tried to focus on eating. But knowing Alexander was out there, facing death for his faith, killed any appetite she otherwise might’ve had. She ate mechanically, without really tasting it, until her plate was almost clean. Sasha was already planning her exit when her mother spoke up.
       
    

    
      “By the way, the school called today and said you still haven’t been by to get sized for your graduation robes. They need at least forty-eight hours to print them out. You’re running out of time.”
       
    

    
      “Sorry mom,” she said, “I know that’s important. I’ve just had a lot on my mind lately. The FST’s were last week.”
        

      
    

    
      Sasha had gotten very good at telling her parents what they needed to hear without actually lying. The Federation Standardized Test had been last week, and she’d certainly had a lot on her mind lately, but the FST hadn’t been keeping her up at night. It was little more than a rubber-stamp for a student like Sasha.
      
         
        

      
    

    
      “That’s OK, sweetie,” Gwendolyn said. “I know how important your school work is to you. I just want you to have a fun graduation experience. That’s important.”
       
    

    
      There’s a war going on a few hundred miles from your door. Men are dying for God’s Kingdom, and you think school matters to me?
       
    

    
      But Sasha just smiled, told her mom she loved her, and went back upstairs to her room as soon as it was politic to do so. She re-activated her VPN and popped her deck into ‘stealth’ mode, which displayed a curated selection of websites and chat apps for her mom and dad, in case they came by. She drew a new private window about two feet in front of her face and split it in half, between a face-comm with Alexander and a newsfeed full of her favorite militia press offices.
       
    

    
      Her jaw dropped.
       
    

    
      Voice of the Prophets main headline was, “Republic of Texas Forces Clash With Martyrs!”
       
    

    
      “Judgement day is here!” she read in a social media post from one of her favorite sources in the area, a twenty-something mechanic who lived on the fringe of the Republic and supported the Heavenly Kingdom. He’d posted a picture of the Governor’s Mansion in Plano. It was burnt around several of the windows and riddled with holes. Gone was the Republic’s flag, replaced by a white banner with a burning black cross in the center. Sasha sent out another call request to Alexander and switched over to Al-Jazeera’s feed to learn more.
       
    

    
      It galled her to use a news source run by Muslims, but she’d learned from experience that Al-Jazeera had the best reporters on the ground in the Republic. They’d negotiated coverage deals with several of the militia groups, including Alexander’s. The first thing she noticed was that their last article had gone up well over an hour ago. But the titles of the four most recent articles painted a vivid picture.
       
    

    
      Republic Capitol in Galveston Burning: Military Coup?
       
    

    
      Republic Media Feeds Go Dark: SDF Under Attack in Dallas
       
    

    
      Pastor ‘Mike’ Donaghan Announces New Offensive For ‘Heavenly Kingdom’
       
    

    
      How could there could possibly be a new offensive against the secular forces in Dallas? The Richardson line had been locked in a stalemate for the last year. Alexander had told her often how outnumbered and outgunned the Martyrs of the Heavenly Kingdom were. “We’re holding our own, but only by the grace of God”, was his usual refrain. The idea of them
        advancing again on the SDF seemed impossible.
        

         

      
    

    
      
      "Nothing is impossible with God,” 
      she could almost hear Alexander’s voice echo in her mind’s ear. She glanced over at his chat screen, but it still just showed the standard ‘Dialing’ symbol. Frustrated, Sasha brought up her militia newsfeed. This was one of her most cherished possessions: it had taken months for her to sort out the most influential Christian militias in the area, find their official spokesfeeds, and cross-index them based on which groups agreed with the strict neo-Calvinist doctrine she, Alexander, and Pastor Mike all knew to be the One True Word of God.
       
    

    
      And for the first time since she’d started the feed, each and every militia she followed had posted the exact same message.
       
    

    
      The First Battle of Armageddon Has Begun. 
    

    
      Sasha was confused for a minute. She’d done her homework, she knew the final battle of the End Times was supposed to occur at Mount Megiddo, in Israel. But she thought back to Pastor Mike’s sermons. He had talked about the “battles of Armageddon” many times. The coming end times and the central place of the Heavenly Kingdom in the world’s last battles were constant refrains in his sermons. Sasha had always believed the Battles of Armageddon would come. She’d just thought she had more time
      .
       
    

    
      Sasha was frustrated and a little hurt. Alexander must have known this was in the offing and kept it from her. She understood, of course. But she was furious at herself for being so far away from the action that he’d been forced to hide this from her. The first battle of Armageddon was beginning, just a few hours south of her bedroom. She could either stay here and rot in the American Federation or prove God with her devotion and move there It didn’t even seem like a choice, really. If good men were fighting and dying to restore the Kingdom of God on Earth, it fell to her to travel there and support those men.
       
    

    
      She thought of Alexander. His liquid green eyes, his scraggly beard, the way his still boyish voice broke in excitement when he lost himself in the Spirit of the Lord. Her beloved was out there right now, fighting and maybe bleeding to bring the Truth back to the world. The least she could do was join him.
       
    

    
      Weeks ago Alexander had given her the contact information for a man named Brother Andrew. He’d called the other man a “deliverer”. Sasha knew her parents and the AmFed authorities would’ve described Brother Andrew as a people smuggler. She hadn’t reached out to Brother Andrew yet. In her fantasies she’d always waited to graduate before escaping to the Heavenly Kingdom. She was still a few weeks shy of her eighteenth birthday, and had hoped to at least spend that with her parents before setting off.
       
    

    
      But now, as she scrolled through articles about the Martyr’s breakthrough and immersed herself in snapvids of cheering soldiers raising cross banners over newly-captured neighborhoods, Sasha felt a powerful anxiety overtake her. She 
      needed 
      to be there. There was no other option.
       
    

    
      Sasha flicked open a window on the left side of her viewspace, typed in the address she’d memorized for Brother Andrew and sent him a message,
    

    
      “I’m ready to go.”
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