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In the remote desert town of Lafontaine,
Casey Prentice has been trying to survive the endtimes by keeping her head
down, refusing to give a damn about anyone except her younger sister Emily and
wingman Malice Hiroyama. But that ceases to be an option when a powerful and
mysterious entity known as the Anastasian League descends on the town. Casey
uncharacteristically, and unwisely, offers shelter to Pax, one of the League’s
escaping prisoners. In doing so, she invites a whole new kind of danger into
her life. Because the town of Lafontaine has a secret . . . and if the League
discovers it, then the apocalypse will be the least of Casey’s worries.





 

For
Simone and Robin,

because
when the apocalypse arrives, I need them on my team.





 

CHAPTER
ONE

 

IN
WHICH MY SISTER IS WRONG ABOUT THE WORLD ENDING, AND WE DRINK CHAMPAGNE
NEVERTHELESS

 

I WAS READING The
Sex-Bots of Space Alcatraz for the fifty-third time when my little sister
Emily slammed open the apartment hatch. 

“Aliens are attacking
the city!” she yelled, and then she slammed straight back out again.

My reaction surprised
even me. “Thank God,” I said out loud. Then I dropped my dog-eared book and
hurried after her.

Four
of us lived in the apartment back then: me, Emily, “Malice” Hiroyama, and
Emily’s stupid boyfriend. (There had been so many of them, I had given up
trying to learn their names long before.) The apartment was what we called an
“eco-eco,” which was supposed to mean Economical and Ecological. In practical
terms, it meant Way Too Small, and since there were four of us stuffed in
there, the place was crowded beyond reason or description. You couldn’t walk
across the floor. You had to kind of wade across it, kicking things out of the
way as you went and hoping you didn’t impale yourself on anything spiky or
infected.

I waded across the
floor, scattering our assortment of crap: my tools, Malice’s porn magazines,
the stupid boyfriend’s enormous smelly sneakers, Emily’s plastic bangles and
jars of homemade lipstick. I managed to reach the hatch with no injuries but a
scraped ankle. Not bad, considering what was at the bottom of some of those
heaps.  

My sling was hanging
on its hook by the hatch. I thought about leaving it behind. If I was about to
be murdered by aliens, I planned to go out kind of graceful-like, and flinging
rocks at a hovering mother-ship is not the most graceful form of activity known
to mankind. But old habits, as you may have heard, are very hard to break. I
clipped the sling to my belt, clambered out of the hatch, hooked my feet around
the ladder poles, and slid down. Then I remembered the bottle that we had been
saving under the weapons rack for just such an occasion, and hurriedly pulled
myself back up the ladder to grab it.

The streets outside
had begun to fill. There was Emily, of course, wrapping her skinny arms around
her stupid boyfriend as if she was trying to imitate a sweater. She was
standing in a clutch of the other building tenants, between Bag Man and Crazy
Zho. Behind them stood the working girls from the brothel down the street—most
of them were older than forty, and they were the only people in sight with
shaved legs. Nearby was Orelle Johnson, her baby blue dressing gown fluttering
around her bulky body, a sawn-off shotgun resting on her shoulder. She owned
the entire block of eco-ecos, and her expression promised a nasty drawn-out
death to the first alien who made a move in that direction. 

Then there was a
smattering of the usual debris: beggars and beggar-children, most of them with
missing limbs or eyes; traffickers with their rifles and cartridge belts;
peddlers wearing heavy packs and nervous expressions; vagrants, pickpockets,
and street prophets. Plus a handful of the sackcloth-clad pilgrims who
sometimes drift through the desert looking for God knows what—literally, I
guess. I shoved my way through the crush until I found Malice Hiroyama, who was
perched on the rusting hulk of a dinotruck parked in front of our building.
Permanently parked, since the engine and tires were missing, and it sat propped
up on concrete blocks.

Every last one of
them was gawking up at the sky.

It was worth gawking
at. Hovering up there, glittery against the flat black of the starless night,
was a ring of shimmering blue light, an energy beam that hummed and crackled
with electricity, pulsing and glowing and rippling.

All right, that was
different.  

I hoisted myself up
onto the dino next to Malice. Her spikes of black hair reflected the pulses of
blue energy, and the leaping sparks made it look like her whole head was
electric. 

Malice is only half
Japanese, by the way. Her father was Romani. Emily and I, on the other hand,
are a mix of Korean, Serbian, and Filipino, with a little Greek and Irish in
the blend. Pretty average. 

On impulse, I glanced
down at my own skin. It was aqua in the unnatural blue light, and the branching
scars that traced their way up my arms from wrist to shoulder looked black
instead of red. Like dark ferns, with tendrils of growth curling out from thick
central stems. I yanked my sleeves down to cover them.  

“Aliens attacking?” I
asked Malice.

“That’s the working
theory.”

She didn’t offer any
more information, so, along with everyone else, I studied the sky. What was it,
that ring of electricity? The landing lights of a flying saucer? A death beam?
A transdimensional portal that would whisk us all off to a planet where humans
were used as livestock? A giant airborne factory designed to convert us into
mindless cyborgs? Or something even more cataclysmic?

I forced myself to
stop guessing. I was letting my hopes get too high.

Again.

“Okay, look,” I said
to Malice, using my adult voice, the snarly one. “Have we ruled out the other
alternatives? Could this be some kind of freak . . . meteorological . . .
thing?”

Malice scratched her
nose delicately with her switchblade. “Yeah? Like what? Ring-shaped lightning?
Electric rain?”

“Starlight through
swamp gas?” 

“In the middle of the
damn desert, right. Keep guessing, nature queen.”

“Could be weird
government shit . . .”

“That’d require a
government.”

“Weird military shit
. . .”

“Requires a
military.”

“We could all be
tripping on some real bad mushrooms.”

“Speak for yourself.
I’m so frickin’ sober, it’s sickening.”

“I could be
tripping on some real bad mushrooms.”

“If you had mushrooms
that bad and didn’t share, then forget the aliens and start worrying about what
I’m gonna do to you. Any other dumb theories?”

“Nah, aliens it is.
So I guess we’re all gonna die grisly deaths tonight, a’ya?”

Malice tested her
knife blade against the calloused ball of her thumb. “Maybe not. Maybe the
aliens have no germ resistance. Maybe they’ll catch a bunch of earthling
diseases and croak before they can enslave all of humanity.”

“Maybe. Worth a try.
Tell you what, when tentacled beasts come after us with anal probes, let’s you
and me cough on them real hard.”

She bared her teeth
at me—the Malice version of a smile.  “You cough on them. I’ll see if I can
give ’em an STD. Let’s make sure we cover all the bases.”

Now, everybody needs
exactly one friend like Malice—the kind of friend who criticizes
everything you do, steals your belongings, and laughs at all your mistakes. The
kind of friend who sleeps with women you’ve been secretly pining after for
months, and does it in your bed, and doesn’t clean up afterwards. The kind of
friend that you hate half the time, but can’t live without. Malice and I forged
our unholy alliance soon after we arrived at the Brownstone Children’s Home,
and it had endured through the stormy years since. We’d panned for gold
together, built a church, spent some time on a chain gang, and beaten each other
bloody on a number of occasions. For the past few years, she’d been my
roommate, which suited me fine, although I wished she would wait until I was
asleep before she started to wank.  

Her real name was
Alice, but her nickname described her much better.

Malice spat
deliberately, which was probably her commentary on the whole situation. “Didja
bring the end-of-the-world champagne?”

I clucked my tongue
sadly. “Malice, my Malice, why would you ask me such a question? Of course I
brought the end-of-the-world champagne. I know how to accessorize for the
apocalypse.”  

I began to work the
cork out of the bottle with my thumbs—my corkscrew had died a horrible death a
few months earlier, when Malice threw it at a roach with a bit too much
enthusiasm. As I did that, I looked around. The pilgrims were down on their
knees on the broken concrete, rocking and praying and moaning. All of the
prostitutes had joined them, and some of the street merchants as well. Only the
thieves were going about their business as usual—moving delicately through the
crowd, their hands slipping in and out of the pockets of oblivious bystanders.

A few people, just a
few, were getting ready to fight. Orelle had already hoisted her shotgun into
position, levelling the muzzle at the ring of blue energy. Crazy Zho was
brandishing a stick, which was a pretty pointless exercise, but there was a
reason that he was called “Crazy Zho” instead of “Sane and Sensible Zho.”

The drone of the
electricity overhead was getting louder, turning into a shrill whine, and then
a roar. Something was heating up, something was about to happen.

But still the street
looked normal, with clotheslines of drying diapers strung between the roofs,
with the pavement fouled by piss and garbage and broken glass. Bare poles overhead,
once streetlamps, stood empty, their bulbs blown out or stolen long ago. From
the crowds, as always, wafted the stink of unwashed skin and homemade booze. An
ordinary day in a time when no one was ever really safe and nothing was ever
really clean and everyone was always at least a little bit hungry. 

And I thought to
myself that if the world had to end, then the timing was just about
right.

Emily bounced over to
us, dragging her stupid boyfriend behind her like a little red wagon. “You see?
Didn’t I tell you?  Alien invasion. Do you have the end-of-the-world champagne?
Can we drink the end-of-the-world champagne?”

“Hold your horses.” I
wasn’t getting anywhere with the cork using my thumbs, so I bit the end and
twisted, and it squeaked free. It came out without much of a pop, and without
anything in the way of fizz. A sour vinegar smell wafted from the bottle. But
when you live in the endtimes, you take what you can get.

Malice grabbed the
bottle from me as soon as it was open and whipped her rosary beads from a
pocket with her other hand.

“This is gonna suck,”
she said. “I can just tell.”

She took a long swig,
and then bowed her head over the beads to recite her Hail Marys. This was a
slow and laborious process. Even though Malice had said her rosary every night
since she was a small toddling thing, she still didn’t know all the words.

She would improvise
sometimes. “Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee, you’ve got the
virgin thing going, I really like what you’ve done with your hair.” Like that.

You’d think she could
have found another Catholic to fill in the gaps for her. No shortage of godly
types in the endtimes: there are regular Christians, whackadoodle Christians
who think they’re vampires, real Buddhists, people who call themselves Buddhists
because they like henna tattoos, witch-burners, witch worshippers,
Thor-worshippers, and people who claim to be incarnations of Vishnu in hopes
that it’ll finally get them laid. 

The more the world
burns, the more people seem to get religion. I guess they like to imagine that
a big glowing hand will reach down from on high, stitch the ozone layer back
together, and haul California out of the blood-warm ocean. I don’t know how
believers stay so perky in the face of mass extinction, but what the hell. You
have to admire their optimism. A believer looks at all the children born these
days with third eyes or abnormal strength or magnetic skin, and thinks, Hand
of God. I look at them and think, Nuclear radiation. Or, sometimes,
just Ew, gross.  

I relieved Malice of
the champagne—she growled, I growled back—and hopped down from the dino. Emily
snatched for the bottle, but I held it out of her reach. “Now, are you sure you
want to be drunk for the end of the world? I don’t wanna hear any complaints
later.”

Emily rolled her
eyes. “Casey, who wouldn’t wanna be drunk for the end of the world? Besides, you
may be able to get drunk off a quarter-bottle of shitty champagne, but I
sure as hell can’t—holy CRAP!”

At least, I think
that she said “holy crap.” I can’t be sure. Her words were engulfed by the
sounds erupting overhead: a hiss and then a crack and then a
BOOM! The hiss sounded like a thousand red-hot frying pans were being
tossed into cold water; the crack sounded like a hammer the size of New
Zealand was smashing a pane of glass the size of Australia; the BOOM! was ten
times as loud as either and made us all clap our hands to our ears. Some people
in the crowd lost control of their weapons, and bullets went barking up into
the air above the tenements. Some people in the crowd lost control of their
bladders, and that didn’t help much either.

The ring of energy
was expanding now, like a giant blue rubber band being stretched. As it
expanded, it descended, hovering lower and lower in the sky.

“It’s like a boundary
line,” Malice said, clambering down from the dino, her boots crunching shards
of glass underfoot. “Looks like it’s going to surround the whole town.”

I frowned. Why did
that sound so familiar?

“Like an electric
fence?” Emily asked. “Why would they bother to go all high tech? We’re sitting
ducks here. No need for lasers. They could kill us with—I don’t know—bath
towels or cans of tapioca or whatever.”

Malice shrugged. “Why
are you bothering to ask me, kid? It’s my first apocalypse too.”

Emily’s stupid boyfriend
spoke up for the first time. “Shouldn’t we run? Try to get out of town?”

“Outrun the alien
energy beams? What makes you think that’ll end well? Casey, quit hogging the
champagne.”

“Cool your tits. I
haven’t had any yet.”

The blue ring of
energy had sunk almost to the ground. Bits of it still winked through gaps
between the buildings, and now we could see that it was woven from smaller
strands, skinny writhing worms made of light. I pictured the pulsing coil
enclosing the town. If we’d ever had a chance, either to run or to fight, it
was too late now. So this would be the end, and what the hell. My only real
regret was that I hadn’t stocked a few more bottles to ease the passing. I
raised the champagne to my lips. 

And that was when the
pieces clicked together in my brain.

“God frigging damn
it!” I roared, lowering the bottle. “It isn’t aliens!”

“What?” Emily said,
distractedly, as she tried to pry the champagne from my grip. “What is it,
then?”  

“It’s another
motherfucking gang of raiders, that’s all it is. Just another bunch of
gun-fondling mouth-breathers looking to make a score. I’m betting it’s the
League.” 

Orelle Johnson swung
her shotgun down from her shoulder and wiped her face. “You mean the Anastasian
League.”

“It’s not the Give
Everyone Chocolate and Puppies League, that’s for damn sure.”

Orelle
sighed, deep and long. “Christ, that’s worse than aliens.”    

“It’s worse than
worse. It’s fucking boring. I get that life sucks, and all, but can’t
life suck in a new and original way once in a while?” I raised my voice,
calling out to everyone on the street. “Hey, bastards, this is a raid! Quit
praying and go hide whatever crap you want to keep!”

Malice raised one
eyebrow. I think Malice owed a lot of her success with women to the fact that
she could raise just one eyebrow at a time. Hawt. It probably also helped that
she was one of those people who could walk up to a girl she’d never met before
and say, “Wanna do it?”

Anyway, she raised an
eyebrow. “How does it make sense that a bunch of deadbeat gangers have that
kind of tech?”

I pointed at the blue
electric ring. “This is what the guy was telling us about. You remember the
guy?”

“What guy?”

“Trader. He was here
about six months ago. Red hair. Sold kerosene and nails.”

“You mean the one who
tried to pinch Emily’s butt?”

“Yeah. You remember
him?”

“I remember
de-panting him and tossing him onto that anthill. Everything before that? Bit
hazy.”

“Well, he talked
before the butt pinching and de-panting commenced. He said he was in a town
that got stripped by the League. Said that their salvage gangs have some way to
project an energy fence, so they can box a town before they move in.”

“Red hair,” Malice
muttered. “Yeah, I do remember. Right.  You’re right. Fuck it. They’re gonna
work us over . . . Dammit. We are screwed like lady bunnies.”

“Anal probes sound
almost gentle by comparison, don’t they? Question is, how did we become a
League target? We don’t have anything here that would make the investment pay
off. We don’t have anything that’s worth the effort.”

“We’ve got your
succulent ass,” Malice said absently. “That would be worth some effort.”

“Shaddup.”

Malice shot me her
feral grin, knowing she’d provoked me, but a second afterwards, she grew
solemn. “Seriously, though, you know damn well what they’d want from us.”

“But they don’t know
about that. No fucking way.”

“They came here,
didn’t they? Somebody must have seen something. Somebody talked. Something got
leaked.”

She was right and I
didn’t want to think about that, so I grunted, palmed a rock into my sling
pocket, and swung it in long loops, trying to look like I was doing something
useful and probably convincing nobody.  

Emily, who had been
looking long in the face the entire time, chose this moment to pipe up. “So it
for sure, for sure isn’t aliens?”

“It’s nothing new,” I
said. “Let’s put it that way.”  

There was still a
damn good chance that some of us would end up dead, probed, or livestock, but
there was no need to discuss that, not yet. Break bad news at breakfast, my dad
used to say.

“So it’s not the
apocalypse,” Emily said, disappointed. “Can we still drink the champagne?”

I quirked an eyebrow
at Malice and she nodded. So we sat down on the tenement steps and passed the
bottle ’round.





 

CHAPTER
TWO

 

IN
WHICH I PROVIDE YOU WITH HELPFUL BACKGROUND INFORMATION. YOU’RE WELCOME. NOW
PAY ME LOTS OF MONEY

 

THE
THINGS I’M going to tell you about, they happened in the year two thousand two
hundred fifty seven. Last year, that is. And they happened mostly in a town
called Lafontaine.

Lafontaine
is not where I was born. Actually, funny thing, the place where I was born is a
big smoking crater these days. Long story. Involves a bunch of Jehovah’s
Witnesses who got tired of waiting for Armageddon and decided to hurry it along
with a few cans of gasoline and a butane lighter. 

Religion,
impatience, and fire—almost always a bad combination.  

Lafontaine,
on the other hand, was built on water. The town was fed by an artesian well, a
crack in the parched earth where underground, unseen pressures sent fresh
spring water bubbling to the surface. It bubbled more sluggishly with each
passing decade, but it bubbled still, and that was why the town was still
alive. Ranging the empty expressways for hundreds of miles around were the
empty, dried-out husks of settlements that hadn’t been so lucky. Towards the
west, dust swirled in clouds around the flat bed of what was once a lake. You
could still find fish bones there sometimes, if you took a stick and stirred
around in the dirt.

The
year that Malice and I turned eighteen and left the children’s home, we turned
vagabond for a while and explored some of those ruined towns. There wasn’t much
to see. Old walls stripped to mason brick, stretches of hot bare tarmac; rubble
softened by the odd bloom of sage or amaranth. Here and there, a cockroach or
scorpion scuttled along the baked cement.  All of the buildings had been picked
clean—fixtures ripped out, doors and roofs torn away, the last drops of fuel
pumped from the tanks of the ancient gas stations. Some of the ruins held predators,
either of the four-legged kind or the two-legged kind. The two-legged ones were
always the worst—and for the record, I am not talking here about chickens.

One time, Malice
stupidly wandered out of earshot while we were rooting around. She tripped, smashed
through a few rotten planks, and fell into an old cellar that was being used as
a den. The men sleeping there had gotten roaringly drunk the night before on a
specially nasty kind of hooch called crassa: a concoction of sugar beets
and water fermented in strong sunlight. When Malice came crashing in, they woke
up angry, thirsty, and horny. Malice is fast and brutal with a switchblade,
sudden death with either hand, but there were three of them, and they had her
on the ground and her pants halfway down before I could get there to even the
odds. We managed to get away intact, but it wasn’t the kind of experience that
you laugh about later. 

It all kind of killed
my taste for travel, if you want to know the truth. Not just the ruins. Once we
went far enough to find farms and colonies, they were just as depressing, and
they were all pretty much the same. Blinding sun, grubby skin, shrivelled
vegetables, shrivelled children, cheap booze, and cheaper drugs.  

There were minor
differences, sure . . . regional flavours of suck, variations on the general
theme of dust, grit, and itch. Some settlements had more murders every night,
some had fewer. Some got a trickle of electricity from a generator modded to
run on biofuel or a hand crank; others had to burn wood or dung or garbage for
heat and light. Some had feral dog packs roaming nearby. In others, you could
expect to get woken up a few times every night by a rat’s naked tail whisking
across your face.

Money changed from
place to place, too. It depended on what was scarce, depended on what was
valuable. In some towns, you could use seeds as cash, or water, or rapeseed
oil. The best kind of currency, the one you could use anydamnwhere, was a
compressed fuel called carbite, invented I think by some army engineer during
the Queenston Crisis, back when people still bothered to give names to all the
different wars. Immersed in boiling water, carbite becomes liquid, and you can
use it to power a diesel engine. In its solid form, it looks like shiny metal,
but you can cut it like cheese. 

When Malice and I had
any carbite, we would slice it into tiny cubes and hide them in the
hollowed-out soles of our boots. More often we didn’t have any, and we had to
get creative. For a while, we kept a bunch of desert toads in a crate on the
back of the dino so we could milk them for dope; the high you get from toad
dust is trippy as all hell but some people pay for it, so whatever. When we
were toad-less and completely broke, I used to buy supplies with pages torn
from Malice’s porn mags. (I tried not to do that too often, because afterwards
she would sulk for weeks.)

Slavery’s different
wherever you go, too. I’ve heard of giant broad-farms on the coast, with acres
on acres of ground planted with soybeans and corn for biofuel, all tended by
workers in grey smocks who get herded into concrete bunkers at night to sleep.
I don’t know whether it’s true; I’ve never been that far west. But even out in
the dry country, people can always find uses for people. 

In some places,
especially the old convict towns, it’s accepted pretty much as a part of life.
There are systems: sales, deeds of ownership, brands. In other places, they
don’t bother with refinements like whipping posts and tattoos, but it doesn’t
make much difference in the end. There are always people so desperate that
they’ll do whatever they’re told for a bag of cow-peas or cassava. If someone
makes the effort, they can keep people trembling on that knife-edge for years
at a time, desperate every day, scrambling to obey orders so they can get
another bite of food or fuel. Arrangements like that are just as ugly as the
ones involving branding irons, if you want my opinion.

Of course, not
everyone is equally likely to end up in that kind of trouble. The shitheels who
make their living off of slaving tend to concentrate on kids, young women who
still have most of their teeth, and what we call “Naturals” around here. You
may have your own word for Naturals where you come from—I mean people who have
had their genes whomped by radiation, but who ended up with useful mutations
like strength or pain tolerance, instead of a booby prize like tiny boneless
arms or skin so fragile that it rips like wet tissue. 

There seem to be more
Naturals around every year (radiation hasn’t stopped rising) but they’re still
rare enough to make big money for the people selling them. On a good day, a
Natural with a handy mutation goes for twenty pounds of carbite, or fifty
pounds of wheat seed, or ten skin mags with almost no pages torn out. Serious
business. The one business in the world that can count on turning a good profit
every year.

The biggest slave
market I know is in Little Juarez, a few hundred miles away from Lafontaine.
Once, when I was at an auction there, they sold off a woman who could see by
sonar vision, like a bat. The winning bid was a power coil, a box of cacao
beans, and a live miniature orange tree. The price would have been even higher,
but the woman had a scar on her cheek and a slight limp. Apparently she and her
old master had a difference of opinion about something and a heated discussion
took place—the kind of heated discussion in which one party screams and the
other party wields a bullwhip.

The more colonies
Malice and I visited, the more they all clumped together in my memory, into one
big festering sore. There’s only one place that really stands out for me: a
settlement ruled by a guy who called himself Brother Blessed. He spent seven
hours every day lying on a couch, praying for all the sins of the world, while
his fourteen wives tended his cornfields and his thirty-six children took it in
turns to bring him snacks. Malice and I wouldn’t have stayed there long anyway,
but we ended up having to leave even sooner than planned, because we ran into a
problem. The problem was twenty-three years old and had legs that went on for
days; her name was Delilah and she was, most unfortunately, Brother Blessed’s
seventh daughter. 

Now, I want to be
clear about this. Malice did not seduce Delilah. If anything, it was the
other way around. But it was hard to explain that to Brother Blessed while he
was bashing away at Malice with both fists, a stick of firewood in one of his
beefy hands and a thick hardcover Bible in the other. I’ve thought of that
scene ever since when people mention the power of faith.  

Our departure was
kind of hasty, as you can imagine, and as we swung the old dino back onto the
highway, we didn’t even have to discuss it. We both knew that it was time to
call it quits.     

So we headed back
home to Lafontaine. Compared to most of the continent, Lafontaine is an oasis
of comfort. The tiny power station with its foot-pedal generators still works
as long as you pedal slowly and replace the coolant every ten minutes. There’s
a scoop wheel for dipping water into the gardens where we grow corn and mustard
greens and burdock and yucca, so you don’t have to carry every drop by hand.
The brothel has chairs and beds and—luxury of luxuries—a composting
toilet with an actual seat. I can’t prove it, but I would bet my left
tit (which is my best one) that half the customers at the brothel are more
interested in using the toilet than the girls.

And then there’s the
Brownstone Children’s Home. Most towns have an orphanage, the same way most
towns have a graveyard, but it’s a rare orphanage where the kids aren’t for
sale. Many an enterprising asshole has made a wad of cash by collecting
children from desperate parents, and then auctioning them off as whores or
labourers. The Brownstone’s never been like that. When Malice and Emily and I
were growing up there, the home supported itself off a big vegetable garden and
small donations from non-assholes. And, for the life of me, I can’t figure out
how such a haven of sane managed to survive in a whole damn world of crazy. I
think it must have had a lot to do with Orelle Johnson, who ran the home back
in the day. She already had her shotgun back then, and she wasn’t the least bit
shy about using it, either to scare raiders away, or to gently encourage locals
to make a donation to the cause. 

When Malice and I went
off to explore, I left Emily behind at the Brownstone. By any measure, it was a
ballbreakingly stupid thing to have done. In this day and age, in this
world of slavers and famine and Brothers Blessed and drunken predators, you
don’t leave your ten-year-old sister anywhere you can’t see her. But the
Brownstone was a good place, and Orelle was a good woman, and Em didn’t have to
pay any price for my stupidity—not that time.

Once Malice and I
were back in Lafontaine and had managed to find a half-decent place to live—a
loft room above an old garage, that was—we brought Emily out of the Brownstone
to stay with us. Then Orelle got into landholding, picked up the big tenement,
and let us have an eco-eco at a rent we could almost afford—eight days of
labour per week. 

And that was it,
really. It was as quiet a life as anyone could expect to live, these days.
Malice and I split the job of working off our rent, which we did by hoeing
Orelle’s crops and making repairs around the tenement, as well as by taking on
a few special little chores which she couldn’t entrust to just anyone. 

Sometimes we had the
chance to work for cash money, mostly when travellers came through the town.
Emily watched over our garden patch and sometimes did a little cleaning,
if Malice asked or I begged. The old dino that once carried Malice and I down
ancient superhighways now rusted away on its cinderblocks. The furthest I ever
travelled was to the outskirts of town, to bring down a bird or lizard for the
pot.

 

I DID PAY attention
to news from outside, because you’re begging to get screwed over if you don’t. 

News gets around
mainly by word of mouth, carried by the traders in the caravans, the peddlers,
the travelling dentists and oculists. Pilgrims talk a lot too, and they’re a
good source if you can deal with all of the praying and wailing of hymns. (It’s
helpful to put a plug of damp cotton in each of your ears, even better to be
drunk.) So I knew about it when the League started to flex its muscles in our
neck of the woods. 

I didn’t really
believe the reports at first. No apologies. You have to take stories of rape
and pillage with a grain of salt, because, after people get raided, they always
exaggerate the number of attackers. Nobody ever wants to admit that he lost his
chickens or his toolbox or his daughter to a solitary tough with a shiv and a
smirk. So, when the poor fool talks about it later on, one gunman becomes a
ravening horde on camelback, armed with grenades and a tank and exploding
sheep. 

That’s
why I mostly ignored the things I heard about the League. All those frantic
fables about some super-gang organized like an army, with unlimited weaponry
and tech at its command . . . I filed all that in the Bullshit folder at the back of my
brain and forgot about it.

Then the League took
over the town of Underwood and drove its people—a hundred all told—out into the
desert. 

I stopped ignoring
the League right about then.

Underwood wasn’t the
only town they took. The next to go down was Markdale, to the west. In
Lafontaine, this caused a lot of panicky cleaning of weapons and whetting of
knives. Malice and I spent over a week collecting broken glass and spreading
the shards thickly over the main road into town, to shred tires if the League
came in force. 

But the attack didn’t
come. After a few months of quiet, we figured that the League wasn’t looking to
occupy the whole area. Seemed they were content to use Underwood and Markdale
as base camps and supply depots, though why they chose those unlucky towns,
fuck alone knows.

Rumours kept trickling
in, though, from the plausible to the dumb-beyond-belief. The League was
sending out roving bands of looters. The League was distributing free powdered
milk. The League was buying babies. The League was buying Naturals. The League
was building an empire. The League was worshipping Satan. All Leaguers
practised free love. All Leaguers drank blood. All Leaguers were nudists. The
League was building a spaceship to carry them to Jupiter, and they’d bring us
along if we agreed to wear underpants on our heads.

Sifting through all
the talk-talk, I figured that the League was something between a cult and an
army, though Christ alone knew what they actually wanted. The only hint was the
group’s full name: the Anastasian League, a name so stupid and pretentious that
it must have been made up by the kind of guy who beats off to a picture of his
own pimply face.

There was a seed of
meaning in there, though. I know a little Greek—not much, because I learned it
from my batshit bananapants crazy granny, who, during the latter part of her
life, divided her time between trying to invoke the Dread Lord Beelzebub and
trying to seduce our next-door neighbour, with roughly equal success. 

But I recognized the
word Anastasis. I’d heard it the few times that my crazy gran had
bribed, threatened, or tricked me into going to church. It means Resurrection.
 

That looked like a
hint that the League had an agenda beyond the holy quadrinity of food, fuel,
sex, and booze. Maybe it dreamed of bringing back the good old days, the days
when humans ruled the world and roaches were a poor second. How it
planned to do that, I had not a goddamn clue. A few of the whispery rumours
claimed that the League had a big research base down south, but that smacked of
wishful thinking. People always wanted to believe that someone else was looking
for a solution. People always wanted to believe that someone else had answers.
I’d given up on that, myself.

Sometimes, very
rarely, as I walked the borders of Lafontaine, the horizon would light up all
purple and gold (pollution makes for pretty sunsets). Then a sharp, acid
craving would hit me in the pit of the stomach and sink down to tingle in the
soles of my feet. Call it wanderlust. Or call it self-delusion. Some part of me
hoped, I guess, that somewhere out in the wide wide world was a place that
sucked even less than Lafontaine. But I didn’t really believe it and the
feeling always passed quickly.

I knew I was lucky to
be where I was.

What I didn’t know
was how lucky. I only figured that part out when I was forced to leave.





 

CHAPTER
THREE

 

IN
WHICH EMILY GETS UP EARLY FOR ONCE IN HER LIFE, AND MALICE ASKS A GOOD QUESTION

 

THE NIGHT THAT the
League arrived, and a giant blue energy ring flopped down over Lafontaine,
Malice and I didn’t bother to go to sleep. As soon as the champagne bottle was
empty, we walked out to the town limits to see what was what.  

The
electric hum got louder and louder as we neared the boundary. By the time we
were a hundred metres away, the blue-white line of light had become a
blue-white web. Humming strands crossed and crisscrossed over each other, to
form a pulsing fence woven from strands of electricity. It
towered ten feet high and stretched in both directions as
far as we could see.   

Malice and I walked
along it a ways, looking for a weak spot. We didn’t really expect to find one.
We didn’t.

So we threw some
rocks at it. It was petty, but I think it made us both feel better.

Once we ran out of
rocks, Malice produced a scrap of paper and a leaf of cured tobacco and rolled a
clumsy cigarette. “You see the trucks?” she asked between drags.

“I see them.”

There were two
trucks, both black, squatting on the other side of the fence, about thirty
metres away. I squinted . . . couldn’t make out many details, but the things
were too big to be solar-powered, and they weren’t fitted with shafts for oxen
or mules or human haulers. Those trucks were powered by engines.

Not good.

“This stinks,” I told
Malice.

“You know it.” Malice
snorted smoke. “Two trucks out there, converted diesel, I’m guessing. So they
have enough fuel to run them.”

“Plus enough power to
put up this bastard.” I waved at the electric fence. “I don’t even know
what that would take. Maybe ten-twelve coils?” 

“More like fifteen,
if you count what they would need for cooling.”

“So this isn’t just a
smash-and-grab. They’re here for some serious skin.”

“Yeah, but Case, we
knew that already. Nobody’s gonna throw up an energy fence to steal water and
seeds—if that’s what they’re after, there are softer targets.” She scowled at the
trucks, her cigarette butt smouldering orange as it burned down to singe her
fingertips. “I’m thinking we only talk lockdown style until they’re gone,
a’ya?”

“A’ya,” I agreed. 

Lockdown talk is a
souvenir, or a hangover, that Malice and I took away from a stretch in a hobo
camp. These camps have a way of sprouting up when farmers need a lot of labour
in a hurry to get a crop planted or harvested. Nobody seems to need to build
them—they just appear overnight, like sprawling fields of cacti, with thorns of
barbed wire. 

In the camps, you
learn to keep your secrets close—

that’s what lockdown
talk is all about, keeping your mouth shut.  

The basic rule is
this: If you don’t want something to be overheard, don’t say it out loud,
unless you have personally killed every person in a hundred-metre radius around
you, and then made sure that there were no survivors by jumping up and down on
all the bodies until they turned to meat paste. Even then, it’s probably best
if you just don’t say anything at all.

  There was someone
moving out there, by the trucks . . . pacing, back and forth, back and forth,
with a steady measured stride. 

“She looks nervous,”
Malice commented.

“How do you know it’s
a she?”

“It’s the hips. They
waggle kinda. Why’s she pacing? Think she’s nervous about tomorrow?”

“No. You got another
cig?”

“No. Think we’re
gonna survive this?”

“Who the hell knows?
It’s getting cold out here. Let’s go back.”

We turned away from
the pulsing fence and headed back into town. I turned my collar up as I went
and shoved my hands in the pockets of my threadbare denims. It can get cold in
the desert after the sun goes down.

“Casey.”

“Yeah, what?”

“If they know what
we’re hiding here—and I’m pretty sure they do—how far do you’ll think they’ll
go? To find it?”

 

NEXT MORNING: A smoky
orange sunrise, like the yolk of an overcooked egg. I watched it as I leaned
against the broken-down dino in front of the tenement, tracing the scars on my
right wrist with a fingertip.

Emily, sleepy-eyed,
wandered up to me. “Jesus. I haven’t gotten up so early since the last time I
had alcohol poisoning.”

“Which would be, what
. . . last week?”

“You’re cranky when
you haven’t slept. Tell you what. Make me coffee and I might forgive you for
being such a creep.”

Making coffee meant
fighting for a spot at one of the outside fire pits, shouldering through the
competition until you got close enough to shove your tin can of water and
ground chicory root into the flames to boil. I only offer to make coffee for
someone if I think I’m going to get sex out of it—and not always then. So I
gave Emily an icy scowl.

She shrugged it off.
“Fine. Fine. Be a jerk, see if I care. Malice’ll make me coffee when she comes
back. She likes fighting for a place at the fire pits.”

“She likes fighting,
period. Where is she now?”

“Changing her
clothes. She just came back from checking the stashes one last time. She said
to tell you that she piled some real big rocks on the top.”

“Real big rocks are
not gonna save us if the League decides to go all medieval on our asses, but
I’m glad she’s having fun.” I pulled a packet of cold cornbread from my pocket.
I’d planned to eat it myself, but my appetite was gone. “Here. Have your
breakfast.”

The higher the orange
sun rose, the more people spilled out onto the streets. All of them looked
sleepy, and most of them were armed—a lucky few with guns, the rest with
nail-studded planks, homemade knives, and sharpened hooks.

Orelle Johnson
stomped out while Emily was still chewing the cornbread’s tough crust. Her
eyes, shot with red veins, were sunken; her salt-and-pepper hair was a halo of
frizz around her brown face. She still wore her baby blue bathrobe—she always
wore her bathrobe, as a matter of fact—I can’t remember ever seeing her without
it. 

She gripped her
shotgun like it was the only thing connecting her to reality. But she still
greeted me in the usual way. “Casey, when are you gonna marry that nice
roommate of yours?”

Malice is not nice,
of course, any more than she is Jewish, but I let it slide. “Not today, Orelle.
Got better things to worry about than that.”

“Maybe,” she agreed,
rattling a handful of shotgun shells.  “We may get hurt, but I don’t think
we’ll get bored. Wish we had a few more gunmen in the mix. You got a plan, in
case a League thug tries to get fresh with you? Are you packing?”

I tapped my sling. I
had been carrying it all night—didn’t plan to put it down any time soon.

“That little toy?
Baby, we have got to get you a big-girl weapon one of these days.”

“The sling’s enough.”

And it was, it
really, really was. A handy hint for wilderness survival: Do not underestimate
a sling. Goliath did that, three thousand years ago, and look where it got him.
As long as you know what you’re doing, a sling’s not too different from a
gun—it spits out a lethal little projectile, far and fast. If you’re any good,
and you’re in range, you can use a sling to rip a hole in a man’s head. Even a
glancing blow from a slingstone can make a raider wish very poignantly that
he’d taken up some other career. And a sling has some advantages over a gun.
Upkeep is easy and ammo is free, you can hide it in your sock during a pat-down
search, and you won’t blow your foot off if you step on it by accident.  

Orelle shook her
head. “Sad. Just sad. Thirty years old, and you don’t have a girl and you don’t
have a gun.”

“Yeah, well. What can
I say? I’m an underachiever.” I paused. “Hear the rumbling?”

“A’ya.” Orelle fed
shells into her shotgun, gently, like she was popping candy into a child’s
mouth. “You stay behind me, now. If these assholes make trouble, they’re gonna
get it right back, and I don’t want to blow holes in you. Not by accident,
anyway.”

“Aren’t you sweet.
Didn’t know you cared.”

“Course I care. Your
head explodes, I’ll have to find someone else to fix the drains around here,
and we had another back-up this morning. I’m not about to surrender my sewage
whisperer.” She pumped the shotgun. “Get behind me and get your kiddie weapon
good to go.”

You don’t ignore
Orelle when she’s toting that shotgun. You just don’t. I backed up five paces
behind her, then stooped to collect some ammunition. There were small stones on
the street, jagged scraps of metal. None of them were shaped exactly right, but
I filled my pouch anyway. They’d inflict pain, and that was all I really cared
about. I wasn’t looking to kill clean.

While I was still
bent and groping, hard knuckles rapped my skull. I glared up at Malice’s
smirking face. 

“Almost go time,” she
said. “Guess it’s too much to hope that you made coffee?”

“Die in a fire.”

“Thought not.” Malice
squinted off at the horizon, waggling her switchblade between two fingers.
“They’re coming.”

As if she needed to
tell me. The air was thick with a stream of unfamiliar noise. Engines groaning;
a hum of tires along the tarmac. Then shapes were wavering in the haze on the
dawn horizon—two big boxy black shapes, which, seconds later, sharpened into
two boxy black trucks bouncing over the bumpy road.

Those trucks had been
on the other side of the barrier the night before. So the barrier could be
crossed. I filed that away as something to think about.  

Then I scanned the
crowd, looking for a skinny shape in a pink-and-white t-shirt. “Emily, get back
here!”

Obediently, Emily
trotted over. Malice tackled her, gave her a perfunctory noogie, and then swung
her into the shadow behind the dino. “Stay there as long as things are hot and
popping.”

Emily snorted in
exasperation. “You really think I’m going to run up to the desert thugs and
bitch-slap them? Remember the part where I’m the sane member of the family?”

“You could have a rush
of blood to the head and go all self-sacrificey and junk. Even Casey gets that
way sometimes.”

I
kicked the back of Malice’s knee. “Lies. Lies and slander. When did I ever? And
no random shit-smearing here, I want dates.” 

“Aw, muffin,” Malice
answered soothingly. “How long’s it going to
take you to learn not to argue with me? You get all heroic-like every
time you have to haul Em’s buns out of the barbecue. You know you do.” 

“That’s Emily. That’s
different. Help me with this?”

My hands were
trembling so hard that I couldn’t thread my finger through the loop of the
sling cord. Emily took over.

“Where’s your stupid
boyfriend?” I asked as an afterthought.

“Out by the energy
fence. He took a bottle of moonshine and some crackers. He’s going to hide
there until all the violence is over.” Emily smirked sideways as she pulled the
knot tight. “So who’s stupid now?”

It was a fair
question, and I thought about it as the trucks groaned steadily up the road.
Malice and I had talked about going to ground while the League was in town, but
we dismissed the idea pretty quick. Hiding from thugs is a great technique,
when it works. If they stumble into your hidey-hole, though, then you have
basically delivered yourself to the bad guys in a conveniently remote location
where nobody can hear you screaming and they don’t have to clean up the mess
when they’re finished. 

Malice and I, we
opted to stay in the open, where we could at least watch the jackals as they
prowled around town. But now I wondered whether we should have at least tried
to stash Emily out of sight. 

I kicked Malice
again, still hard, but sort of friendly this time. “Hey, bud, if somebody
shoots at Em and I’m not close enough to take the bullet . . .”

“Yeah, yeah.” Malice
was rolling out the kinks in her neck and shoulders, like she always did before
things got interesting in a violent kind of way. “If you fail at life and
sisterhood, I’ll see what I can do to pick up the slack. Try like bejeezus not
to make it necessary? I’m a bleeder.”

“Whine, whine, whine.
I’m a bleeder too.”

“Yeah, but when you
bleed, it’s purrrrrrdy. Seriously, Case, it’s a good look on you, the whole
bloody-but-unbowed thing. Chicks dig badasses and when it comes to chicks, you
need all the help you can get.”

The trucks crested
the ridge outside town and coasted down towards us. Both of them were exactly
the same—big armoured front cabs, ridged metal bolted over the windows, small
slits for vidports. They were scaled with black shiny sheathing—solar
panels?—and bunches of wires spiralled back into the cargo boxes.

I barely had time to
notice all this before the lead truck veered and braked sharply, and its doors
crashed open. 

Everything happened
fast then. A mass of people in green camouflage jumpsuits swarmed out of the
front truck through every exit. They spilled through the driver’s door and the
shotgun side and the back hatch, and I shit you not I think some of them jumped
down from the roof.

There were about
twelve of them, men and women both, but holy hominy, every one of them was big.
I don’t mean fat, I mean big in the frame, half muscle and the rest
softness. That’s something that you barely ever see these days, and we all knew
what that meant. Every last one of them was getting enough to eat.

Not good, if we were
in for a fight. In just about every brawl, the winners are the ones who ate
better that morning. Breakfast trumps no breakfast, every time.  

The League thugs
weren’t armed, though. Not with guns, anyway. Most had short truncheons wrapped
around and around with electrical tape. Others had hunting knives strapped to
their trouser legs. A few of them, maybe two or three, had something
else—narrow black sticks, about a foot long and the width of two fingers. Magic
wands? Novelty dildos? I couldn’t guess and I didn’t try. 

The point was, all of
those truncheons and knives and wands were hanging from belts or shoved in back
pockets. Not one of those big soft Leaguers pulled a weapon. By the truck, in
grim and silent clumps, they waited.

Orelle’s finger
twitched on her gun trigger. I slipped a stone into the pocket of my sling and
gave it an experimental twirl. My mind had gone all dim and fuzzy, as it always
does before I have to fight. It’s not good to be too clearheaded when facing
the painful death of you and everyone you care about.

“You ready?” I asked
Malice.

Strangely, Malice
wasn’t concentrating on the upcoming violence. Eyes narrowed, brow furrowed,
she was studying the second truck. It had braked behind the other one, so it
was partially shielded from view, but we could see that all its doors were
still closed.

“The back of that
truck,” Malice muttered, with detached, intellectual interest. “Why is it
padlocked? To keep people out, or to keep people in?”





 

CHAPTER
FOUR

 

IN
WHICH I AM THE VICTIM OF MY HORMONES, AS USUAL 

 

TWO MINUTES, THREE
minutes, the stand-off lasted, and then Orelle’s last nerve snapped in two like
a banjo string—sproing!

“Now you assholes
listen here!” she boomed over her gun muzzle. Orelle’s voice wasn’t musical,
but she could make a hell of a lot of noise with very little effort. “You’re
taking up space and you’re wasting daylight! You’ve got exactly five seconds to
tell me what you want, and you’ve got another five seconds after that to decide
you don’t want it after all and get your pasty asses out of my street!
Otherwise you’re gonna get blasted until there’s nothing left of your freak
show but shrapnel and a damp spot! You get me, bastards?”

No reaction from the
Leaguers. Not so much as a twitched eyebrow or a smirk. Orelle’s chest
inflated.

“Five!” she bellowed.

Still no motion.

“Four! Three!”

I could hear Emily’s
fast breaths behind me.

“Two!”

The truck trembled on
its reinforced tires, and one more man stepped down from the front cab.  

Not your average
run-of-the-mill thug, this. He wasn’t wearing fatigues like the others, but a
crisply-creased uniform of midnight black, with silver epaulettes and belt
buckle and a visor cap. It didn’t take a genius to guess that this was the head
honcho, the boss of the League gang. And my jaw dropped as I stared.

Now, I know what
you’re thinking, and . . . no. It’s true that I have a habit of falling for
people that I really shouldn’t fall for—doesn’t everyone? And yes, I do have
kind of a thing for pushy people in uniforms—don’t you? But there was none of
that going on here. I didn’t feel a shred, a scintilla, a flicker of
sexual interest in the creature who’d just come out of the truck. I wouldn’t
have even if he’d been packing the right kind of genitals. I was staring
because I wanted to know who the hell had unleashed him on the world looking
that way.

Let’s take the
clothes first. The uniform itself? Pretty sharp. But it fit the guy like a
garter belt on a hippo. The thick flesh of his neck poured around the tight
collar, like sausage meat bursting from its casing. He was tall, upwards of six
feet, and a band of pasty white skin glared beneath each pant cuff.

And he wasn’t well
put together in other ways. His face was tired, pouchy. His hair was a
colourless grey-brown, and wisps of it stuck out around his ears.  

But when he addressed
the crowd, his voice carried just as well as Orelle’s, flooding the open space.

“My name is
Inquisitor Rod Russe. I am a representative of the Anastasian League.” He could
have been reading from a script; his voice was just a flat monotone. “We’ve
learned that your district has resources that the League requires. As a result,
we’ll be performing a search. Your cooperation would be appreciated, but it
isn’t needed. We will use lethal force if provoked. Drop your weapons now.”

Orelle answered with
a sharp jerk of her trigger. The bullet howled as it erupted from the shotgun
barrel and kicked up a pattering hail of gravel inches away from the
Inquisitor’s feet.

Orelle’s sure hand
pumped the shotgun again and then hefted it back into position. “Sorry, you
were saying?”

I had to give the
Inquisitor credit, in spite of his shit dress sense; he didn’t recoil at the
sound of the gunshot. He sighed instead, as if his work day wasn’t starting out
right, and that bothered me. Nobody yawns down the barrel of a gun unless
they’ve got some reason to be confident. 

“Let me make this
very clear,” the Inquisitor said in the same flat tone. “There’s an electric
barrier around your town. It’ll prevent anyone from getting in or out. The
controller will respond only to my fingerprints and my voice patterns. The
barrier stays there until we get what we need from you.”

“Thanks for letting
me know,” Orelle said. “So how many of your limbs do I have to blow off to
convince you to take it down?”

“Put your guns—”

“Three or four? Give
me a ballpark here.”

It looked like,
sounded like, Orelle had control of the situation. But every cell in my lizard
brain was blinking red, screeching danger danger danger. I almost groped
behind me to make sure Emily was still back there, but I stopped myself in
time. No sudden movements. Nothing that would draw attention. This was a time
to shrink, to melt away, to barely exist. 

Orelle had picked a
hell of a moment to be stupid brave. But then, Orelle always did. It struck me
that maybe I should be calling out to her, to warn her, but fricking frack, if
Orelle hadn’t learned to smell danger by now, then she hadn’t been paying much
attention to the world we lived in.    

And I was standing in
front of Emily. Emily with her inappropriately adorable pink t-shirt and her
skinny shoulders, all her strange, otherworldly frailty, like a glass ballerina
lost and buried in the wasteland sands.

I didn’t shout a
warning to Orelle. I didn’t even really consider it. Not even when I saw the
Inquisitor move. He had been standing in a relaxed posture, hands resting
against his trouser legs. Now his right hand turned gently over, to reveal that
he too was holding one of those narrow black wands.

If I’d known then
what I know now about nightsticks, the sight of the thing might have been
enough to prod me into doing something useful, even with Em standing there
behind me. Then again, there’s not much you can usefully do against a
nightstick. It would have been satisfying to grab Orelle’s gun away from her and
shoot the Inquisitor three times in the head and once in the guts and again in
the head for good measure, but I doubt I could have managed to get that far.

I knew dick-all about
nightsticks back then, which, frankly, seems strange to me now. A few months
down the road, those things would become one of the most important and vivid
realities of my daily life. Weird that there was ever a time when I didn’t know
what they were. But I guess there was a time when Adam and Eve didn’t know what
an apple tasted like, either.

Anyway. That morning
was the first time I ever saw a nightstick used, and what with all the noise
and confusion, I lost most of the details. But if I had managed to catch the
whole scene, frame by frame, it would have looked more or less like this:

The Inquisitor’s hand
would have given a tiny, careless sort of twitch, poking the nightstick
upwards. At the very tip of the stick, which was forked like a snake’s tongue,
a blue spark would have leapt, fizzing, from one electrode to the other. A microsecond
later, there would have been a jolting crack, an impact to the air that you
could feel between your teeth, sort of stabbing and grinding all at once. A
flash of light, a whiff of ozone. Dampness and a tang of salt, as a mister
mounted on a truck’s front bumper sprayed an electrolyte solution into the
air.  

That’s what I didn’t
notice at the time. This is what I did see: the fucking blast of blue lightning
that whipped out of the nightstick to smash into Orelle’s chest.

That part was pretty
hard to miss.

It didn’t knock her
down. Her arms flung themselves wide, as if she had been nailed spread eagled
against an invisible wall. Her eyes rolled back into her head till they became
white marbles, and her torso convulsed violently, but she didn’t fall. 

That happens
sometimes with a nightstick—your leg muscles can lock during the power surge,
which keeps you from crumpling for a few seconds. Nothing freaky about it. At
the time, though, it looked like she’d become a puppet, held upright by the
pulsing, sickly rope of electricity that ran from her chest to the nightstick’s
tip. 

“This wasn’t how I
wanted to do this,” the Inquisitor announced, to everyone and to no one. “But
the faster you people learn to be smart, the easier all of this is going to
go.”

He jerked the
nightstick, and the electric whip crackled white instead of blue. Orelle’s
dressing gown steamed, or smoked; either way, it smelled like melting plastic.
She bucked again, her head lolling helplessly, twisted at a horrible angle, as
though her neck was already broken. 

“Stop it!” a voice
screeched. Emily’s voice. “Please stop!”

 Emily’s voice choked
off mid-sound, and I dared a backwards glance. Malice had clapped her hand over
Emily’s mouth, and was gripping so hard that Emily’s head was bent backwards
into the curve of Malice’s chest.

Malice knew, like I
did, that it was a bad idea to call attention to yourself when someone angry
and heavily armed was looking to make a point.

If we had really been
serious about resisting, that would have been the time, but no one fired a
shot. People had their guns clenched against their bodies like dolls. Most of
them probably weren’t even loaded. You know how it is these days; it’s a bitch
finding bullets. Takes one-third evil cunning, one-third dumb luck, and the
rest plain miracle. The marketplace at Little Juarez usually has some ammo on
offer, if you can survive the trek out to Little Juarez, which takes a miracle
all on its own.  

For ten whole
seconds, Orelle hung there. For most of it she was motionless, but at one
point, her chest heaved, and a strangled something came out of her throat. It
could have been a sob.

Then the Inquisitor
lowered his hand. Orelle tumbled, hit the ground with a loud smack, almost
splattered on the road, with her dressing gown pooled around her like a blue
puddle of paint.

Another second of
paralysis. We all stared at the Inquisitor. But he had lost interest in Orelle.
He let his hand drop and tapped the nightstick idly against his thigh.

That was enough
permission. Malice got to Orelle’s side first; it took Emily and me a couple of
seconds more. We all knelt on the broken asphalt beside her body.

She was alive, still.
Her eyes were unfocused, but they were open. Red red blood pulsed thick and
wicked from both nostrils, and her breath rasped in and out in painful-sounding
grunts.

One look, and
Malice’s eyes went flat, and her hand flicked to her switchblade.

“Don’t,” the
Inquisitor said. Just like before, he sounded bored. The nightstick bounced
twice in his hand.

Malice hissed, a long
hiss like a boiling kettle, and though she tucked the knife away, there was
murder in her face.

Emily, meanwhile, had
taken Orelle’s head onto her lap, smoothing the frizzy pepper-and-salt hair.
Her muscles were still twitching. Sudden, spastic little jerks.

And there went any
chance of getting Emily off the street, god-frigging-dammit. Emily didn’t
belong there. She should have been hiding out with her stupid boyfriend,
drinking moonshine and having stupid teenager sex and hopefully not making
babies.

The Inquisitor’s
voice boomed again. “Anyone else sick of living? Anyone else going to insist on
being a dumb shit today? Let’s get it over with!”

A hush hung over the
crowd, like a bad smell.

Then somebody fired.
Just once. A single shot, a dry cough in the street. I didn’t see what it
hit—from the sound of it, concrete—but I saw the Inquisitor whirl. He might
have been big, and strange-looking and ungainly, but Christ on a hill, the man
could move. 

The nightstick sent
another rope of lightning scorching through the air, searing the chest of the
man who had fired. His name was Tito, and his gun was a relic, over a hundred
years old. He kept it around mainly for the look of the thing, kind of a
security blanket. It didn’t do him any good that day. The nightstick blast made
him howl and screech in languages he probably hadn’t spoken since childhood.

Almost at once, there
was another crack of lightning. It wasn’t Inquisitor Russe this time, but one
of the green-uniformed guards of the convoy. And this time, his target wasn’t
armed. It was one of the brothel girls, and her scream hit an octave high
enough to break glass. Another guard raised a nightstick, and another, and
again and again the air was split with blue energy. The atmosphere was boiling
and the air had a whiff of burnt jerky. And someone else was screaming. And
someone else . . . and someone else.  

I don’t really think
at times like that. The primal part of me takes over. I must have knocked Emily
to the ground and thrown myself over her as soon as the firing started, because
that’s where I was when the noise finally quieted. The noise of the
nightsticks, anyway. There was still soft moaning, and crying, and somewhere
near me, Malice’s voice, cursing softly and inventively.

I raised my head. It
was easy to tell who’d been hit by nightstick blasts. Their hands were twisted
up into twitching claws, their eyes were wide and unbelieving, and their
clothing still smoked.

Emily started
wiggling beneath me. I rolled over and let her get up.

In the middle of it
all stood Rod Russe, the Inquisitor, looking supremely unconcerned. The dick
had even put his nightstick away. Now he just stood there, arms crossed.
“Anyone else? Or are we done?”   

I breathed hard, my
sling clasped in my fist, looking from Orelle, to Emily, to the nightstick. The
hush hung and hung and hung and hung . . .

“Good,” the
Inquisitor said crisply. “That was less stupidity than usual. Let’s get on with
it. Put your weapons on the ground, put your hands on your heads. Do it in
twenty seconds and I won’t have to make any more demonstrations. That’ll be
nice for all of us, won’t it?”

 

THE LEAGUERS ONLY
took the guns. Everything else—slings, knives, clubs, blackjacks, and
shivs—they just kicked or threw out of our reach.

When the Leaguers
were done collecting guns and clips—and a sad little armful the guns of
Lafontaine made—they hauled a heavy lock-box from the front truck and piled the
weapons inside. Once the box was closed and padlocked, a stocky red-headed man
chalked a label on top in large clear letters: LAFONTAINE SEIZED PROPERTY, with
the date. He pretended, while he wrote, to be oblivious to all of the people
stretching and squinting in an effort to see what he was up to.

This made
approximately no sense at all. If you steal something—and I am speaking from
experience here—you usually want to behave as though it never belonged to
anybody else. The point of this is, of course, to make it a little bit harder
for the original owner to track you down and dropkick you repeatedly in the
balls or the cunt, depending. Maybe there are professional thieves in the world
who label their booty with the place and time they acquired it. But I kinda
don’t think so.

So what the
ever-loving dick was the League doing?

Surely the assholes
didn’t plan to give the weapons back.

Other things were
happening now. Someone had hauled a folding table and a chair down from the
truck, and set them up in the middle of the street. It seemed to be some kind
of makeshift office—unless they were going to take down a sofa as well and turn
it into a living room.

Malice plucked at my
sleeve. “Why are you dragging ass? Are we seriously just gonna let this play
out?” 

I looked down at
Orelle, heard her breath rasping wetly. “Yeah. Honestly, I’m thinking yeah.
Unless you can shoot lasers from your eye sockets or some shit and forgot to
tell me about it. ’Cause I don’t really see what we can accomplish by getting
rowdy while we’re all barehanded.” 

“We could swarm the
Inquisitor. Take that dick out, at least. Casey, tell me you’re not just gonna
roll over and take this one in the rear.”

A League guard, the
big redhead, looked sharply in our direction, and I grabbed Malice’s arm to
shut her up. Once his gaze moved away, I went on, about half as loud. “I’ve got
Em to think about. I can’t make like a cowboy just to soothe your hurt
feelings.”

“Casey, you piece of
crap!”

“I know you are, but
what am I?”

The Inquisitor banged
on the table twice, and the whispers among the crowd instantly died out. Bad
sign. Too much fear in the air. 

“Single file,” the
Inquisitor said crisply. “Single file, one line, and if nobody acts like a
horse’s ass, we might be done before noon. Otherwise we’ll all be out here
during high sun, and we’ll all regret it. Delacroix, get me the recorder, would
you?”

The redheaded thug
nodded, then jogged towards the rear truck, rooting a ring of keys out of his
pocket. There were three padlocks; he clicked them all open and rolled up the
freight door.

I’d expected the
second truck to hold equipment—scanners maybe—or food and drinking water. There
were some crates in there, and barrels secured to the wall with loops of
chain. But also, piled in and around the supplies, there was a jumble of the
sort of treasure you pick up when you’re scrounging in the wasteland, things
like old telephone wire and plastic jugs. Then there was something else: two
dim figures crouched on the truck floor.

Both of them were
women, blinking in the sudden sunlight. One was brown, tiny-limbed, probably
less than five feet tall, with smooth hair shiny as an oil slick. The other was
black, rawboned and a little gaunt, with just a fuzz of hair covering her
knobbly skull. The only thing that they had in common was their eyes, the look
of them, somehow blank and wary all at once. The taller woman, the black one,
used her forearm to shield her face from the sunlight, but her gaze never moved
from Delacroix.

That’s when the smell
from the back of the truck hit me in the face, wafting towards me like a bad
rumour—the reek of old old sweat. There’s no mistaking that stench. 

 Delacroix didn’t
even bother to say anything. He pointed at the black woman, then jerked his
thumb towards the Inquisitor—get to work. She didn’t nod or acknowledge
him. Silently, she pulled herself up and out of the truck bay.

Like the other woman
in the truck, she wore a faded blue jumpsuit. It was loose on her, hanging on
her bony form like curtains. The sleeves had been pushed up to the elbow,
exposing knobbly wrists.  

 I saw her taking
everything in—the groaning people, with their still-smoking clothes, splattered
on the tarmac, the rows of grim League guards with nightsticks and knives, the
Inquisitor at his table, and the huddle of dispirited villagers.

So far as I could
tell, she was thinking, Crap, not this again.

“Pax!” the Inquisitor
snapped.

The woman flinched,
almost, as she looked at Rod Russe. When she turned, I saw that there was a
slice missing from her earlobe, a triangular wedge, as if a parrot had bitten a
chunk out of it. The cut edges were healed—must have happened some time ago—and
they were clean. It had been done with a sharp edge.   

The Inquisitor looked
down at her. “Are you finished sightseeing?”

The black woman named
Pax ducked her head. A half-hearted kind of a nod.

“Then get over here
and do your job.”

Again, the half-nod.
The muscles in Pax’s jaw jerked. 

I knew why—had felt
my own jaw muscles jerk in exactly that way. Pax was gritting her teeth, trying
to keep herself from spitting something out. Had to keep herself from
saying it, because she knew exactly how much she would be made to hurt if she
didn’t keep her observations to herself.

The Inquisitor
slapped his nightstick against his thigh. The skinny wand didn’t make much
noise, but Pax jumped at the sudden motion, and after seeing what the little
thing could do, I wasn’t surprised.  

“Are you stoned,
Pax?” the Inquisitor asked. “Are you high? Are you capable of moving? Move! We
have to be out of town in four days if we’re going to stay on schedule. I swear
to Baby Jesus, if we run overtime because youcan’t stop standing around
with your thumb up your ass, you and Amanthi will both be on half
rations for a month. You get me?”

Pax’s head jerked
once more. That same reluctant, convulsive nod. “Sir.” 

That was all she
said, one word, but she managed to get a lot of meaning into it. Literally it
meant Sir, yes sir, I’ll get right on that, sir. Somehow, though, it
also managed to convey Sir, fuck you sir, the minute someone leaves a gun
unattended you’re a dead man, sir.      

After what had just
happened to Orelle, I had a lot of sympathy for that point of view.

But what caught me
completely off guard was the sound of her voice. That single word, that was all
she said, but the sound of it gobsmacked me. It was deep and resonant, just the
slightest bit hoarse, somehow like a strong, spicy-sweet fruit. It made an
electric thrill run up my spine, a tiny snake darting and twitching.  

When your town is
being ravaged by crazed cultists, you really should try to focus on that, and
not the vocal tones of strangers who’ve just been hauled from the back of a
truck. But I couldn’t help it. My hormones keep flowing, even at inconvenient
moments, and yours do the same and don’t try to tell me anything different.

My eyes zoomed over
Pax, scout planes noticing . . . hell, a thousand tiny little things. The arc
of her back as she bent, and the curve of her ear where it met her
close-cropped skull, and her large hands with the bitten-off nails and above
all, the roundness of her shoulders.

The tiny snake
wriggling along my spine became a Burmese python, thrashing.

And again, I know
what you’re thinking.

And this time, you’re
right.





 

CHAPTER
FIVE

 

IN
WHICH I PUT UP WITH A LOT OF UNNECESSARILY HARSH COMMENTS ABOUT MY
INTELLIGENCE, AND THEN THERE IS VODKA

 

“I KNOW WHAT you’re
thinking,” Malice told me some time later.

“Oh, I doubt it,” I
said. “Maybe you know the outline of the fantasy, but not the glorious details.
It involves two pairs of leather pants and lots and lots of yogurt.”

“Next!” the
Inquisitor yelled, up at the front of the line, and we all moved up one place.

Malice was still
shaking her head in disgust. “Have I ever told you that you’re an ass? Have I
ever told you that you fall for the worst possible people at the worst possible
times?”

“Have you ever stopped
telling me that?”

“And the worst
part—the worst—is that you drool over these women for years without ever
doing anything about it.”

“Oh, I so do.”

“You stare at them
and fantasize. That doesn’t count. And sometimes you try to talk to them and
you don’t know what to say so you talk about tools and your pulp fiction
collection and you panic and then you run away and beat your head against a
wall. Casey, this isn’t rocket science. Just follow the majestic rhythms of the
mating cycle. What you do is this: You walk up to the girl you’re crushing on,
and you say, ‘Wanna have lots of orgasms?’ You’ve gotta get into the habit of
doing that with every girl you like.”   

“Well,
maybe I would, if you didn’t always get to them first.”

“Hey—survival of the
fittest, friend. That’s life in the jungle.”

A very pointy elbow
speared me in the ribs. I rubbed the wound and glared at Emily. “Cut it out.”

“You cut it
out. Both of you! Stop thinking with your crotches! Think angry thugs! Think
not dying!”

“You know what I’m
thinking now? I’m thinking, why the hell are your elbows so pointed? Really
though. Do you, like, sharpen them?”   

“Casey!” she
almost screamed.

I stopped. She was
right, after all. The situation was serious. Beautiful dreams of women and
yogurt would have to wait.

The lineup stretched
way down main street and ended at the Inquisitor’s desk. There was no
protection from the sun scorching away overhead, even though it was getting on
to noon, when none of us should have been outside. The sweat was rolling down
my back, but that was a good thing; it’s when you stop sweating that you’re in
real trouble from the heat. 

Em and Malice and I
were about halfway along the line, shuffling a few steps forward whenever the
Inquisitor finished with someone and gestured them away. We were too far back
to hear the questions the Inquisitor was asking, but there must have been a lot
of them, because the whole process was taking forever. It was more than half an
hour before he wrapped it up with the madam of the brothel, and Crazy Zho took
even longer.   

The woman named Pax,
the woman I had been watching with such enthusiastic interest, stood next to
the Inquisitor’s chair. Her face was still blank, empty in a way I’d almost
call numb, but her whole body was stiff with fury and frustration. It was
obvious that she didn’t want to be there; what wasn’t obvious was why the
Inquisitor wanted her at his side.  

Leaguers strolled up
and down the line, slapping nightsticks against their thighs. Most of the
people who had been smoked by nightstick blasts had recovered and were in line
with the rest of us. Tito kept rubbing his chest and grimacing, though, and
Wanda spat out a gummy wad of blood every few minutes, because she’d bitten her
own tongue.

But Orelle still
wasn’t well enough to stand. The League guards had let Malice and me go over to
half-drag-half-carry her into the shade. They didn’t stop us, but they didn’t
offer to help, either. Now Orelle sat slumped against a wall with one hand
resting on her heart, and her breathing was far too shallow.

The scene as a whole
was a bit of a mood-killer, even for me.

“All right,” I said
reluctantly, with a last longing glance at Pax. “Go ahead and talk about real
stuff. Dunno if there’s much we can do about anything, though.”

“Orelle’s sick. She’s
really sick.”

I shrugged. “Orelle’s
tough. She’ll be fine.”

The stare Emily
trained on me was absolutely scorching. “She’s sixty-three, Casey. You really
think she can handle a taser blast to the chest?”

It
didn’t matter a rat’s shrivelled ballsack whether I thought she could handle
it. If someone is badly hurt and you can’t do a thing in the universe to help
her, then you shrug and you say, “She’s tough. She’ll be fine.” Then, if you
possibly can, you get drunk.

“Next!” the
Inquisitor bellowed, and the line crawled forward another foot. The sun crept
higher in the sky, and the tarmac beneath our feet began to bubble.
Conversation flagged. I let my thoughts drift away to the fourth chapter of Sex-Bots
of Space Alcatraz, the part where Roxy and Raptor wind up in the same cell,
along with a gallon of whipped cream and a whole pile of zucchinis.

 

IT WAS MID-AFTERNOON
by the time we reached the desk, and the heat was beating down from the sky and
oozing up from the asphalt. We hadn’t eaten. Emily had gone pale and big-eyed,
stumbling a little when she moved. I kept a hand on her arm, ready to tackle
her into the shade if she fainted.  

Pax watched us come
forward, and her hard eyes softened. I glared back at her nastily. Yes, she was
very and extremely hot, and yes, my hormones were bubbling like the tar on the
highway, but I don’t like it when people pay too much attention to my sister.

The Inquisitor barely
looked up. “Names?”

We gave them, and
here came yet another surprise. The Inquisitor didn’t write anything down.
Instead, he glanced expectantly at Pax, who let her eyes fall halfway closed.
“Alice Hiroyama,” Pax repeated mechanically. “Casey Prentice, Emily Prentice,
siblings, female.”

“Great,” Malice
muttered. “Your girlfriend’s a flashback.”

You probably have
flashbacks where you come from, though they have different names in different
places: drives, brainbags, hoarders. They’re the Naturals with freakishly good
memories, and they’re about medium rare around Lafontaine. The best of them can flip through a book, and then recite it
back to you word for word a year later. They also tend to be
disgustingly brilliant. If Pax was a flashback, if she had that kind of gift,
it seemed like a waste to have her working as a secretary. Not even a
secretary. Pretty much a tape recorder. But, whatever. It wasn’t up to me to
critique the League’s staffing decisions.  

“What kind of work do
you do?” the Inquisitor asked. “Hiroyama, you first.”

Malice was wearing
her mild and sleepy face, the one that meant somebody was going to get hurt.
“I’m an assassin.”

The Inquisitor
glanced up at her, unamused. “You’re telling me that you murder people for a
living.”

Malice bared her
teeth. “I’m unemployed. At the moment.”

Now, I enjoy heckling
pushy assholes as much as anybody, but not when so many bored and twitchy
people are standing around holding lethal weapons. So I interrupted. “She’s a
welder.”  

This, though pretty
much true, didn’t really do justice to Malice’s diabolical ways with fire and
metal. Her homemade tools included an apron made of coyote hide and a blowtorch
that ran on pure alcohol and exploded at least twice a month. 

Malice was mostly
self-taught. She first got into welding back when we lived at the Brownstone.
Orelle suggested it after Malice lit the dormitory on fire for the fifth or
sixth time—she thought that it would help channel Malice’s destructive impulses
in a creative direction. I guess it kind of worked, because Malice has never
actually burned anybody to death. At least, not by accident.

“Hiroyama, welder,”
Pax repeated, and then, more softly, “Sociopathic tendencies.”

The Inquisitor’s
forefinger jabbed at Emily. “You?”

Emily smiled, an
expression which looked a lot less threatening than Malice’s gallows grin, but
which likewise foreboded nothing good. “I’m a moocher.”

“What?”

“A moocher. I mooch.
Off my sister. I’m a freeloader. I don’t really work. I just hang around and
watch her do stuff and then criticize. Oh! Sometimes I water plants.”

The Inquisitor made a
noise deep in his throat. “In case you’re confused, this is not the time for
jokes.”  

“No, no,” I put in
quickly. “No, that’s not a joke, that’s just the sad truth.”  

“Can I ask a
question, though?” Emily continued, unrattled. “I mean, will you shoot me in
the chest if I do?”

She plunged ahead
before the Inquisitor could answer. “Why are you here? I mean, what are you
looking for? We’ve got sand here, we’ve got rocks, we’ve got water. If you’re
looking for sand and rocks, you’re probably in luck. Anything else, you may
want to reconsider.” 

The Inquisitor narrowed
his eyes. Seeing him, I was reminded of my crazy grandmother’s stories about
politicians. That’s an extinct species of animal. Herds of politicians used to
wander the wild, nosing up grubs and croaking their mating call lovingly to
each other: No comment, no comment, no comment.

“Seriously,” Emily
went on, doggedly persistent. “Are you working off a tip? ‘Cause if you are,
I’m pretty sure you got a bum rush—“

“Shut your mouth,”
the Inquisitor snapped. “I’m still hoping to get you all processed before I die
of old age. Big, ambitious goals. All right. Your turn. How do you make a
living?”

 “Me?” I said,
startled. “Oh. Um.” Broad question. I had to think about it for a second.
“Well. Um. I do a few things, I guess. I’m a pretty good mechanic. I do some carpentry,
when I have the wood. Plumbing, when I have the pipes. Roofing, I can do
roofing, and bricklaying if I have to. Farming, of course. A little practical
dentistry, as long as the poor bastard with the rotten tooth is small enough
that I can hold him down—YOWCH!”

That “YOWCH!” was
what came out of me when Emily’s needle-sharp elbow rammed into my left side,
while, at the same moment, Malice’s slightly blunter elbow rammed into my
right. Smashed between the pincers, I was left gasping and wheezing.

Pax’s
eyebrows shot up, but I don’t think the Inquisitor noticed. He had been
cleaning the crud from beneath his fingernails with the tip of a sheath knife.
Now he glanced back at me. “Go on.”

“Um,” I said,
gingerly feeling my ribs. “I also give a really kickass massage. Other than
that—I guess that’s about all.”

 

I HELD BACK my
frustration with the Wonder Twins until the Inquisitor dismissed us. As we
walked away from the table, I elbowed them both. “What the hell was that for?”

“Do you have a
brain?” Emily asked me witheringly. “Or did you trade it for booze a while
back?”

“It’s the damn
hormones,” Malice said, striding ahead. “Casey hasn’t got time to think. Too
busy drooling over yet another woman that she’ll never have the balls to jump.
Let’s get Orelle.”

I ran a few steps to
catch up with them. “Cut the trash talk and draw me a diagram. It’s been a long
day already.”

Malice ground to a
halt. “You really don’t get it?”

“Get what?”

“Casey.” Malice
groaned. “Why the crap do you think that dick was asking questions? That wasn’t
speed dating. The asshole wants to find out who’s useful. You made yourself
sound way too fucking useful. You get it now?”  

My blank expression
must have spoken for itself. 

Malice spat hard.
“Jesus Christ. All right. Look at your girlfriend over there.”

She pointed at Pax,
who was still standing at attention by the Inquisitor’s elbow. It now occurred
to me that she’d been standing there all day in the heat. 

“Does she look like
she’s having fun?” Malice asked. “You think she locked herself in the
back of that truck this morning? You think the clipped ear is a fashion
statement? The League takes useful stuff. It’s what they do. From the look of
it, the League takes useful people, too. They picked up your girl somewhere
along the way, and now ninety percent of what she gets to say out loud is yes,
sir. So start acting useless, or it might be your dumb ass locked in
that truck tomorrow.”

“ . . . oh,” I said,
as it all sunk in. “Oh.”

“No shit, ‘oh.’ Move
your ass. I saved you from looking useful in front of the damn League—fucking least
you can do is make me lunch.”  

 

ORELLE SEEMED BETTER.
She’d slept a little during the interrogations. The three of us hauled her up
the stairs to her apartment, and then into bed.  

“Stop fussing,” she
said, as she pulled up her quilt. Her hands shook, but her voice was almost
normal. “Faces like yours would make anyone feel like hell. What’s the word?
When’s the goddamn League pulling out?”

“They’re done
grilling people for now,” Malice said. She was lounging in Orelle’s armchair, a
glorious beast of threadbare red velvet, with coiled springs bursting through
the rips in its back and seat. Orelle’s apartment was full of stuff like that,
elaborate junk from a by-gone area, most of it more than a century old. Teapots
in the shape of chickens, a crate full of salvaged printer cables, stuff like
that. If the human race ever got interested in antiques again, she was going to
clean up in a big big way.

Emily perched on the
arm of the red chair, and I was prowling restlessly back and forth. I couldn’t
sit.  

“My guess?” Malice
continued. “They’ll grid out the town and search it square by square. That’s
how I’d do it. And if they don’t completely fuck up, then—”

“Then they might
start to find the stashes,” Orelle concluded. “But I don’t think they’ll find
what matters most. Not unless somebody squeals. Look. So far as I know, the
four of us are the only ones who know about—you know—the thing. Right?”

Orelle never did any
time in hobo camp, so far as I know, but all the same, she understood how
lockdown talk worked.

“A’ya,” I confirmed.
“Some folk have suspected, over the years. A couple have even asked questions.
But then they came down with a bad case of . . . being hit in the face by
Malice, and they decided that they didn’t care anymore.”

“Just the four of us,
then. Good. Casey, peanut, quit tramping around, you’re making me nervous. Grab
that other pillow for me. You can put it behind my head. And listen to me, all
three of you.”

Like her furniture,
Orelle had a kind of faded grandeur. It radiated from her as she lay propped up
on pillows that trailed streams of crumpled lace, with the pink quilt drawn
almost to her chin.   

“I practically raised
the three of you,” she said. “Known you since you were too short for blue jeans.
But I tell you this and I shit you not. You have got to be so damn
careful. If you say anything that lets the League fuckers figure out
what’s going on, then I will beat you down and turn what’s left of you into
slippers. We clear?”

Emily laughed. “You
think we need any extra motivation to stay quiet?”

“I want you on your
guard, is all. Especially you, Casey. You get all mellow and confiding
sometimes, when you’re horny.”

Orelle grimaced and
rubbed her chest. “One of you better get me a cup of tea. And put some vodka in
it. Actually, second thought, just bring the vodka. You carried me up here, I
guess I owe you a shot each.”





 

CHAPTER
SIX

 

IN
WHICH THERE IS A SINGLE GLANCING REFERENCE TO RABBITS, AND THE INQUISITOR GETS
CONFIRMATION THAT THERE IS MORE IN LAFONTAINE THAN SAND AND ROCKS

 

THE NEXT DAY, the
search began.

It’s an
understatement to say that I didn’t enjoy it. The search was invasive and
humiliating and relentless and kind of ridiculous. It was, in fact, like a
cross between losing your virginity and going to jail, and I’ve done both of
those things, and didn’t enjoy either enough to want to repeat them.

The Leaguers ripped
through Lafontaine like cramp through a gut. They scoured basements and
cellars, emptied boxes and chests. They poked through the gardens, driving
pointed rods through any earth that showed signs of recent digging. They
inspected stairwells and rooftops, probed the joins between walls with their
fingertips, and compared inside and outside measurements to check for secret rooms.

As I’ve said, the
apartment I shared with Malice and Emily was no bigger than a good-sized
shoebox, but a Leaguer still spent the better part of an hour shaking it down.
It was Delacroix who performed the search—that burly red-headed ganger who
seemed to be second-in-command to the Inquisitor. He went through the place
with silent, maddening care—kneaded cushions, shook out blankets, and poked
thick fingers into canisters of beans and manioc flour. 

I asked him whether
he wanted me to bend over and spread my cheeks for him as well. In answer, he
gave me a pretty disturbing, contemplative look. I wished that I hadn’t said
it, really.

What pushed me over
the edge was when he started to rip down our decorations. We each had our own
wall. Emily’s bore a glossy collage of ads torn from old magazines—lipstick,
nail polish, skinny jeans, pouting boys. Malice used her wall to display her
harem—six skin mag centrefolds in homemade frames, the girls crouched, leering
and mammalian. Next to them, she had hung a homemade wooden cross and a picture
of the Virgin Mary, her face turned modestly away from the playgirls. Beside
that was a small hand axe, because, as Malice said, you never knew when you
might need one of those.  

Delacroix tore all of
them down, scattering them on the floor, where clutter was already piled high.
I thought about throttling him, but luckily, it was his parting shot. After he
ripped the last girly centrefold from the wall, he glanced around, gave a snort
of frustration, and stalked towards the exit. “You’ll hear from the Inquisitor
later,” he said over his shoulder.

As soon as the hatch
clashed shut behind him, Malice spat deliberately out the window. Then we began
to clean up the chaos. Emily re-hung her pictures of handbags and high-heeled
shoes. Malice dusted off her girls and checked her axe, testing its edge on the
ball of her thumb and nodding with satisfaction when just a bare touch drew
blood.

  I only had one
ornament on my own wall: a flat box of pale grey cardboard, soft and crumpled and
musty-smelling. Black block letters on the front read, RABBIT FACTORY™. It sat
on a shelf of nails driven halfway into the brick. Carefully, reverently, I set
it back in its place.

We’d only been
clearing up for a few minutes when there was another rap at the hatch.  

“Emily, please to see
who that is,” I said testily, as I adjusted the Rabbit Factory on its shelf.
“Then kill whoever it is. With a spoon.”

Em went to the hatch
willingly enough, I guess because she was worried I would try to make her help
with the cleaning if she stood in one place too long. (She didn’t need to be
worried about that. I’d given up trying to make her do her share of household
chores. I like to think that I’m a pretty persistent person, but there’s
persistence and then there’s bashing your head against a brick wall, and I know
when I am beaten.) 

The knocking stopped,
the hatch creaked open, and a voice said, “Hey.”

A voice like a
strong, spicy sweet fruit . . . I turned so fast, I probably knocked the earth
a couple of inches off its axis. 

Pax was standing on
the step just outside the hatch, her fists making lumps in the pockets of her
blue jumpsuit, her sleeves rolled up to show strong arms etched with a
spiderweb of scratches.

I barrelled towards
the hatch, wading desperately through the trash that covered the floor two feet
deep. I got there just as Emily was saying, “Hang on for a minute. I have to go
get a spoon.”

I shoved Emily out of
the way and faced Pax, panting. She looked at me, sort of smiled. Instantly, my
brain let out a wail of panic and abandoned me—pretty much bounced out of my
skull and left me to fend for myself. 

I said something. I
think it was, “Bluh.”

“Remember what we
talked about, Casey?” Malice yelled from behind me. “Majestic mating rhythms!
Survival of the horniest!”

Pax raised an
eyebrow. “I don’t want to pry or anything, but I won’t pretend that I’m not
intrigued.”

“Come on, Casey!”
Malice bawled. “Find your inner me. Live the dream for once!”

I stepped outside
onto the landing where Pax stood, and slammed the hatch shut behind me. “Pay no
attention to the creep behind the curtain. That’s just my roommate. Being—you
know—my roommate. Humiliating me is the only thing that brings a flicker of
purpose to her sad, pathetic life.”

Pax nodded. “My
condolences. Have you considered taking your revenge? Perhaps by burning her
possessions as she sleeps?”

“I’ve tried. She
never falls asleep before I do.” I took a deep breath. “I’m Casey. Sorry about
all that.”

“Why are you
apologising? I’m the one who showed up at your place unannounced. It could have
been considerably worse.”

“Yeah? How?”

“Well. Your roommate
could have been having a big orgy or something. That would have been awkward
for all concerned.”

“Then it’s a good
thing you weren’t here last Thursday.”

She gave me a
startled look. “You are joking, right?”

I decided not to
answer that. “I heard them call you Pax. Is that your name?”

“Pax Da Costa. Hi.”

“Um. Hi. Casey.”

“I know.” Her smile
faded. “And unfortunately, I’m not here to chat about roommates or orgies.
Inquisitor Russe wants to see you.”

That tore me out of
Romeo mode and brought me crashing back to earth. No matter what Pax looked or
sounded like, she worked for the bad guys—even if it wasn’t exactly her dream
career.

“Me?” I said blankly.
“Why me?” 

She looked over her
shoulder, as if to check for witnesses, though we were three stories up. Then
she lowered her voice. “They found a couple of your stockpiles. The buried
stashes.”

That was a hit, but I
managed to keep my face expressionless. “Good for them. And again I repeat—why
would the Inquisitor want to talk to me?”

She shook her head
helplessly. “You may not have noticed, but I’m not exactly at the top of the
League chain of command.”

“I’ve noticed.” Up
close, I could see how old her jumpsuit was, how the fabric over the knees was
so worn that her skin showed between the threads. Her hands were sandpapery
with callous. She was a Natural, with a photo-perfect memory, and she was
probably a genius, but she’d logged a lot of hours of hard labour somewhere
along the way.

“So you should
understand,” Pax said. “The Inquisitor and Delacroix are the ones who make the
decisions. They don’t discuss their devious plans with me.”

“Maybe not with you,
but . . . come on. I’ve seen how they treat you. They think you’re a piece of
furniture. Don’t they ever discuss a devious plan or two when you’re in
earshot?”

She hesitated, so I
didn’t need her to answer. 

“Why me?” I repeated.
“Please. It’s important.”

Pax sighed and
shifted her weight to one foot. “Inquisitor Russe thinks that you’re more
talkative than the others—especially when you’re nervous.”

That was no more than
the terrible truth. And here I’d thought the Inquisitor was dumb as a box of
rocks. Or maybe I’d just hoped.

 

THE LEAGUE HAD set up
camp in the best part of town, right next to the well, where the water was
clearest and coldest. It took about five minutes to walk there, and Pax walked
next to me. I might have enjoyed that, if our destination had been different.
As things were, romance was the last thing on my mind.

“Not to be rude,” Pax
said after a few blocks. “But do you mind if I ask what happened to your arms?”

I had been wearing my
sleeves rolled up. Now I yanked them back down to hide the spread of fernlike
scars. “Yeah, actually, I mind.”

“Fair enough.”

More silence. 

“How’s your friend?”
Pax asked me at last.

“How’s my . . . oh.
You mean Orelle?” My mood went down another few notches. “She’s . . . all
right. Not great. Still stuck in bed, wobbles whenever she tries to stand up.”

We both bent as we
walked beneath a clothesline loaded down with dripping blankets.

“I was so furious at
the Inquisitor,” Pax said, with sudden venom. “I could have murdered him.
He’s not allowed to do that. It was against every single rule in the book.”

“Not allowed to do
what? Not allowed to shoot up angry townsfolk with electricity? I thought that
was pretty much part of his job description.”

“He’s not allowed to
use a nightstick on someone that old. And never in the heart. Inquisitor
or not, he could get skinned for that. If the top brass in the League found
out—”

“Why don’t you
tell the top brass? Would that be a fun game?”

Pax looked down at
her feet. Her running shoes had been white once, and now they were dark grey.
They were the ultra-cheap kind, made of recycled cotton waste.   

“Ah,” I said. “You
won’t. Well. Good to know. What’s the problem? Do you lose your year-end bonus
if you criticize the boss?”

Pax ground to a halt,
crappy sneakers squeaking on the asphalt. “You’ve gone awfully fast from
crushing on me to judging me. Did you get whiplash?”

“Hey!” I blurted out,
stung. “Who said I had a crush?”

“Oh please.”

“No, really! How the
hell did you know?”

She pointed at her
face. “These two things? Right here? They’re eyes. I use them to see things.
It’s fun. You should try it sometime. And listen to me, Casey. You don’t know
me, and you’ve got no reason to care about me or my life, and I’ll spare you
the sob stories, but let me explain one thing. Inquisitor Russe is not a fluffy
feel-good person, and he can make things very unpleasant for someone standing
in his way. At the moment, the one standing in his way happens to be you. So be
careful tonight. That’s all. Just be careful.”

She started walking
again, arms hugged against her body, as if she were cold. After a second, I ran
to catch up. “How afraid should I be?” 

“You tell me. I
don’t know what this town is hiding.”

 

WHY, YOU ASK, did I
march obediently off to see the Inquisitor when I could have punched Pax in the
face and run away in the other direction? The answer, of fucking course, is
that there was no point in running since the town was fenced in and the
Inquisitor knew where I lived, and you should feel terrible about yourself for
asking such a stupid question. It definitely didn’t have anything to do with
Pax and the unpunchability of her face. Nothing at all.

 

THE LEAGUE PART of
town had become a tent city, sheets of canvas and rubberized broadcloth casting
sliding green shadows as they rocked in the wind. The biggest tent belonged to
the Inquisitor, because of course. When Pax and I came up, a guard stopped
fingering the butt of his nightstick long enough to wrestle a flap back and let
us inside.   

Inside the tent: cot,
desk, chair. Fancy. The first time Malice and I got herded into a hobo camp, we
shared a tent which was made out of, I shit you not, a woman’s evening skirt.
The zipper still dangled from an overhead flap. Malice used to stare up at it
and drawl dirty jokes on nights when I was too beat to roll over and thrash
her. There were a lot of nights like that.

The Inquisitor had
let his hair down, I guess you could say. The tight-ass uniform was nowhere in
sight. Instead, he wore a black tank and camouflage trousers, which made him
look much more comfortable, much less ridiculous, and about ten degrees more
dangerous. His upper arms had real muscle, corded and sinewy, not just the kind
that bunches when you flex. 

When we came in, he
was busy with a corkscrew and a dusty bottle. I recognized the bottle. Tito had
been hoarding that brandy for the past seven years.

“Pax,” he said,
sloshing a tin mug full. “Nice to see you again. I was beginning to forget what
you looked like. In the future, could we try to finish our errands and get back
here in a few minutes less than forever? Could we try? Or should I fix you up
with one of those bungee leashes?”

Pax’s jaw tightened,
a quick movement which, once again, expressed all the things she couldn’t say—sir,
fuck you sir, I’ll tell you what you can do with your bungee leash, sir.


Pax moved to take her
position behind the Inquisitor’s chair, but Russe blocked her with his free
hand as he took a great gulp of brandy with the other.

“Oh, come on, girly,”
Russe said, broad and expansive. “What do we say when we keep the Inquisitor
waiting? What do we say, now?”

Pax stared back at
him with a kind of sick loathing. Hatred comes in all flavours, and this wasn’t
the fresh hot type; it had aged enough for the edge to dull. I doubted that
scenes like this happened between the two of them every day. Russe was doing
this now so I’d have to watch it. Maybe because he wanted to soften me up, or
maybe because he was one of those sickos who couldn’t enjoy his power plays
unless there was someone there to see. Heya, fellas! Lookit what I can do!

Somehow Pax managed
to ungrit her teeth long enough to open her mouth. “I’m sorry, sir.”

“Better,” Russe
announced, and gulped more brandy. “Much better. Shut up now. We’re working.”

There were two other
bottles, empty ones, under the table. The asshole had started early. I clasped
my hands behind my back, trying to hold it together. If the tension lines
carving canyons down Pax’s face were any guide, then the Inquisitor was a
dangerous and unpredictable drunk.

Inquisitor Russe took
yet another long swig, then smacked the cup down on the table and gave me a
nasty grin. “Let’s you and me talk.”

“About what?” I said,
treading carefully.

“Those.” He jerked a
thumb behind him. “Thought you might want to tell me something about those,
before I start making up my own answers.”

I looked where he pointed,
and my stomach plunged. Shit, shit, shit, shit, and shit.

A bunch of power
coils lay on the ground in a neat, orderly row. They were the mid-sized kind,
about as big as two fists pressed together, and they had the faint bluish cast
that meant a full charge. I counted them. Twelve. So the League must have
cleaned out at least two of our caches.

“Pax, remind me,”
Russe said. “How many loaded coils did we find when we shook down Orangeville?”

“Three. Sir.”

“Three, mmm-hmm.
Fucking three. And that was an actual town, not a sandbox with big
ideas. Last time I saw more than ten loaded coils, it was in a gang hive. The
thugs were using them to cook crystal meth. And those were some rich gangers,
let me tell you . . . at least before I got there. Then they were some dead
gangers. Or, well, getting dead. Some of them got dead kinda slow. I was off my
game that day.” 

“I don’t know
anything about the coils,” I said, far too late.

“Sure,” Russe said.
He ran his tongue along the lip of his glass, catching stray drops of brandy.
“I get it. Nobody in this town knows a thing. You’re all dumb as doorknobs. The
coils are from a secret treasure horde, got left here by some desert pirate who
needed to bury his shit before sailing off across the mother . . . fucking
. . . sand!”

I flinched, then gave
myself a hard mental slap. If Malice had been there in my place, she wouldn’t
have turned a hair when she saw the coils. She wouldn’t have shown any interest
in anything but Russe’s brandy and Pax’s boobs.

I gave Pax’s boobs a
quick looking over, just in case that could help save the situation, then tried
to sound casual. “All right, good for you. You got something valuable out of
this trip. Go team, and all that. Can I leave now?”

“No.” Russe swirled
his glass so that brandy slosh-sloshed back and forth. “We need to have our
talk first. Casey—can I call you Casey?—do you know what Pax here has been
doing for the past few days?”

“I do not.”

“Counting graves.”

“Oh. Well, it
wouldn’t have been my first choice, but everyone needs a hobby, I guess.”

“You don’t have
enough.”

“Hobbies?”

“Graves. After you’ve
been in this business a while, the business of tracking down hidden things,
there’s stuff you learn. People tell you they’ve got nothing but sand and
rocks? Don’t listen. Don’t even bother trying to beat a different answer out of
them. Just go and count the graves.” 

I looked at Pax’s
boobs again. It was not going to help, but I needed to do something to keep my
spirits up.

“So I’ve had Pax
counting.” The Inquisitor absently rocked the table from side to side as he
spoke. “Counting your people and counting your dead. I’m not seeing all the
bodies I should be seeing in town this size. You know what I’m especially not
seeing? Dead kids. I’m not seeing enough little kiddie graves. Not nearly
enough. Kids are like lemmings, you know that? If there’s a way to die in town,
they’ll find it. The little bastards eat paint chips like candy and they always
fall on their heads. You don’t have enough dead kids around here, Prentice.”

“So? You want me to
go out and kill some more? Should I gift wrap them too, or would you prefer
them still warm and wiggling?”

Ignoring that, Russe
picked up one of the loaded electrical coils and bounced it in his palm. “I
find something like this, and the pieces, they all start to click. Power is
everything. It’s civilization’s heartbeat. If you’ve got power for
electrolysis, then you’ve got clean water . . .”

“This town is built
on a goddamn well.”

“ . . . You can
purify your greywater before you dump it on your crops so you’re not lacing
your vegetables with bacteria. If you’ve got power, you’ve got heat, without
having to haul fifty pounds of firewood home on your shoulder every week.
You’ve got heat without needing to breathe charcoal smoke until your lungs turn
to black leather.”

“We use firepits for
cooking here. You’ve seen our firepits. I don’t know what you smoked to get the
idea that we’ve got kitchens full of brand-name appliances, but whatever it is,
I want some. Look—in your strangely elaborate delusions, how are we getting
hardware that runs on electricity?” 

The Inquisitor
snorted. “Anyone who knows dick about machines can build a water heater out of
two pieces of flex and a razor blade, and don’t embarrass yourself by trying to
screw me around. Yeah, I know you people have been trying to be subtle,
pretending that you do everything here by hand. You took the electric motor off
the scoop wheel in the well house, that was a good move. Except you could see
it was missing, because of the clean patch left on the metal.”

Goddammit, Malice. I had told her to
smear any marks with grease after she took the motor off to hide it, but, in
fairness, she’d had a lot to do in one night.

“If you’ve got
power,” the Inquisitor said again, “then you don’t need to burn your corn oil
and nut oil. You can eat them and not starve, or make soap and not be covered
in filth. If you’ve got power—”

“Okay.” I raised a
hand. “I probably should be very grateful for this informative talk? Except I
was badly brought up and I have a twisted, stunted, gnarled little soul, and
I’m not grateful, I’m just not. I don’t know where those coils came from. I
don’t know how they got charged. I don’t know why you’re looking for a second
career as a science lecturer when you already have a perfectly good job as a
creepy stormtrooper who beats up old ladies, and? And? What the hell does it
matter? The League seems to be doing just fine for power. You’ve got power to
burn. Consider the giant freaking electric fence which you put up just for
kicks.”

The Inquisitor smiled
thinly. “Pax, calculate the total number of megawatt hours stored in all these
coils.” 

Pax didn’t answer
right away, and the Inquisitor gave her a sharp slap on the thigh, as if she
was a toaster that wasn’t working. Only then did Pax’s eyes close halfway so
that she could make the calculation. 

“Nearly three,” she
said after a moment. “Specifically, two point seven eight two, two, two, two .
. .”

“There we are,” the
Inquisitor said. “You’ve got enough power buried in your backyard to light up
almost a thousand houses. Whatever’s going on here, I think we can stop
pretending that it doesn’t matter.”

I breathed harder.
The Inquisitor’s voice was getting steadily angrier—more high-pitched, more
sarcastic, more impatient—as the man worked his way to the bottom of the
bottle. Tendons down Pax’s neck stood out like drawn cables. She was bracing
for something.

“I told you,” I said,
fighting to keep my tone breezy. “I don’t know anything about this.”

“Really.”

Once again, I saw how
fast the Inquisitor could move if he wanted to. With one jerk of his arm, he
sent the table crashing to the ground. It was a cheap, melodramatic thing to
do, but I still jumped a mile when the thing smashed over, and tools and
bottles went bouncing all over the tent. And suddenly the Inquisitor was in my
face, his forefinger hovering an inch from my chest.

“You have a power
source in this town.” Boozy breath, but his eyes were cold and clear, stabbing.
“You have a source that gives you all the electricity you want, whenever you
want it. Maybe it’s a geothermal vent, maybe it’s microfusion, maybe it’s
something else, I do not fucking know, but I do fucking know that you
fucking have it, you little fucker.”

“It’s not like—”

“Shut your fat mouth.
I’m not asking you. I don’t need to ask you. I know!” He lunged, grabbed
a fistful of paper, and shook it in my face. “You must think you’ve been pretty
fucking smart, but guess what? People notice shit, and people talk. From June
to August, every fucking year, there’s a hum over at the Lafontaine
orphanage, every fucking night. Electric powered fans, in every
fucking room. So that the kiddies can sleep. Now, to me? That seems pretty
telling. So here’s the question, and I’m gonna keep asking it until I get an
answer. Where are you getting the electricity from, Prentice? How are those
coils getting charged? What is the source?”

“I! Don’t! Know!”

All of a sudden, the
nightstick was in his hand, the double-pronged tip gouging into the softest
part of my throat. I froze. 

“You know, I had this
on a low setting when I used it before,” the Inquisitor whispered. “Ramped up
to high power, a nightstick can do all kinds of things. Cook flesh and tissue
from the inside out. Burn out the nerves, paralyze the limbs.” He raised the
stick, forcing my chin up, so I had to look him in the eye. “I could make you a
cripple. I could strip your muscles from your bones, make sure you never spend
another hour of your life without pain. Think about that, think about that hard,
before you answer this question. Where is your source?”

His bloodshot eyes
were so close to me—red veins ribbing around a ring of watery grey. My pulse
ticked against the prongs of the nightstick. I couldn’t swallow.

The Inquisitor had my
full attention, as you can imagine, but I could see Pax out of the corner of my
eye. She shifted her weight back and forth, as if she was trying to make a
decision. But once she made that decision, she didn’t hesitate. In one abrupt
motion, she grabbed a chunk of polished rock that Russe had been using as a paperweight,
and threw it at his back.

The rock struck the
Inquisitor between his shoulder blades. There was a double thud, first when the
stone hit flesh, and then when it hit the ground. It had been a weak throw.
Russe just straightened on impact, showed no sign of pain. But the drunk man
roaredas he spun around and smashed Pax across the jaw with all the
momentum of his large fleshy frame. 

Pax didn’t just fall
down—the force of the blow rolled her over twice. Russe stormed over to her,
twisted one hand into her jumpsuit, and dragged her up. Pax tried to cover her
face with her hands, but the Inquisitor delivered a clout to the side of her
head that made her whole body spasm. He let her drop, and her shorn skull
bounced off the ground.

I started forward, moving
towards Pax without any notion of what I would do when I reached her.
Instantly, the Inquisitor wheeled on me. “Don’t! You! Dare!”

He still had the
nightstick clenched in his shaking fist, and I didn’t come closer. I just
stared at Pax, her hunched shoulders and sweat-shining cheeks. 

She was pulling
herself stiffly to her knees, and the Inquisitor’s gaze swept back to her.
“That was stupid, Pax. I thought we got rid of your independent streak a
long time ago. Even if that’s not true, you shouldn’t have let me see.”

“Sorry, sir,” Pax got
out, with some difficulty. There was blood in the cracks between her teeth.

The Inquisitor stared
down at her, and I swear I saw his lips jerk into a smile. Then, once again,
his arm rose and fell. Pax ducked her chin and did her best to move with the
blow, but it still rocked her. She didn’t even have time to brace for the next
whack. When that one landed, she didn’t scream, but she moaned.

Kill him. That was what my body
was telling me; that was what my blood was howling. I had to take out this man,
this bastard, the Inquisitor. Nightstick or no, guards or no, I had to do it, I
would do it, I didn’t give a damn what happened afterwards, didn’t care
if the Inquisitor beat me down, didn’t care if the League crucified me, I was
going to do it, I was going to do it . . .

I didn’t do anything.
Pax’s fast breaths rasped through the tent, but I didn’t do anything. If I
lashed out now, I would bring the League’s anger down on me, on Emily, on
Malice, on Orelle. There was no way out of that. There was no way around it. I
dug my nails hard into my palms and my heart felt like a bed of embers, but I
didn’t move.

The Inquisitor’s back
was towards me, stiff and square. He spoke without turning around. “Get out.”

I hesitated, and Pax looked
up. Blood streamed from a cut in her scalp, just below her hairline, but she
gave me a quick, desperate nod. Go. Just go.  

My mind reeling, I
stumbled from the tent.

 

GET HOME. THAT was what I told
myself again and again as I walked away from the Inquisitor’s tent, trying not
to hear the beating. Get home, and get ready for the coming shitstorm. Would
the Inquisitor track me down again once he was finished with Pax, or when he
was sober? How long would it take him to start threatening Emily? Emily . . .
I’d have to hide her. Where could I hide her? Disguise her as a cactus. No.
Stupid. Drape her with lethal weaponry? Better. Drape her with a lethal Malice?
Better still.

Just as I was about
to clear the League camp, a small woman moved into my path, blocking me. I
skidded to a halt, bringing my fists up.

“Stop it,” the woman
snapped. “I’ve had enough of that for one day.”

It was the tiny
person I had seen sitting in the truckbed beside Pax the day before. She too
was dressed in a threadbare jumpsuit rather than a uniform, and, now that I saw
her up close, I saw that she too had a triangular wedge cut from her earlobe.

I dropped my fists.
“You’re like Pax, aren’t you?”

She tensed. “What do
you mean?”

“The two of
you—you’re not in the League by choice. The bastards are holding you.”

She threw up her
hands. “Yes. Correct. Brilliant. Do you want to comment on anything else that’s
patently obvious?”

“Hey. Easy. I wasn’t
trying to mess with you.”

She softened. “I
know—I know. Sorry. I guess I’m in a bad mood. I guess I’ve been in a
permanently bad mood for the past four years.” She breathed hard, and it seemed
to calm her. “I’m Amanthi. Amanthi Vaas. Dr. Vaas.”

“A doctor. Is that
why they took you?”

“Yes.” She didn’t
elaborate. “The Inquisitor sent me to take a look at your friend.”

“My friend?”

“Orelle Johnson?”

I brought my fists up
again. “If you hurt Orelle, then I swear to the Dread Lord Beelzebub, I will
play cat’s-cradle with your internal organs.”

She huffed,
exasperated. “I’m a doctor. The Inquisitor sent me to help.”

“Why would that bastard
Russe do a damn thing for Orelle?”

“Because it’ll look
very, very bad if someone dies during a search. That isn’t supposed to happen.
The Inquisitor has a spotless record on that front, so far.”

“Bullshit.”

“The Inquisitor is
usually very careful about these things.” The doctor brushed a hand across her
eyes, looking as exhausted as I felt. “I gave your friend the most complete
checkup I could, given the conditions. Her cardiac arrhythmia seems to have
resolved. She’s weak, but I think she’ll be fine. I left her some pills. Stop
looking fierce. They’ll help her. Make sure that she takes them all, one a
day.”

I forced my muscles
to unclench. I didn’t want to accept anything that came from the League, but
there was no medicine for sale in Lafontaine, and even if there had been, I
couldn’t have afforded to buy it unless fist-sized diamonds or chunks of
carbite suddenly started to rain from the sky.

“Thanks,” I said
grudgingly.   

“You’re welcome.” She
paused. “The Inquisitor’s been talking to you.”

“Talking, not so
much. More threatening, and yelling, and beating on Pax.” 

Amanthi ducked her
head. Her long black hair spilled around her face, hiding her docked ear from
view. She fiddled with a fold of her jumpsuit. “Would you do something for me,
please?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “I just want you to remember . . . None
of this was my idea, and I don’t have any control over it. If it were up to me,
then none of this would be happening.”

This didn’t make any
sense at all. “I know this wasn’t your idea.”

“Good. Keep
remembering. And you’d better get out of here quickly. The Inquisitor . . . the
Inquisitor is dangerous. No one ever really understands how dangerous.”

“Oh, I think I’m
beginning to understand pretty well.”

Amanthi looked at me,
and I wondered how bitterness got so permanently etched into that face. “No you
aren’t. But you will.”





 

CHAPTER
SEVEN

 

IN
WHICH LAFONTAINE STARTS TO HIDE SOMETHING ELSE

 

“IT CAN’T GO on much
longer now,” Orelle said some time later.

The Leaguers had been
searching for seven days, getting less civilised with every hour that passed.
They were flinging furnishings around with greater and greater abandon, tossing
people’s possessions out into the street to speed up the searching process. A sort
of sand bar had formed along main street, made up of broken glassware and
pottery chips, plastic pens and doll heads staring vacantly. Orelle said that
it looked like flotsam washed ashore and left high by the receding tide. I
wouldn’t know. I’ve never seen the ocean. 

There had been minor
skirmishes. A couple of kids from town got pissed out of their brains on
homemade hooch and snuck up to the League camp with shivs made from sharpened
spoons. They found out what any sober person would have told them for free—the
camp was never left unguarded and the guards were all twitchy fucks who loved
it when they got an excuse to play with their nightsticks. 

Both kids survived
the lesson, though one of them lost a tooth when his jaw smashed into the
concrete. It didn’t come out clean; the root broke into three pieces and stuck
out of his gum in spikes, so jagged and ugly that I had to find my pliers and
turn dentist for the day. The kid was too trashed to put up much of a fight,
what with me sitting on his chest and Malice holding his head, but his
screaming and thrashing made it hard to get a clean grip, so it took me almost
an hour to dig out the last splinter. Afterwards, we gave him a couple of shots
of our own home brew and patted his back while he snuffled, and I tried to
cheer him up by promising him a ten percent discount on the dental work, but he
didn’t seem grateful.

Delacroix shook down
our eco-eco two more times, but weirdly enough, I didn’t get brought in for
another interrogation. I was too relieved to wonder why, though I guess I
should have. I just assumed that Inquisitor was thinking about his perfect
no-kill record, worrying that he would break it if he got close to me with a
nightstick again.

All the tension in
town, the smothered violence, was bringing Malice to breaking point. I wouldn’t
let her go out onto the street anymore. The mood she was in, she was sure to
take a swing if she got within spitting distance of the Inquisitor, even if the
man was holding an anti-aircraft gun and pissing acid. The third time Delacroix
searched our place, Emily and I had to throw a blanket over Malice and sit side
by side on top of the thrashing bundle until he left.

There was this,
though: the League still hadn’t found our secret, no matter how many loose
bricks they pulled free, no matter how many metal detectors they ran over the
packed dirt. So far as that went, they were looking in the wrong place.

 

ONE NIGHT, I woke
without knowing why. I lay listening to all the usual night noises: the whine
of cicadas, Malice muttering curses in her sleep, Emily’s slightly nasal
breathing. The only thing missing was the rattling snores of Emily’s stupid
boyfriend. (He had decided to stay in the desert as long as the search lasted,
coming back only to get more moonshine.) But—no—there was something else
missing as well. An undercurrent, a hum, that had become part of the Lafontaine
soundscape.

I threw back the
sweaty sheets, stretched out, and poked Malice in the shoulder. “Hey!”

Malice goes from zero
to sixty when she wakes. The instant she’s conscious, her whole body is locked
and loaded, muscles coiled and ready to fire. “If there’s a problem, it had
better be a stab-with-a-knife kind of problem,” she told me, her eyes still
closed. “Otherwise, I’m going back to sleep.”

“Shut up and listen.
I think the fence is down.”

Together, we climbed
the ladder up to the roof and stared out to the west. I’d gotten used to that
line of electricity pulsing blue-white around the border, but there wasn’t even
a flicker of it now. The desert surrounding Lafontaine was deep purple straight
out to the horizon.

“Sheeeee-it,” Malice
said, soft and unbelieving. “The bastards are giving up.”

 

IT WAS THE middle of
the night, but the news travelled anyway. Half an hour later, there were at
least six loud and enthusiastic parties going on. People drank whatever liquor
they had left and made up rude songs about Rod Russe’s raunchy sex life. They
had a lot of trouble finding rhymes for the word “Inquisitor,” but they kept at
it.

Malice and I walked
through all that, through the shrill catcalls in the streets and the howling of
revellers. We stopped about a block away from the League camp, close enough to
take a look at the action. They weren’t gone yet, but they were packing up.
Grimly, stiffly, four gangers were striking the tent. Most of the others were
loading up the trucks. They were only taking the best of what they’d found—the
guns, some ancient jewellery, the power coils, stuff like that. Consolation
prizes, I guessed. Not too bad a haul for a tiny town like Lafontaine, but less
than they could have taken, and far less than they could have found in one of
the big settlements like Godrock or Scarlem. And not what they’d been hoping to
get. 

Through all the
activity stalked Inquisitor Russe, bristling like a rabid wolverine. His
uniform jacket hung open, and a bottle swung freely from his right hand. He
was, if not three sheets to the wind, at least two-and-a-half sheets and a
large pillowcase.

And he was roaring.
“Hurry up, you useless bastards! Don’t you know we have a fucking schedule to
keep?”

“What
do you think?” Malice murmured to me. “Is there a beautiful soul beneath all of
that, if you just look hard enough?”

Pax came into view,
hurrying across the street with an armload of boxes. Head down, shoulders
hunched. The left side of her face was bruised deep blue, as if her head had
been bounced on the ground like a basketball. I looked up at the constellations
and searched for Cassiopeia so I wouldn’t have to see her.

“I’m thinking ‘no’,”
I told Malice tiredly. “Come on. Let’s go home.”

 

WE DIDN’T GO home, in
the end. I didn’t want to be trapped sleepless in the dark, alone with the
memory of Pax’s crushed blue face. So we joined one of the wildest of the
street parties and I took a few shots of hooch so strong that I all but started
to speak in tongues. Unfortunately, Emily showed up and I had to try to keep
her from following my example. That meant that Malice and I had to drink any
booze that came near her before it could reach her lips. We did our best. For
the children.

When the sky took on
that pale steely glow of pre-dawn, and the air began to hum with sticky warmth,
the party split up. Emily and Malice decided to go on a quest for coffee. Me, I
was finally tired enough to go to bed. My muscles growled as I pulled myself up
the ladder, one rung at a time. I trailed slowly across the eco-eco, eyes
closed, automatically steering around the bigger piles of debris. I gave a fond
pat to my Rabbit Factory, pulled my shoes off, and threw myself onto my bunk.  

Just as I landed, I
heard a soft whisper. “Casey?”

That voice sounded an
awful lot like the voice of someone who absolutely should not have been in my
apartment. I jerked up, suddenly wide awake.

Pax was sitting
gingerly on Malice’s bunk, stiff arms gripping the edge of the mattress. My jaw
dropped. “How long have you been here?”

“I was here when you
came in. Didn’t you see me? Christ, your breath. What have you been drinking?”

I tried to collect
and assemble my booze-pickled thoughts. It felt like trying to herd lizards,
the little lightning-fast green ones. “Are you here to tell me that the
Inquisitor wants to see me? Because I think that I’m over the
talking-to-the-Inquisitor stage of my life. It turned out to be just a phase.”

“No,”
she said quickly. “Inquisitor Russe . . .” She stopped, breathed hard, and then
seemed to give herself a little shake, forcing herself to go on. “Inquisitor
Russe doesn’t know I’m here.”

“What, you snuck away
to say goodbye to me? You could’ve left a note.”

Pax waited. She
hadn’t slept that night any more than I had—that much I could see. Her eyes
were rimmed with bright red, like someone had outlined them carefully with a
narrow brush and scarlet paint. But she waited for me to catch up.  

A minute later, the
penny dropped.

“Oh, hell!” I
yelled, leaping up from my bunk. “You’re running away.”

She stood up too, and
she talked fast, the words tumbling out and over each other. “They don’t know
I’m gone yet. I don’t want to get you in trouble. I just came to see if you
could give me some supplies. The boundary line is down. I’ll be gone before
they realize what’s happening.”

“Yeah?” I grabbed a
handful of my own hair and yanked it in frustration. “Where do you plan to go?
Seriously?” 

“Somewhere. Anywhere.
There are settlements nearby, right?”

“Christ. The nearest
is over seventy miles away.”

“I can walk that.”

I didn’t bother to
answer. I just gave a snort of suitable scorn.  

She was frustrated
now. “Well, what the hell else can I do?”

“You could have
thought this through, maybe, perhaps? When the Dickquisitor realizes that his
favourite punching bag is AWOL, he’s going to have a holy hell of a tantrum.
The kind of tantrum in which people die from nightstick blasts, maybe. Then
he’ll search the whole fucking town for you. Searching whole fucking towns is
kind of his thing, remember?”

“He’s on a tight
schedule and he’s stayed here too long already. He’ll move along soon. He has
to.”

“So? How long do you
think it’ll take him to find you? He already knows all our hiding places. Even
if he didn’t, you’re a lot bigger than a power coil and I don’t think we could
bury you anyway.”

I didn’t say the
other thing I could have said, about how anyone caught helping Pax to hide
would be in for a whole universe of hurt. I didn’t have to. She knew. When she
pressed her eyes shut, her whole face scrunched up into lines of pain and
guilt.

Pax gave her head one
brief shake, then said very soft and low, “I’ll go now. I’ll just run. Seventy
miles, whatever. Miracles happen. Just . . . please . . . don’t tell him
you saw me. Let me get that much of a head start.”

Desperate, I stared
out of the window. The grey of pre-dawn was giving way to pale wan yellow. “How
long do we have?”

I saw a flash of hope
in her face, saw her try to hide it. “Until they notice I’m not there? We have
until they finish loading. Amanthi promised to cover for me for that long. They
won’t leave without making sure I’m in the truck . . .”

“How long will it
take them to finish loading?”

“Half an hour? More?
Less? I’m not sure.”

“Shut up for a moment
then,” I said unhappily. “Let me think.”

 

“CASEY, I’M GRATEFUL,
honestly, I am, but this is not going to work. I think I’d better just take off
while I still can.”

I was working with
furious speed, slashing a hole in Orelle’s mattress with a long razor knife and
a pair of wire-clippers. And I didn’t have the breath or the time to explain to
Pax that it would be stupid beyond belief for her to “just take off.” But I did
spare a second to look at Orelle and raise my eyebrows, letting her know that
she should field that one.

Orelle
still wasn’t well enough to stand. I had helped her into her floral-print
armchair before I started messing with her bed. Truthfully, though, she seemed
better. The little doctor’s pills had made a difference. Her hands still
trembled every now and then, but the snap was back in her eyes, and her mood
was as ornery as ever.

Orelle trained both
her eyes and her mood on Pax. “Listen here. If you keep talking like that, I’m
gonna call the League up and I’m gonna let them take you.”

Pax made a short
impatient noise. “I just think—”

“You just think
nothing. You’re a woman. You’re a Natural. You’re not bad looking. And you’ve
got no gun. How long you think you can last out in the badlands, with no weapon
and no transport and no shelter and no destination? Even if the League doesn’t
find you? I’d give you a week, max. Then your dehydrated ass will get picked up
by a bunch of road thugs. They’ll rape you ’til they’re bored, then sell you in
Little Juarez. So don’t be a damn fool.”

“I know the risks.
But what about you? When Inquisitor Russe figures out I’m gone, chances
are he’ll take it . . . kind of hard. Things could get ugly.”

“Then things will get
ugly whether you’re here or not. You think that bastard Russe will believe us,
if we say we don’t know where you are?” 

Pax’s face fell. “Oh
god.”

“Exactly. Now, just
be still and be quiet a while. You’ll be all right. My Casey is gonna give you
your life back, so long as you don’t mess with the plan. How’s it coming,
Case?”

“Just about done,” I
said, brushing fragments of mattress foam from my sleeves. “Try it out, both of
you. Hurry up.”

Pax hesitated only a
second. Then she stretched out on Orelle’s mattress, belly down, and pressed
her face against the fist-sized hole I’d slashed through the foam. Her mouth
and nose fit into it neatly.

“Is that gonna be
enough air?” I asked.

She raised her head.
“I think so. Feels like it.”

“Well, if you get to
feeling faint, don’t freak. Just let yourself slump. With any luck, the
fumes’ll get you a little high, which would be fun. Orelle, your turn.”

I had to hold Orelle
upright as she staggered the three steps over to the bed. She sank down with a
sigh of relief. 

“All right, girly,”
she said, swinging her legs up onto the mattress. “Brace yourself.”

She scooted over,
settling her wide body on top of Pax’s lean one. They were top-and-tail, so
Pax’s feet were sandwiched between the mattress and Orelle’s shoulder-blades. I
drew a thin faded quilt over both of them, and stood back to check the effect.
Not bad. Not bad at all. Orelle looked to be a funny shape under the blanket,
all bumps and billows, but still, you’d never guess that there were two of them
lying there.

Orelle was
uncomfortable, and she looked like it. After all, she was lying on top of a
woman who was made up completely of jutting elbows and lumps of bone. But that
helped the effect. The sicker Orelle appeared, the less likely it was that the
Leaguers would haul her out of bed and throw her across the room while they
were searching. That was the theory, anyway.

“That’s fine,” I
said, peeling back the blankets. “You can try to get comfortable now, until the
search starts. Malice will be outside in the hallway playing drunk. When she
starts yelling, you get into position. And don’t move until one of us gives you
the okay. Understand?”

“You got it,” Orelle
said with approval. “Man alive, Casey. For a minute there, you almost sounded
like an adult.”

Pax’s face poked up.
“I really think—”

“Shut up,” Orelle
told her and shoved her back down again.

 

“THEY’RE READY,” I
called to Malice as I jogged down the stairs. She was lounging against a wall,
halfway between floors, as we’d planned. Grinning sweet and wicked, she saluted
me with the bottle she was holding. 

Everyone but me
seemed to be taking this in stride. Emily had begged to be allowed to stay on
guard duty, but I’d sent her up to the roof. The League would check there—they
knew almost every inch of Lafontaine by now—but it was out of the direct line
of fire.

The timing of all of
this was terrible. Of course, there’s never a really good time to piss off a
psychopathic, heavily armed cult leader, but with Malice hung over and Orelle
still weak, and me so tired that I began to nod off whenever I stood still,
this time was worse than most.

So, obvious question.
Why the sweet frickin’ hell was I doing this? 

Another handy hint
for wilderness survival, second only to “Don’t underestimate a sling” and
“Rattlesnakes hide in the durndest places”: Try not to care about too many
people. The more people you care about, the more people you have to defend, and
the harder it becomes to circle the wagons when things get bad. And things will
get bad. They always do.

During my days on the
road, I became a master at the fine art of walking away. I’ve mentioned that
woman I saw auctioned off in Little Juarez, the one with the terrible scars,
the one who could see in the dark. Did I feel bad for her, when I saw her
getting led away by a fat man with a leering smile and a leather dog whip that
he kept flexing between his sweaty hands? Yes, yes, of course I did, but I also
ate a giant helping of fried plaintains while the auction was going on. And I
slept fine that night.

Bottom line, you
can’t save everybody and you shouldn’t try. Hell, look at Malice and me. She’d
been my wingman forever, but there was a limit to the risks that I would take,
even for her. We’d both been rattled by our time on the road, all those close
calls. We were young and we were stupid, but our wandering stripped us of the
illusion that we were immortal. There were so many days when we came so close
to buying it: the botulism scare, the pyromaniacs, the time on the chain gang
when Malice not-quite-accidentally insulted the biggest woman on the squad.
(They called her Grift. She had a thing for cracking walnuts between her thumb
and forefinger, and her eyebrows were pierced with tenpenny nails. All in all,
that was a bad day.) 

It wouldn’t have
mattered to most of the world if Malice and I had never come home. But it would
have mattered to Emily. She couldn’t have relied on the kind but preoccupied
care of Orelle Johnson all her life. 

Malice and I, we
talked it out once we were back in Lafontaine and got things straight between
us. For Emily’s sake, one of us at least would have to stay alive, so we
couldn’t go all noble and self-sacrificing for each other. If Malice were to
get attacked by a coyote, say, I wouldn’t wade in. I’d throw her a rock from a
safe distance. If Malice and I were starving in the desert and Malice found a
sandwich under a cactus, she wouldn’t split it with me.

So . . . once again,
what the hell was I doing now? Why should I stick my neck out for Pax? The
Dickquisitor was leaving. Why give him a reason to stick around? Had my libido,
once again, wrestled with my common sense, trussed it up, and left it for dead
by the side of the road? Or was I just sorry for Pax? And if so, why hadn’t I
handed her a bottle of water and a hunk of cornbread, patted her on the back,
and pointed her towards the settlement of Bobcaygeon, seventy miles away?

I
was so wrapped up in these unhelpful thoughts, as I ran down the stairs two at
a time, that I didn’t look where I was going. “Look where you’re going” is, of
course, one of those handy hints for wilderness survival. It may not be in the
top five, but it’s up there.

They were waiting at
the bottom of the stairs—the Inquisitor and his plastic-faced puppet-man
Delacroix. I almost fell on top of them as I came bounding down. Delacroix
caught my wrist just as I stumbled, and he jerked me down the last few steps.
He gripped so hard, it was like he had mistaken my arm for an orange and was
waiting for the juice.  

 The Inquisitor had
reached the climax stage of fury. You know it—I mean the stage where the anger
is so white-hot that it starts to feel cold. He grabbed me by the jaw—his hand
smelled like armpits, I almost gagged—and twisted my face towards his. “Just
one question, and if you know what’s good for you, you won’t play dumb. Where.
Is. She.”

When I didn’t answer,
he dragged me up to my tiptoes. “Where?”

Adrenaline flooded my
brain right on cue as I teetered there, leaving
me numb and tingling, the breath coming in and out of me in hot pants. Oh, I
could make this bastard hurt if I wanted to, but there would be consequences,
and they weren’t worth thinking about. I mastered myself. “What the fuck are
you talking about?”

He grunted. “So we’re
doing this, that’s what you’re saying. You’re going to make me kick you around
main street until you spit out an answer. Save yourself some trouble, Prentice.
Save yourself some fucking pain.” He shoved me backwards, against a wall, so my
lungs emptied in one great whoosh. “Where is she?”  

What to say, what to
say. So many options, and in my buzzed, delirious state, they all seemed
possible. I could play the clueless yokel: “Durr, I dunno.” Or I could
be the valiant rebel: “Death before treachery, vile tyrant!” Or I could just go
surreal: “Haddock frizz? Cor blimey twanging underpants!”

I didn’t have time to
decide. The Inquisitor’s hand flashed down and came back up holding the
nightstick, its forked tongue already sparking. There was a faint hiss, and
then the blast hit my shoulder, a few inches up and over from the heart.

Strangely enough, the
first thing you feel when you get hit with a nightstick isn’t pain, but
pressure. Imagine having a fifty-pound weight thrown at you, and then imagine
it somehow sticking to your skin at the moment of impact. The blow spun me
around, smashed me against the wall, and held me there. And then came the
pain—searing, cauterizing, withering. I didn’t cry, not exactly, but tears
spurted from my eyes in jets. I couldn’t help it.

In my tear-drenched
vision, the Inquisitor loomed closer and closer. The arm that held the
nightstick was shaking—with fury, I guessed—and I wondered whether he would hit
me once he got close enough. But then I felt a soft pop! somewhere at
the back of my head. Liquid streamed through my nostrils, and I saw red drops
plop down on my shirt, before my knees crumpled. And then everything was grey
and quiet.

 

“IS SHE AWAKE?”

“Doesn’t look like
it.”

“Try hitting her.”

Ow, I thought, as a hand
delivered a sharp slap to my cheek. There was a moment’s expectant silence.

“Nope. Didn’t work.
Should I hit harder?”

“Yeah. Actually, hang
on. Let me go grab a mallet.”

“Jesus God,” I said,
opening my eyes quickly to find Malice and Em bent over me. “Whatever I did to
deserve you two, it wasn’t worth it.”

Malice gave me a hand
and hoisted me up from the floor, and Emily fussily dusted me off. Then she
looked at my bloody face, frowned, and slapped me again. “Don’t you freakin’ do
that.”  

“Do what?” I asked,
rubbing my cheek. “Get blasted in the shoulder by a nightstick-wielding
commando? I’ll try to remember that. Oh, shit. Where is the bastard?”

“The Inquisitor?”
Emily made a dismissive gesture. “Casey, try to keep up with the class. The
Inquisitor’s old news. He’s gone.”

“The hell he is.”

“Seems to be.” Malice
combed her switchblade through her hair. “They only searched for your
girlfriend for, like, an hour . . .”

“ . . . During which
time,” Emily said, “the Dickquisitor’s face turned a fetching shade of
purple-blue. Then he checked the time and screamed, and they all piled into the
trucks and got out so fast they left a hole in the air.”

“The fuck? They gave
up after an hour?”

“Yeah. Pax said they
were already late to a rendez-vous, so no time to piss around.”

“And Pax is okay?”

“I dunno.” Malice
jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “Ask her yourself.”

Pax inched out of a
doorway, hands in her pockets. Malice and Em had already found something for
her to wear that wasn’t cult-prisoner-jumpsuit-chic. Just old jeans and a
button-down shirt, but they fit her, more or less. The clothes must have
belonged to the stupid boyfriend, because Pax was at least four inches taller than
I was.

My mouth went dry,
and I was suddenly very conscious of the dried blood covering my jaw like a
flaky goatee. Hurriedly, I scrubbed at the crust, as though that would improve
anything.

My first profound
comment was, “Um. You good?”

She rolled her shoulders,
cricked her neck. “For someone who just spent an hour breathing through a slit
in a mattress, I’m fantastic. But I’ve got to get moving. I was only waiting to
say goodbye to you.”

“What? Leaving? Why
would you . . . ?” I answered my own question. “They’re going to come back,
aren’t they?”

She smiled, but only
halfway. “Like a barbed-wire boomerang. Inquisitor Russe isn’t the biggest
brainiac in the League, but when he locks on to a target, he’s like a piranha.
Making me, in this metaphor, a wounded capybara leaking blood into the water,
and I should limp off into the woods before I draw any more killer fish. I’ll
make sure that someone sees me in another town. That should take some of the
heat off of you.”

My stomach was
twisting painfully, for some reason. “What difference will that make? Russe
thinks that we have a secret plutonium plant, or some shit. He’ll be back here
no matter what you do.”

“But if he isn’t
looking for me, then it won’t be quite as . . . personal. I don’t want you to
draw any more of Russe’s personal attention.” She stuck out a hand, an oddly
formal gesture. “I’m grateful for everything you’ve done, but I can’t involve
you any further.”

Emily and Malice
looked at me in unison, waiting for my verdict. I hesitated, maybe, longer than
I should have. I thought about circling the wagons, and survival, and Emily,
and searing pain through my shoulder as the nightstick pinned me against the
wall.

But there in front of
me was Pax’s tired, battered face.  

And in my mind’s eye,
I saw, again and again, the slow arc of Pax’s arm when she tossed that
paperweight at the Inquisitor’s back. Drawing the fire away from me, making
herself the target.

And for no real
reason at all, I remembered the auction in Little Juarez, and the slump of that
woman’s back when the auctioneer’s gavel came down.

“Don’t be an idiot,”
I told Pax. “You don’t need to go anywhere. Say—would you like some coffee?”





 

CHAPTER
EIGHT

 

IN
WHICH, MUCH TO MY ASTONISHMENT, I END UP DISCUSSING MY CHILDHOOD

 

ORELLE DIDN’T EVEN
blink when we told her that Pax was moving in. “Of course, you know that if you
clutter up your unit with another lost soul, then I get a pound of flesh from
you.”

I braced myself.
“What?”

White teeth flashed
at me. “Oh, no. Oh-ho-ho, no. I’ll tell you when you need to know. Until then,
you can have the fun of anticipation.”

“That sounded
serious,” Pax said, as the four of us—Pax and Malice and Emily and I—headed
back to our much smaller apartment. “I hope she’s not going to ask you for
sexual favours.”

I shuddered. “Worse,
much worse. She’ll probably ask me to re-shingle the entire roof, or mix a load
of manure into the gardens.” 

“Whatever it is, I’ll
help with it. Not that I’m a specialist at shingling.”

“I could teach you,”
I offered, and when she smiled back at me, heat flooded my face.

We gave Pax a quick
tour—the gardens, the firepits, the outhouses, the bake stoves, the critter
boxes, the workshop that Malice and I shared. We showed her the gutted dino
that had once taken Malice and me up and down the continent. We showed her the
smoke hut where people nailed rat hides and gopher hides flat against boards to
dry. We didn’t take her into the brothel, but we pointed it out and we
explained to her about the toilet. Then, because it was high sun and hot enough
to make a camel stagger, we went back to our eco-eco and closed the shutters.
Early afternoon is usually a good time for a siesta, as you wait for it to get
cool enough to go back to work. Instead of sleeping, we talked.

It was Emily who
began the talking. Em was always desperate for new forms of entertainment, and
she was eyeing Pax like a television set.  

“How long were you in
the League?” she asked suddenly.

A question that
personal would have sent me jumping out the window to escape, so I intervened. “Em,
don’t.”

But Pax looked calm
and peaceable as she lounged on the stupid boyfriend’s bunk. “Casey. Really, I
don’t mind.”

“You sure?”

“Considering what was
going on in my life twenty-four hours ago, an interrogation is nothing to sweat
about.” She nodded at Emily. “Go ahead, kid. Let ’er rip.”

Emily didn’t
hesitate. “How long were you with them? Was it the Dickquisitor who kidnapped
you? Did you ever try to get away? What the hell is up with your ear?”

“That’s a lot of
ripping.” Pax thought for a second, getting things in order. “Well, they took
me when I was thirteen.”

Malice had been
sharpening her blade, drawing it with maddening care over the whetstone, but
now she looked up. “That long ago?”

“A’ya. The League is
almost fifty years old. And no, it wasn’t Rod Russe who took me. It was a
special detail. They were collecting kids with academic promise. Not just
Naturals—kids with an aptitude for science.”

“I knew you were
disgustingly brilliant,” I said. “What did they do with you?”

“They took us all to
the Institute. You’ve heard of the Institute?”  

Malice spat on her
knife and kept whetting. “Giant lab. Or a fortress.” 

“Something in
between.” Pax narrowed her eyes at the window. “It’s a long way south of here.
Very well guarded. Six fences, attack dogs, mercenaries, all the goodies. It’s
where the League carries out its research.”

I sat up straighter.
“Human vivisection? Biological warfare? Killer androids? Sex pollen?”

She laughed. “You
read too much science fiction. No, the League
researches sustainable agriculture, resource extraction . . . new ways
of mining, farming, manufacturing. But their biggestobsession is
power.”

Without prompting, we
all looked at our east-facing wall. Delacroix, nearly insane with frustration,
had kicked a hole straight through the plaster during his fruitless search for
the Lafontaine plutonium plant. 

“Yeah, we noticed.”

Pax shrugged, a bit
apologetic. “The people assigned to Inquisition teams are mostly bastards. It
takes a certain personality type to do that kind of work. But the League itself
does have a purpose beyond bashing up townsfolk. They’re looking for solutions,
trying to make things better.”

I snorted. “And they
stole a bunch of brainy kids because . . . what . . . they didn’t have anything
better to do on a midsummer’s day?”

“I’m not saying it
was fun. I’m saying that they had their reasons. They took us to the Institute
for intensive training in physics. They wanted us to get started young, to
specialize in fields of study that might lead to the development of new energy
sources. Most of the kids they took turned out to be nothing special, but they
had high hopes for me.” Her smile turned bitter. “I was supposed to be the next
Einstein.”

I looked her
over—work-hardened hands and bruised jaw. “I guess it didn’t work out.”

“No.” She looked
briefly away. “Look, long story short, the course was gruelling at the
Institute and a lot of us burnt out. I fell apart a bit when I was nineteen
and—well, I stopped performing the way they expected. At first I wouldn’t work,
and then I couldn’t work. They lost patience, booted me from the program, and
reassigned me to an Inquisition gang. I went through a couple of them, landed
with Rod Russe about five years ago, and that’s where I’ve been ever since.”

I tried to picture
the transition. One minute you’re a pampered girl of science, the next you’re
Russe’s plaything. “That must have been rough.”

Pax
raised a shoulder, then let it drop. “Believe it or not, I preferred it on the
road—at least until they gave me to Russe. It may sound strange, but I had a
lot more freedom in the League gang than I did at the Institute. It’s no joke
to be locked in a room the size of a closet, with six hundred pages of
mathematical equations to solve before you get your next meal. They kept it
freezing cold in our quarters. It was supposed to help us concentrate. Damn.”

We were all silent a
while, picturing that, as we sprawled in the muggy heat. It was so humid that
we could have been sitting in a tank of warm water, sunlight beating on metal
overhead.

It was Emily who
broke the silence, of course. “But why did they slice off part of your ear?”

Pax fingered the
three-cornered cut. Lightly, almost caressingly. “It marks me as a League
Asset. Amanthi has the same cut. They do it when you’re taken under League
protection . . . that’s the official term for it. The mark means that we have
essential skills, so we’re not eligible for discharge or reassignment.”

I would have spat, if
I’d been sitting by an open window. “Or in layman’s terms, it means that the League
owns your ass, and everything attached to it.”

“Maybe,” Pax
admitted. “But for a lot of people, it’s just a formality. Say what you like
about the League, but they feed us. There are hundreds of tagged
assets—probably the majority—who would never want to leave.”

Emily pounced on
that. “But some do?”

“Some do.”

“Like you?”

“Like me.”

Emily digested that.
“If they found you, would they make you come back?”

“Yes.”

“Would you be in trouble?
Would something happen to you?”

“Yes.”

“What?”

Pax leaned with her
chin on her hand, studying my sister with opaque eyes. “I don’t know. I’ve
never run away before.”

Did she really not
know? I thought I could make some pretty safe guesses. If the League got Pax
back, then Rod Russe would probably flip his shit and pound her head against
the ground, and hopefully he’d be sober enough not to make her dead, but with
that bastard, who knew? Once Russe was done venting his frustration on Pax, the
League would want to stow her away somewhere secure, so she couldn’t wander off
again. She’d probably end up back at the Institute, back behind six lines of
barbed wire. 

Pax had to know all
that. Had to. She had to know that somewhere on the far side of the wasteland,
there was a chilly cell waiting for her, a mouth already yawning open.

“Em,” I said. “Shut
up.”

Emily failed to shut
up in any way, shape, or form. “When they cut your ear, did it hurt?”

“What do you think?”

“Gross. It really is
gross, you know. Why doesn’t the League use something less freakish-looking?
Like nose rings? And how do they make the cut? Do they just, like, hack at
people’s ears with a pair of scissors?”

“Not scissors. No.
They use something else. And I guess they could give us nose rings
instead. But the ear stamp is a lot more distinctive, and it’s very hard to
hide.”

Emily thought about
that. “You could just cut your ear off,” she suggested brightly.

“You could,” Pax
agreed. “Actually, I knew a guy once, a League Asset, who did exactly that. He
was about my age. A car mechanic. Kind of a genius. This guy could fit an
engine onto anything, anything from a ginger biscuit to a sofa cushion.
But he went sort of loopy one day and found a
pair of wire cutters and . . . well, you get the picture.”

Emily leaned forward,
a young carnivore scenting blood. “What happened?”

“Well, then he had no
ear.”

“Did he escape?”

“He tried.” Pax
sounded tired now. “They caught up with him about ten days later, near a
settlement by the edge of the desert. He was living under a piece of corrugated
tin, demented with hunger and dehydration and exposure. His head wound, where
he’d cut his ear away, it was horribly infected, slick with pus.  Claw marks
along his ribs, weeping serum. So you see, being taken under League protection
is not the worst thing that could happen to a person.”

I had a bad taste in
my mouth. Why was she making excuses for them? “I think there’s a flaw in your
logic there, Commander Hardass. That guy didn’t return to the League on his
own. He chose to deal with the pus and the hunger and the claws rather than go
creeping back to his lord and master.”

Pax didn’t take the
bait; she just stretched. “All right. That’s true. But then there was the part
where he was crazy. That might have had something to do with it as well.”   

When Emily gets an
idea in her head, it sticks there for a good long time, and she was still
wearing a fixed, thoughtful frown. “What about his ear, though? Did they
give him a fake one to wear? And if they did, did the fake one have a chunk cut
out of the lobe?”

“I wasn’t there when
they dealt with him, but apparently they docked his other ear. You know, just
in case. All right.” She looked at me. “Your turn. Life story. Spill.”

When someone asks you
a silly question like that, there are two possible ways to respond. You can
make them hurt until they give up asking, or you can run in the opposite
direction. But Pax had been pretty patient with Emily, and she was—let us be
frank here—very very hot, so I shrugged and I gave her the potted version.

Emily and I were born
to a more or less middle class family in Hogtown, but that didn’t keep our
parents from being hit by a pipe bomb during one of the music riots.
(Neo-electronika versus classic rock. Ugly, ugly, even before the metalheads
waded in.) I was about fourteen. I managed to get Emily and me through the
chaos to our uncle in Scarlem, but we didn’t stay with him long. He started
getting a little too interested in Emily, and I broke his face and various
other bits of him in the course of convincing him that he should find a
different hobby. He did end up finding a different hobby—her name was Rebekah
and she didn’t have two brain cells to rub together, but at least she was
overage. Anyway, I figured it was time for us to be somewhere else. 

Em
and I, we wandered around for a few dark and hungry weeks, then hopped a truck
without any idea where it was headed. The driver found us and kicked us off
when the truck stopped for water, but that turned out to be a lucky break. The
truck had stopped in Lafontaine, you see, and Tito found us when we were trying
to break into a storage shed, and half an hour later we were both in the
children’s home, having our dirty faces scrubbed raw by Orelle Johnson and
eating our first good meal in a month.

Malice was at the
Brownstone already, having lost her mother to a stray bullet and her father to
a stray cow. (She never got into details, but I understand that the cow-related
death was a whole lot nastier.) As a teenager, she was exactly what you would
expect—messy and angry, talented and insolent. In fact, she was pretty much
exactly like me, and so of course we hated each other from the moment our eyes
locked.

We sucked it up for a
while, and then one night in the dormitory it all exploded. I don’t remember
exactly who started it, and I don’t remember exactly why. I know that she
bloodied my nose and I know that I tore a chunk of her hair out, but I don’t
remember which of those came first. No matter. Things got very interesting very
very fast. The other kids, and a few of the staff, made a howling circle around
us. Someone even went and got Emily from the little kids’ dorm, and someone
else let her stand on his shoulders so she could watch.

It lasted a full
half-hour, though, by the end of it, we were both falling down far more than we
were landing punches. In the end, we collapsed on the floor and wheezed. Blood
was streaming from a tear in my scalp, and three of Malice’s teeth were
wobbling. It was completely obvious that we would kill each other if we went on
the same way. So we decided to swear eternal friendship instead.

“What, just like
that?” Pax interrupted.

“Why not? Good way to
make a friend. Get all of the grief out of the way right at the beginning.”    

“Wasn’t Emily
frightened at all?”

“Emily? Christ, no.
She was cheering all the way through, yelling out advice. ‘The eye! Give it to
her in the eye!’ ”

Pax smiled at Emily.
“Always your sister’s biggest cheerleader, huh?”

Emily scoffed. “I was
cheering for Malice. I liked her.”

“Yeah, it was that
and also that you’re a fricking traitor, and remind me again why I feed you?
Anyway, let’s wrap this up. We lived at the Brownstone. It mostly sucked. We
grew up. That sucked too. Then Malice and I went on the road. Spent some time
at a salt mine, which sucked, and a corn oil plant, which sucked more. There
were a couple of hobo camps, which sucked, and there was a plague hospice and
don’t get me started. There was a caravan, there was a cargo cult, there
was a worm farm, and they all, in their own special ways, discovered new and
exciting horizons of suck. Then we came back here and planted some beans. Why
are you looking at me that way?”

Pax was giving me an
intense, searching, slit-eyed sort of stare. Malice stared that way at things
when she was trying to figure out whether she could, or could not, kill and eat
them.

But Pax wasn’t
groping for a weapon. “Casey, why are you still alive?” she asked instead.

“I dunno. Clean
living?”

“I mean it. How big
was your uncle?”

“How big was
he? . . . I don’t know. I didn’t, like, pull out a measuring tape while I was
busy making parts of him go crackle and squish. He was regular size.”

“Regular size for a
guy.”

“A’ya.”

“Five foot ten?
Eleven?”

“About that, sure. So
what?”

“You’re five foot
three,” Pax pointed out. “Maybe five four, if you stand on your tippy-toes and
comb your hair straight up. And you beat an adult male to the ground when you
were fourteen? Did you have a gun, or do you hulk out whenever you’re annoyed?”


“I wish. No, I did it
all au naturel, but I did have some powerful motivation.”

“The same kind of
motivation that got you and Emily out of Hogtown alive—in the middle of the
music riots, no less? The same kind of motivation that got you back home in one
piece after you wandered around the badlands for a couple of years?”

“Sure. Motivation.
Badassery. Crazy amounts of game. Whatever you want to call it. Stop
snickering, Emily. I can see you over there, you know.”

Malice
seemed to have lost interest in the conversation. She cracked a shutter open
and stuck her hand outside, gauging the temperature. “Heat’s gone down from
bake-your-ass-to-death to why-God-why-why-why. Let’s go find food to put in our
faces.”

I stretched and
stood. “I’ll get supper if you’ll check the rat traps.”

Malice frowned.
“We’re not going to eat whatever’s in the rat traps?”

“Depends how much
luck I have finding supper.”

Em went first, to
help Pax down the ladder. I thought that was kind of sweet. I thought that for
a whole ten seconds after Pax was gone, right up to the moment that Malice made
a quick lunge forward, grabbed my shirt, and twisted her fists to lock me close
to her.

“Fuck you,” I said,
out of reflex pretty much, because I knew why she was angry.  

And hell, was she
angry. Not breathing hard, or bellowing, that wasn’t Malice’s way, but her eyes
were all dark water and thunder.

“Let’s chat,” she
said, real soft and low. “Let’s chat about the things we don’t tell people
about. Let’s do that right now, before it’s too late.”





 

CHAPTER
NINE

 

IN
WHICH THERE IS A GREAT DEAL OF TALK ABOUT RABBITS

 

THAT NIGHT, THERE was
a hot wind off the desert that left us all gasping. In the sweaty dark of the
eco-eco, all I could hear was breathing, breathing, breathing. I rolled on my
side, the blanket body-warm beneath me as if the mattress was alive itself, and
I thought about all the bodies I’d slept beside over the years. Emily, a chubby
child, burrowing into my bed after a nightmare—her hands were always sticky and
the nape of her neck had the yeasty scent of unbaked dough. Malice and I in the
hobo camp outside Innisfil, sleeping back-to-back under a single blanket while
gale winds blatted against the walls of the tent. Rows of stained mats at the
Brownstone, with two kids lying top-and-tail on each of them; the smell of piss
and rubber. 

It was the first time
since the night the League arrived that I’d had the chance to catch my breath
and think, and that was dangerous. Too much empty time, too much time without
distractions, and I’d feel the dark close around my mind like wings. I’d be
sucked into that old black spiral, the downwards pull as real a thing as
gravity. I’d fallen down the spiral before, had reached a place so far down
that I’d lain on my bunk all day, doing nothing for hours on end but watch a
beetle track up and down the wall, and neither Em’s crying nor Malice’s shouted
insults had the power to rouse me.

I rolled again and
wondered whether someone needed to check on the little shits at the Brownstone.
The Inquisitor, whatever his personal flaws, had been right about the suicidal
dumbness of kids. Kids are so terminally stupid that they’ll race around in
furnace heat until they’ve sweated out every drop of moisture in their bodies.
Leave them in a cot with a blanket over them, they’ll twist and writhe until
they end up cocooned, then slip into coma when heatstroke hits. 

I thought about going
out there. I did. Peeled the top sheet off my body and everything. Then
reconsidered. The girls who had taken over down Brownstone way didn’t have
Orelle’s flair with a shotgun, but they were earnest and kind and did their
best to keep the kids alive. Besides, I’d done enough for one day.   

In my mind’s eye, I
saw fanblades spinning, and I dreamed of slow breezes until I nodded off again.

 

NEXT TIME I woke up,
a hesitant finger was prodding my shoulder. Malice and Emily usually woke me by
slapping a wet towel against whatever part of me was showing the most skin, so
this made a nice change.

I opened my eyes.

Pax crouched beside
my bunk, looking strained. “There was a guy poking around in here. I think he’s
out in the courtyard now.”

I probably should
have shown a bit more concern, but I couldn’t hold back my yawn. “What’d he
look like?”

“Tall, dark. Greasy.
Shaggy.”

“Nothing to worry
about, then.” I let my head fall back onto the pillow. “That would have been
Emily’s stupid boyfriend.”

“You don’t
understand. I met Emily’s boyfriend last night. This is some other tall
dark greasy shaggy guy.”

“Let me save you some
time, Pax. So long as you live here, you are going to see an endless parade of
tall dark greasy shaggy guys going in and out. Emily must have met a new boy
after the rest of us went to bed.”

Pax gaped. “We went
to bed about six hours ago . . . !”

“Now you know why I
don’t bother to learn their names. Any other mysteries of life that I can clear
up for you, while I’m on a roll?”  

“Yes, actually.” Her
eyes tracked past me and rested on the wall. “Sorry, Casey, but I have to ask.
What in the world is a Rabbit Factory?”

 

NOW, I DON’T know
whether you’ve ever seen a Rabbit Factory. You might have. The industry tycoons
sold about a zillion of them after they were invented in the year two one oh
oh. But then the bottom fell out of the market, as has happened since markets
and bottoms began, and the craze subsided. By the time I was born, the only
Rabbit Factories around were antiques, the cardboard of the boxes soft and
curling at the edges. Mine must have been at least seventy-five years old, but
it was intact, the contents still sealed in their dusty plastic packaging. I
found it during my road trip with Malice, in a hidden storeroom beneath an
abandoned strip joint. That, by the way, was also where I found most of my
library. Not just Sex-Bots, but also Nightmare Orgy of the Nude
Flight Attendants, and all six volumes of Loretta, She-Wolf of the Coast
Guard.

Your basic Rabbit
Factory contains a few petri dishes, an incubator, flash-dried sperm and ovae,
saline solution, powdered formula, and an instruction manual. The deluxe
versions (which cost exactly twice as much) threw in an extra incubator and a
bag of pressed alfalfa pellets.

There used to be ads
for them everywhere. I once found one on an old scrap of magazine (there was a
quiz on the other side: Is Your Boyfriend a Sociopath and Do You Even Care?).
The ad was written in severe block type that somehow looked like a moustachioed
frown.

 

WE LIVE IN DANGEROUS
TIMES

DO YOU HAVE A PLAN?

In these troubled times . . . you have to be ready for disaster.

YOU need a way to provide for yourself . . . AND YOUR FAMILY . . .
if the worst comes to the worst.

YOU CAN’T COUNT ON THE GOVERNMENT TO FEED YOU!

One Rabbit Factory™ contains everything you need to produce six
pairs of breeding rabbits—IN YOUR OWN HOME OR LIVING AREA.

Rabbits—which breed rapidly and eat any available vegetation—

are the smart bet for anyone who wants to grow their own meat.

An AFFORDABLE and SUSTAINABLE source of high-quality protein.

Be smart . . . be prepared.

Buy RABBIT FACTORY.™

 

Two photos flanked
the text. One showed a fuzzy black-and-white bunny, blank-eyed, its nose
twitching at the camera. The other showed a bowl of meat stew, greasy and rich
and steaming.

The Rabbit Factory
campaign was one of the most successful in history, so I hear. They couldn’t
stock the shelves fast enough. Everyone bought them—everyone from the
preppers to the suburbanites, including all of the science deniers who had only
just begun to figure out that Global Warming Was A Thing. The only holdouts
were the very rich, the ones who had private islands or underground bomb
shelters, with air-renewal systems and tiny hydroponic farms and warehouses of
freeze-dried foodstuffs. 

The Rabbit Factory
was a poor man’s disaster plan.  That was what was supposed to keep us alive
after the nuclear bombs hit or the ozone layer dissolved or the melting ice
caps sent ocean waves scudding over the prairies. We would retreat to high ground,
whip out the old Rabbit Factory, and hunker down to produce some high-quality
protein.

Did
they work? Sorta, kinda. About as well as any do-it-yourself kit. If your
factory wasn’t too old, and if it hadn’t been stored in the damp, and you had a
quiet place to work, you had a chance of getting three bunnies from the average
set. If you were damn lucky, you might get four, and if you were really damn
lucky, all of them would have the regulation number of heads.

Most people, I hardly
need tell you, were not really damn lucky. But I guess extra rabbit heads meant
extra rabbit brains, and rabbit brains are edible, so there would have been
that.

 

“MAYBE I HAVE a
screwed-up sense of humour, but the whole thing really amuses me,” I told Pax.
“I mean, all the people who try to sell hope, in one form or another. And all
the desperate, stupid people who buy it. It’s like religion.”

Malice raised her
head at that. “Hey!”

“You don’t count.
You’re just a fallen Catholic.”

“Am not.”

“You so are. You’ve
been fantasizing about boning a nun since puberty.”

“Oh, like you
haven’t.”

We had this
conversation in the garden patch, while we tried to repair the damage that the
Leaguers had done with their boots and probes and spades. At least, Malice and
Pax and I were trying to repair the damage. Emily sat in the shade and gave us
nods of encouragement every so often.

“Religion and
marketing do have much in common,” Pax mused. “ ‘Verily, verily, I say unto
thee, he who buyeth the Rabbit Factory for the bargain price of $19.50 shall
not die, but shall have life everlasting.’ ”

“Hey Pax, are you
religious?” Emily piped up. 

Pax smiled at my
sister. “No, my darling, I am but a cheerful pagan. I like stories, though, and
religion has a lot of good ones.”

“Stories? What kind
of stories?”

Pax tossed a weed
over her shoulder and took another step along the row of cassava plants. Clouds
of dust plumed around her bare feet, the dirt was so dry. “My favourite was
always the myth of the encantados.”

“The what now?”

“Well, you’ve heard
of werewolves. An encantado is a were-dolphin.”

Emily stopped what
she was doing—namely, braiding three yucca stalks together for no apparent
reason. “You’re kidding.”

“I promise you,
that’s the story. They’re shape-shifting river dolphins with hypnotic powers. They
have beautiful singing voices, but they have to wear hats to hide their
blowholes. Sometimes they fall in love with humans, seduce them, and draw them
back to the river . . .”

“ . . . and
presumably they are, every single one of them, gay as tangerines?”

“History does not
specify. But I think that we can guess, because they’re also pink.” 

I was busy in the
patch of tepary beans—Delacroix had uprooted almost half of our crop, and I was
trying to get them back in the dirt without crushing the roots. I didn’t like
the feel of the earth between my fingers. Too sandy, too parched, dammit, too tired,
stripped of life by decades of tilling and turning and harvest. The earth
itself was rolling its eyes at the human race—Seriously, people, what the
fuck do you expect from me?

Still, I listened.
How in hell had Pax managed to keep her mind stuffed full of myth and magic
after living the life she’d lived? Even if they hadn’t managed to stomp that
kind of thing out of her at the Institute, you’d think that a few years under
the Dickquisitor would have finished off the job.

Pax piled a few more
weeds into the basket and wadded the mass down. “Where do I put these? You have
a compost heap, right?”

My mind was full of
whispered songs and soft-flowing water, glimpses of slick rose-coloured skin
through warm mist. I had to shake my head free of stories before I could answer
Pax. “Hang on a minute until I’m done here, and I’ll show you how to put it
through the grinder. Then we’ll use it as bedding for the critter box. Actually,
speaking of the critter box, could you dig out some grubs for lunch? Em and I
like the little ones; Malice likes them big enough to fight back. I don’t know
whether you care one way or the other.”

“I admit that I have
not eaten beetle grubs often enough to really develop a preference, but I’ll
let you know. Emily, come and give me a hand? I’ll tell you some more about
magical gay pink were-dolphins, and what they like to do at dances.”

And damned if Emily
didn’t get up and go to help her.

 

I CAN ONLY remember
one question that Pax just outright wouldn’t answer. That was when I asked her
about her wink wink nudge nudge “history” with the League doctor lady, Amanthi.
I’d only seen them together a few times during the occupation, but the two of
them had seemed tense around each other, hardly ever letting their eyes meet.
Looked like the aftermath of a messy break-up to me. Or maybe there’d never
been a real relationship. Maybe they just boinked during one of the times when
they were locked in the cargo bay together, and then somebody couldn’t deal.

When I brought it up,
Pax, for once, acted like a normal person who’d been asked a pushy question.
She stuttered when she replied, using words like complicated and intense
and private, and glared at me so hard that she practically seemed
human. But she cooled off in about half a minute and asked me something about
the local invertebrate species and we were back in the twilight zone. 

The weirdest thing
about Pax was that she was never, ever bored. Not even when a dust cloud rolled
over town and we had to stay inside for twelve hours straight, with the
shutters locked and rags stuffed into every crack. Not even when we were doing
chores so dull and grinding that I was tempted to hit myself over the head with
a hammer, just to shake things up. 

She was fascinated by
everything—cloud formations and botany, genetics and architecture. You’d trip
over her as she lay belly-down on a pathway, barely breathing, and find that
she’d been watching a lizard pick its way across the concrete, riveted by the
way the frail bones shifted under the skin. When you told her something—whether
it was a narrative about your deep dark past, or an off-colour joke about a
goat and a watermelon—her attention was total, and she always laughed in
exactly the right places.

She wanted to know
everything. What was the best way to cook rattlesnakes? (I preferred to roll
them in cornmeal and fry them, although there was a lot to be said for Malice’s
snake gumbo.) Why did we grow mesquite? (Mainly for firewood, though we ate the
seeds, of course.) How had I learned tinsmithing? (Trial and error, and it was
because of one of the bigger errors that I was missing the tip of my left ring
finger.) Why was Emily afraid of wind chimes? (Long story, and it didn’t
involve any magical were-dolphins at all.)

She spent hours
examining the rusty hulk of the dino that Malice and I used to travel in,
running her fingers over every crevice and dent. She found the graffiti that
Malice and I had cut into the dashboard—tags like BORN TO BE BITCHING and
DYKENAMITE—and the crusted coffee-cup stain on the roof where the gun-turret
used to be welded. And then she wanted to hear about Malice and me during our
road warrior phase, and all the places we had seen before the dino came back to
park in Lafontaine for good. 

“Where’d you get the
truck in the first place?” she asked, panting, as she crawled out from
underneath the wreck.

“Spoils of war. A
couple of gangers tried to raid the Brownstone, see . . .”

Pax looked up
quickly. “Hellcats?”

“Blade Saints, but
same difference. Studs, leather, and testosterone dripping every which way.
After Orelle shot them, she said Malice and I could have the truck as long as
we cleaned up the splatters. We cleaned. We got.”

Pax tsk-tsked and
heaved up the truck’s hood, sending rust flakes flying. “You were lucky. The
Saints usually travel in packs of at least ten. You really need to post a
regular watch around the town.”

“We do, kinda, but
people forget their shifts, or they get bored and wander off. Whatever. I don’t
think it would make much difference anyway. We can handle a few gangers, but
when there’s a real raid, we can’t do much but snivel and cry.”

“Then Lafontaine is
living on borrowed time. You won’t stay lucky forever.”

I stared at her. “You’re
only realizing this now? Hell, forget about gangs. A coyote with rabies could
take this town out. A prairie dog with rabies could take this town out.
A sandstorm, a cyclone . . . a flash flood could leak sewage into the well . .
. we could get hit by some nifty new strain of bird flu. However you look at
it, our future is pretty much a smorgasbord of crap.”  

“So what are you
doing about that?”

“What do you think
I’m doing about that? I am drinking. A lot.”

Pax had crawled
halfway into the dino’s hood. She was invisible in there, but I could hear her
rooting around. Lots of scrapes and clicks. “Has it occurred to you that you
might want to develop an emergency plan? I mean, besides the admittedly
brilliant notion of staying drunk forever.”

“What’s the point?
You can’t prepare for everything and what the hell are you doing in there
anyway?”

She popped up
breathless, wiping sweat from her face with a jerk of her shoulder. “What
happened to the truck engine?”  

“We sold it when we
came back to town. Tires too.”

“And the gun turret?”

“A’ya.”

“Why?”

“Because money’s nice
and somebody would have stolen them anyway. When did this become interrogation
day?”

“When you told me
that your long-term plan is to sear your liver with jet fuel until you drop
dead. I cannot approve. Rag?”

I tossed her one, and
she began to scour the grease from her hands. “I don’t get it. Why would you
tear down a working truck? You could just have stripped it and hidden the
valuable parts somewhere safe.”

“Somewhere safe. Ha.
Pax, you of all people should know better. If we’d hidden any of the truck
parts, the fucking League would have scooped them up when your boss blasted
through town. Anyway, why do you care?”

“The obvious reason?
I live here too now, and that being the case, I have a vested interest in the
town not being shot full of holes. Listen, Casey . . .”

I tend to tune out
when people tell me to listen—it’s just a problem I have—so I didn’t hear much
while Pax went on about planning for emergencies,
about sentry rotations and alarm bells and priest holes and tuberculosis
screening. Besides, at the time, there was only one aspect of Pax’s game
plan that I found interesting.

I interrupted her
while she was explaining how we could build our own anti-personnel weapons
using steel tubes and hairspray. “You really are going to stay here?”

She
paused in mid lecture, still wiping her grimy hands. It was a clear bright day,
with a breeze blowing away from the town, so for once the air didn’t smell of
diapers or burning trash. It didn’t escape either of us how quickly I had
changed my tune—from grudging willingness to protect Pax, to mild desperation
lest she leave.

“I think,” she said,
“that I could very easily be convinced to stick around.”

 

“HAVE YOU BONED her
yet?” Malice asked that evening. It was right after dinner—fried grubs with a
few greens—and we were scrubbing the dishes with more-or-less clean sand.

“Oh, hell,” I said.
“It’s been five days since we rescued her.”

“Yeah. Exactly. Five
whole, entire days. Now, see, if it had been me, the chick and I would have
spent that time exploring whole new vistas of wonderment. By now we’d be up to,
like, page seventy-six in the Malice Sutra. So what’s the deal? Does she smell
bad?”

“For Christ’s sake,
Mal, I’m still getting to know her.”

“And until you know
her, you’re not going to give any sign that you’re interested? If you do that,
then by the time you’re ready, she’ll have locked your ass in the friend zone.
You don’t have to get to know her. She’s not a plane. You don’t need to
familiarize yourself with the controls. Friction, buddy, it’s all about
friction. Go ask her if she wants some orgasms. Right fricking now. Come on,
go.”

“Okay. Would you,
please, please, shut up for all eternity? I can’t get away with that kind of
douchebaggery. I’m not you.”

“Yeah. That much is painfully
obvious.”

 

PILGRIMS CAME INTO
town soon after that.

I do not like
pilgrims as a rule. I do not like the singing, I do not like the praying, and I
do not like how oily their smiles get when they’re explaining that the Baby
Jesus forgives all my many sins. (There is nothing quite as creepy, by the way,
as the idea of a baby watching you while you sin, frowning and taking notes. If
he really does it, he can’t possibly be as pure and innocent as his rep
suggests.) 

There are two things
about pilgrims I like a lot, though. One, they tend to have money, and two,
they tend to have sore feet. So I opened up the storefront and turned shoemaker
for the day. With a hunk of car tire and a knife, I can turn out sandals in no
time flat. I can even do a pretty decent pair of boots, using rubber tire for
the soles and pieces of old inner tube for the uppers.  

At the end of the
day, I counted my takings twice, stowed them in the breakaway heel of my own
boot, and climbed up to our eco-eco.

There I stopped dead,
in utter horror.  

My
Rabbit Factory had been raped and pillaged. Its cardboard box had been opened,
actually torn open, and it lay empty on the rumpled blanket of the
stupid boyfriend’s bunk. Pax was sitting cross-legged on the floor, the
contents of the kit strewn around her.

“What are you doing?”
I said—or, rather, I shrieked—my natural coolness seemed to have deserted me.  

Pax ripped a bag open
with her teeth. “I think it’s about time to rev this sucker up.”

“But it’s sacred.
It’s an antique. It’s my frickin’ wall decoration, Pax!”

“So? I’ll put the box
back up on the wall when I’m done.”

“But it won’t be the same.”

“Good,” she said,
ripping the incubator out of its plastic swaddling. “Someone needs to shake you
up a little.”

 

MALICE AND EMILY, the
traitors, didn’t share my horror. “It’s about time,” was the general sentiment.
So I had to go along with the whole business, helping Pax to mix puddles of
powder and fluid and squirt them into the incubator bays. I grumbled a lot at
first, less when I got interested in what was happening.

The bubble on top of
the incubator became beaded with perspiration. For a few days it was cloudy,
translucent—then it cleared and we all clustered around for a look.  

“There’s definitely
something pink in there,” Emily said.

“Mmm,” Pax agreed.
“It looks like a jellybean.”

“Wonderful,” Malice
murmured sotto voce. “Now I’m hungry.”

We all found excuses
to go and look at the incubator during the next few days, even when there was
no visible change. Pax read and memorized my entire library, and Orelle grew
strong enough to climb stairs on her own, while we were waiting for the embryo
to come to term. On the tenth day, as the instruction book directed, we
unscrewed the bubble and lifted it off. What was inside would have fit into my
palm, if I’d been remotely interested in touching it.

Emily looked
horrified. “It’s not alive, is it? It can’t possibly be alive.”

It was. It was blind
and tiny and nearly motionless, and blue veins throbbed in its transparent skin,
but it was alive. If you stared without blinking, you could see the trembling
as it breathed. 

“But it’s so small,”
Emily protested. “Can’t we stick it back in there and let it finish cooking?”

“It’s the right size
for a newborn,” Pax said, re-reading the directions, even though she already
knew them by heart. “And the embryos in this kit were gene-spliced for quick
growth, so don’t worry, it’ll keep developing. We just have to feed it.”

“Yeah, about that,”
Malice said. “I mixed up some of the formula, but . . . I dunno. It seems
pretty funky.”

“Seventy-five-year-old
formula, funky?” I asked. “You astonish me. I knew this was a bad idea.”

Emily’s eyes grew to
the size of golf balls. “But he needs food. He could die!”

That was typical
Emily. The day I fell backwards off the garden shed roof and broke four of my
ribs, she laughed until she puked, and yet a picture of a kitten could set her
cooing helplessly for hours on end. 

“We just need to find
some kind of milk.” Pax glanced at me. “Any livestock in town? Goats? Sheep?”

“Are you frigging
kidding me? Any patch of ground around here that can sprout anything green is
being used for vegetables. We can’t afford to keep land for grazing.”

“Any mammals at all?”

“There are rats. You
want me to go look for a lactating rat? Seriously, Em. Hand it over here and
I’ll just snap its neck. Better that way.”

Emily’s voice reached
a whole new pitch. “Don’t you dare!”

“You know that the
whole point of a Rabbit Factory is to breed them for food.”

“Well, not this one.
Not Floyd!”

Floyd. Sweet angels of
mercy.

I was opening my
mouth, ready to scream at her until she saw sense, when Pax caught my wrist and
pulled me aside. “As a favour to me, Casey, don’t.”

“Oh, don’t what?
Don’t let my sister find out that there isn’t any Santa Claus? The rabbit’s
going to die anyway. Even if it doesn’t? Best case scenario, it hops around
adorably for a while and then gets eaten by a snake. Emily’s got to learn the
facts of life sooner or later.” 

Pax shook her head.
“You and your sister are very different people.”

“Yeah, I’ve noticed.
She can’t cook anything except charcoal chunks that she calls muffins, and
greasy shaggy boys come slobbering to her side from miles around.” 

“Well,
there’s that, of course, but . . . Emily’s a gentler soul than you are, I
think. She was never meant to live in a time like this.”

That was probably
true. Emily could have rattled along fine if she’d lived at the turn of the
millennium, when food grew in shops and you didn’t have to beat it to death to
stop it running off your plate. But. 

“But she lives in
this time. None of us can change that. She just has to get used to it.”    

“Maybe so. But not
today, I hope.” Pax sighed. “Don’t do anything drastic yet. I’m going to go
have a look around.”

 

THREE HOURS AND eighteen
minutes later—I timed it—I found myself watching Pax through narrowed eyes as
she dripped milk into the rabbit’s tiny mouth, using a hollow stem of
beardgrass.

I was sitting beside
her—just out of scientific curiosity, you understand, and to supervise the
process. Those nuances were lost on Malice, who was giving me frantic thumbs-up
signs from across the room. Every time Pax glanced her way, she pretended to be
inspecting her nails.

I lasted a whole five
minutes under Pax’s relentless non-interrogation before I broke. “Where, in the
name of Beelzebub’s sexy older cousin Matilda, did you get that?”

“That?” Pax nudged
the little screw-topped jar balanced on her bony knee. According to the label,
it once held pickled pork lips. Now it was half full of milk instead, rich
stuff that left a creamy film on the glass. “I don’t think I should reveal my
sources, Casey. After all, I’m going to have to approach them again, hat in
hand, in another couple of days.”

I eyed the stuff
suspiciously. “At least tell me whether you milked a goddamn rat.”

“But I don’t want to
ruin this pleasant atmosphere of mystery. Suffice to say, you can’t do time in
an Inquisition gang without picking up a few tricks.”

“Did you have to pay
for it?” Malice said suddenly, uncoiling.

Pax looked up. “Pay
for what?”

“What do you think?
The boob juice.”

“Well, what if I
did?”

“Then I’d wanna know
what you sold to get the money. Was it your virtue, your teeth, or your
kidneys? Or—oh God. You didn’t sell my porn, did you? Did you?”

“Worry not, your
original edition of Tentacle Secretaries at Tennis Camp is still
pristine. Whether my virtue is still pristine is a question I choose to leave
unaddressed. Casey, I need to get a drink. Take the rabbit for a second?”

It was in my hands
before I could scream no bad wrong help: a frail throbbing bundle, with
bones I could feel through both its transparent skin and the soft piece of
flannel that wrapped the body. Holding something so tiny was probably as close
as you could get to cradling a pure spark of life. I could have snuffed it out
by bringing my palms together.  

I swallowed
carefully, to get rid of the sudden, inexplicable lump in my throat.

Pax paused at the
hatch. “Can it be? Have I caused the dread wilderness warrior Casey Prentice to
enter a state of mystic communion with a baby animal? That should be good for
at least three squares in my private game of existential bingo.”

I glowered. “No
gloating, or this rabbit is going to be good for two points in my private game
of basketball.”

Pax pretended to
scribble on her palm. “Subject’s reversion to nihilism is apparently complete.
And yet, the trembling in her lip at the thought of harm befalling this baby
bunny gives the lie to her words. Relax, Casey, my friend. I won’t tell anyone
that for a second there, you practically had an emotion.”





 

CHAPTER
TEN

 

IN
WHICH I AM A FRICKING HERO, FRICKING BOOYEAH

 

THE KID HAD bare feet
and wore Hawaiian-print shorts that ended a scant inch above his ankles. His
shirt used to read WORLD’S GREATEST GRANDMA, but someone had scraped most of
the letters away and scribbled a terrible drawing overtop in charcoal—it was
meant to be a snake threading through the eye-sockets of a skull, but looked
more like a squash riddled with maggots. His eyes were vacant, his face was blodged
with paint, and he used language foul enough to make the air smoke blue. 

I kind of liked the
little snot, though I was damned if I was going to show it. Instead, I leaned
back against the apartment hatch and gave him a stare like I was thinking about
using his hide to make a pair of shoes. “Whatcha doing round here, Davey?
Aren’t you supposed to be hoeing beans with the rest of the Brownstone brats?”

Davey invited me to
engage in a series of sexual actions with a non-human entity, the successful
performance of which I’d be unlikely to survive. “I want to see the rabbit.”

“Kid, you’re so
loaded, you’re probably seeing winged monkeys. They let you huff paint in the
dorms these days?”

Davey suggested that
his minders at the Brownstone could also engage in unrealistically acrobatic
sexual feats. “Rabbit! Now!”

“I ate the rabbit.”

Now he blanched. “You
didn’t!”

“Did
so. In a sandwich. I still have the head, though, if you want to see that. You
can even stroke the ears. Still pretty fuzzy.”

 Kids are funny things.
Davey was exactly what you’d expect, considering he’d been press-ganged into
the People’s Resistance Army out in Washie at age six, and forced to shoot his
father as his first loyalty test. He was foulmouthed and he spat a lot and he
leered at women and smoked like a pro. When strangers were in town, he made
some extra cash by eating live scorpions against the clock. (Not as dangerous
as it sounds, as long as you bite fast and spit out the stinger.) 

And yet, one mention
of a headless rabbit and the brat’s chin was wobbling. He sniffed, and then
began to bawl, his skinny boy-shoulders jerking in time to his sobs.

Emily popped her head
outside the hatch. “Casey, you are just the absolute worst.”

“It was a joke,” I
protested, raising my voice above the howls. “How was I supposed to know he’d
act like this?”

“He’s only nine,
hellbitch. Catch a clue. Come on, Davey, the bunny’s inside. You can feed him
as long as you promise not to break his neck while I’m looking the other way.”

Davey dashed his
tears away with the back of his hand and scrambled through the hatch. Once
safely inside, he glared back at me, jabbed both of his middle fingers skyward,
and loudly suggested that I engage in brutally carnal action with my elderly
relatives on my mother’s side of the family.

I slid down the
ladder and mooched off to my workshop. Why not? Nobody inside was going to pay
any attention to me once the rabbit lolloped into view.

Pax had somehow
managed to keep up the milk supply until the rabbit was ready to be weaned. That
took about ten days, thanks to the animal’s tweaked gene sequencing and the
cocktail of hormones in the growth solution. Those hacked genes had
consequences—a lot of Rabbit Factory spawn emerged from the incubator with six
legs or no nose or bones as mushy as papier maché. The stupidly named “Floyd”
had escaped that fate. He was just a rabbit, a brown, vapid-eyed, floppy-eared
rabbit, with heavy jowls and a permanently grumpy expression. 

Lucky rabbit. And
theoretically, lucky us, too. Since he didn’t have four heads or gills, we
could probably eat him without growing tails ourselves. But Emily shrieked
every time I mentioned the thing in the same sentence as the word “stewpot,” or
“fried,” or “delicious.”

So we fed him and he
ate and he grew and he grew. And was the damn thing grateful? Did he fawn on us
and adore us for bringing him into being and sparing him from the chopping
block? No sir. No, sir. He was one asshole bunny. Thrashed and bit whenever
someone dared to lay a finger on his fur. Emily didn’t care. She cooed over him
and cuddled him all the same. So did the greasy shaggy boy du jour, who for
some strange reason didn’t mind spending hours on hours foraging in the garden
for rabbit treats, though he wouldn’t collect firewood no matter how often I
kicked him. And I kick hard.

It was a bad omen,
terrible, that Emily had fallen so hard for a small fuzzy thing. Tender
feelings like that could screw up her birth control. 

Birth control is a
problem in the badlands. I remember condoms vaguely, but I haven’t seen one for
about seventeen years. (The last one I saw was rolled on a banana, for some
reason that I still don’t really understand. Do bananas need condoms? If so,
why?) Anyway, result was, there were only two things Malice and I could do to
keep Emily from getting preggers. The first was to educate her, and the second
was to give her lots and lots of motivation.

We handled the first
part when Emily was fourteen—and it wasn’t easy, because as soon as we
announced that we needed to have a frank talk with her about sex, she fled
wailing towards the horizon. I couldn’t blame her. I would have done the same
thing, if my parental figures had tried to force me into a conversation like
that. But so long as girls insist on hopping into bed with acne-pocked,
sperm-spouting boys, instead of nice sperm-free chicks like the Goddess
intended, poor saps like me and Malice will have to subject kids like Emily to
this form of torture. We chased her down and hauled her back, and then I
blocked the apartment door from the outside while Malice wrestled Emily into a
chair. 

Then, grimly and
mercilessly, Malice delivered her famous lecture, “Two Hundred Penis-Free Ways
to Orgasm,” uncut and commercial free, with diagrams and hand puppets to
explain the difficult parts. It took a couple of hours, and I’m not sure who
looked the most exhausted when both of them staggered outside. Emily exacted
her vengeance by demanding that we bring her breakfast in bed for a month. We
agreed. Fair’s fair.

The next thing we had
to do was give Emily the motivation to smack balls out of her net with the
passion and fire of a major league soccer goalie. That part was easier. Malice
and I did that by looking her in the eye at least once a week and promising her
with deathly seriousness that we would never, ever, ever help her change a
diaper. 

So far, it all seemed
to be working; there’d been no disaster. I didn’t know what steps Emily was
taking, didn’t want to know, but one way or another, she was keeping her oven
unbunned. One screwup would be enough, though, and knowing my luck, if a single
ambitious tadpole found its way into Em’s happy valley, the girl would have
quadruplets. The last thing that I needed was for Em to fall in love with a
tiny helpless creature and decide that she wanted more of that kind of thing in
her life.

Not that Emily was
the only one falling in love. Just why exactly was Pax so fascinated by that
stupid bunny? How could she spend so much time studying its shuffling lope and
the movements of its jaw as it chewed? Who cared about the length of its
incisors or the curvature of its vertebrae or whatever the fuck blah blah?   

I poked around my
workbench moodily, trying to think of some genius thing to make, just so that I
could convince myself that I was a being superior to Floyd. After five minutes,
I’d roughed out a basic plan for combining a mattress spring, a bike frame, and
a few rusty knives into a pogo stick that could double as an offensive weapon. Top
that, rabbit.

Pax wandered in and
displayed a hand full of desert almonds. “You want some of these?”

“Sure. Put ’em down
there.”

She deposited a few
next to my elbow and looked over my shoulder at the scrap of cardboard where my
plan was taking shape. “That won’t work.”

“Says you.”

“Says science. None
of the materials available have the compressive strength needed to withstand
the forces that a device of that kind would exert. If you substitute wheels for
the springs, maybe you could make it work as a skateboard. Orelle’s looking for
you, by the way.”

“Orelle can find me
her own damn self if she wants me, and skateboards can suck my metaphysical
dick. I’ve got to rate something more badass than a skateboard.”

“Like a pogo stick?”

“Excuse you, a
rocket-powered pogo stick. With which I will rain destruction on my enemies like
raining, hopping, rocket-powered death. I shall be the kangaroo of flaming
destruction and the world will cower before me.” 

“If I didn’t know
better, I’d think you were compensating for something.” Pax rotated the diagram
a quarter-turn to the left. “You know, if you took off all the knives and the
flaming parts, it would basically be a high-powered vibrator.”

Now that had
definite possibilities. I grabbed a red crayon and started to scribble
adjustments. 

Pax climbed onto a
high stool beside me and cracked an almond between her palms. “It’s nice to see
you working on something so frivolous.”

“It’s all your fault.
You’re a bad influence. Terrible. Zeroes all the way down on your next
performance review. Did Orelle say why she needed me?”

“No. She just said to
tell you that it was your turn.”

My hands froze. All
of a sudden, pedal-powered vibrators stopped being interesting. I flipped the
cardboard over and shoved it to the back of the workbench.

“Did she say who it
was?” I asked carefully.

“You mean, did she
say what it was?”

“I said who, I meant
who.” I already knew what, all too well. “Pax, I’ve got to go. If you
feel like using any of my tools, please feel free to absolutely not do that at
all because that would really bug me.”

I turned my back on
her and picked out my weapons. I took the best knife, the one I’d ground out of
a fence railing. It was good steel; took an edge so fine, you could use it to
shave. Then a long shank for piercing. A hammer and chisel, which you’d think
would be the worst possible thing for the work I would be doing, but you’d be
surprised. And a length of wire, just in case.

“Casey?”

I didn’t turn.
“Yeah?”

“If I asked to come
with you . . .”

“I’d advise against
it.”

“And if I insisted?”

Her voice was
unreadable and I felt a flash of irritation. Normally, I was just numb when it
was my turn to play angel. Now I had to worry how Pax would react to the whole
business. Didn’t she ever get tired of poking, nudging, asking, discovering?
Some itches, you shouldn’t scratch.

“Come if you want,” I
said tiredly. What did it matter? She’d have to find out sooner or later, if
she stayed in Lafontaine. “Just be warned, it could get messy, and I don’t want
to hear any whining if you get blood on your petticoats.”

 

MALICE GAVE ME the
name: Seth Alvarado, fourth floor. Took me a little while to find him. Seth was
so old—almost fifty—that he couldn’t make rent for an apartment of his own, not
even an eco-eco. Like a bunch of other drifters and destitutes, he did shit
jobs around the tenement, junk-picking mostly, in exchange for the right to
sleep on the hallway floor. Hall people walled off their sleeping places with
sheets hung on a string, or slats of plywood, or old tires. It made the place
hard to navigate. I could have just stood in the doorway and screamed for him,
but since I was carrying an assortment of deadly weapons, that would have been
unwise. People panic so easy, and stampedes are bad news; they destroy the
delicate ecology of a slum.

I found him by
following the sound of the groaning.

Seth lay curled on a
square of filthy foam mattress, panting, the sweat running down his grizzled
face in streams. He wore nothing but a cut-down pair of sweatpants and his skin
was drawn tight all along his ribs. There was a sheen of grease all over him and
it reeked, God it reeked, both his unwashed body and the bucket that stood
beside the makeshift mattress, covered with a torn t-shirt. Pax gingerly lifted
the cloth, looked, and replaced it fast. 

“Blood
in the vomit, blood in the stool,” she murmured, as if this was a fascinating
detail that she wouldn’t want me to miss.

I’d done this too
many times to be interested in sightseeing. Steeling myself against the stink,
I grabbed Seth’s wrist, leaned my full weight on his collarbone, and used my
leg as a lever to press his thighs down, forcing him to uncurl. His panting
breaths turned to panicky sobs as if he thought I was going to skip the
pleasantries and go right for the goal.

Instead, I jabbed an
exploratory thumb along his sides and abdomen. He screamed whenever I prodded
him, but the pain seemed worst in the gut, not the kidneys. Too bad. If Seth
had a kidney stone, I could cut it out; he’d probably die of a raging infection
before he healed, but miracles happen every now and then.  

The problem was in
Seth’s stomach, though. Cancer maybe, the poor bastard.

Seth’s eyes were on
mine and his sweaty lips were trembling.

“Are you sure?” I
asked him.

He started to shake
all over again—fear maybe, convulsions maybe—as if the whole thing had only
become real now that I’d arrived. 

“The pain,” he
whispered.

“Yeah, I get it,
skippy, but I need a yes or a no.”

I always tried not to
hurry people too much while I was playing angel, but Jesus Christ, why couldn’t
they make up their minds before I got there?

Seth bit his lip,
which was almost bitten through already, his face crumpling and his eyes
squeezing into slits. Then the crying started. I sighed and settled down on my
haunches to wait.

“So you’re going to
kill him.”

That was Pax,
squatting down beside me. I gave her a dirty look, but Seth was too lost inside
himself to notice—he was just a wet filthy rag, limp with self-pity. “If he
decides he wants out, I’m going to help him, yeah.”

“By killing him.”

“You know what you’re
not doing? Helping. You’re not doing any of that at all.”

“Would you need help?
With the killing of him? I have the impression that you’re qualified to handle
that all on your own.”

I squinted at her,
trying to figure out her game. I’d been braced for shock or fury from Pax, so
much so that I’d been ready with all the old defensive bromides. He’ll be
better off. I’m just giving him the choice. What does it matter if he lives
another month in agony? As usual, Pax had neatly yanked the conversational
rug from beneath me. Her neutral tone left me nothing to parry or counter.

She rocked back on
her heels, watching Seth’s tears leak. His eyes were piss holes in his dirty
face. “Orelle said it was your turn for this. Who else is on the roster?” She
caught herself. “Why am I even asking? Malice, I presume.”

“Natch. Orelle
couldn’t ask just anybody to do the angel of death routine. It takes a
particular skill set.”

“World-weary
cynicism, combined with a talent for wielding sharp blades?”

“That, and the
willingness to take on unpleasant chores in exchange for a rent discount.” 

Seth had stopped
moaning, but sweat was running down his face and neck in thick trickles and the
pulse was jumping in his throat. With one balled fist, he pounded the flooring,
then stuffed the other one in his mouth and bit. I nudged him gently. “Hey,
man, have you made a choice yet?”

He grunted. 

“Yeah, whatever. Just
let me know.”

I shifted, wishing
Pax would leave. It was going to be more difficult than I’d expected, doing
this in front of a witness. Especially Pax. She belonged to a different time
and place, Pax did. A time of slow rivers and great green trees, a time when
people could afford to feed and stroke animals instead of skinning and eating
them, and when water, all of it you could possibly want, dropped right down out
of the sky.  

 To take my mind off
things, I drew my chisel from its snakeskin sheath and scratched a picture of a
pig on the flooring. That didn’t take long, so I took the time to add a spiny
tail and fangs and wings.

Pax watched. “You
should give it angry eyebrows.”

I ignored her. Angry
eyebrows were not part of my artistic vision. “You know, I’ve been thinking . .
. since the League is going to come back looking for you, we probably should do
a better job of watching the roads.”

“The people in this
town aren’t willing to stand a regular watch to protect themselves from being
burned alive by gangers. You think they’ll do it to save my hide?”

It was hard to argue
with that. I frowned at my drawing and changed the subject. “What are you doing
here, Pax? There’s nothing special going on. Just the usual shit sandwich. You
must have seen people die before.”

“Three hundred and
eighty-six, to be specific, if we’re talking about deaths I personally
witnessed.” She rubbed her eyes. There’d been another hot wind off the sands
the night before, so none of us had slept much. “Sixty-four were landmine
victims. Eighty-nine dead of gunfire or the equivalent. Three suicides.
Thirty-one executions . . .”

I stared at my arms,
tensing my muscles to make the fern-shaped scars bounce. “I forgot. You
remember all of them, don’t you?”

“ . . . eighty-two
accidents, if we include in that category deaths from gangrene following
accidental injury, and one hundred and seventeen of natural causes of which
forty-nine were women who died in childbirth. Yes, I remember them all. Such
are the joys of being a flashback. It’s not all luxury cars and champagne.” 

“Seems like a lot of
executions.”

“I’m cheating a bit
with the executions. Some of them were, well, unplanned. Punishments gone
overboard.”

“So how is that not
murder?”

“Because there’s a
difference between punishment and murder. One of them involves people in
authority giving orders, one doesn’t.”

“Yeah? So if you see
a lynching . . .”

“A lynching is
murder. Obviously.”

“Not an execution?”

“What? Of course not.
Of course a lynching is murder. Death dealt out by authority is the
opposite of death dealt out by a shrieking, torch-waving mob. Why are you
asking? Does this actually matter to you?”

It did not matter to
me, but it was fascinating how Pax’s defence level had rocketed up to Defcon 1.
Fascinating mainly because she was so easy-going on an ordinary day. A science
fact: you could steal food off of Pax’s plate and she would not stab you
in the heart even once.

“I’ve seen torch
mobs,” I said. “And I’ve seen migraines make a man scream and writhe until he
blew his own brains out, and I’ve seen women whipped until the flesh peeled off
their back in strips, and I’ve seen a child’s eye socket turned into a writhing
pod of maggots. I’ve never really felt any urge to draw distinctions between
one kind of death and another. It’s not like some ghosts get to hang out in an
executive lounge in the afterlife. We all travel fourth class on the long long
journey.”   

Seth chose that
moment to puke, maybe as a reaction to all the profound wisdom in the air.
Reflexively, Pax moved to roll him onto his side, but she wasn’t fast enough.
It was mostly liquid, so it dribbled down Seth’s neck and chin, pooling next to
his collarbone. 

Pax unknotted the
kerchief she was wearing around her neck and started to wipe the drips, but
Seth let out a furious sob and rolled out of reach.

Somewhere down the
hall, a toddler was whining and its exhausted mother was threatening it in
fierce whispers. If he didn’t shut up, then she’d leave him on the road and let
the gangers take him. If he didn’t shut up, starving wild dogs would attack the
town and swallow him whole. If he didn’t shut up . . .

Seth reached for me,
his yellowed fingers curled into claws. I slapped him away—yes, I know,
compassion is nice and all but trust me, you wouldn’t have wanted those hands
anywhere near you, either. Crusted filth galore. Besides, my patience was
stretched to tearing point. Everything was foul and close and terrible here,
and I wanted to go back to my workshop, where all the mess was mess I’d made
myself. I just wanted to finish things up, one way or another. “Is that a yes?”

 His throat strained;
a garbled gasp made its way out. Again, his hands flailed. I knew that kind of
pain, pain that spins you around and drags you under until you would swear that
it’s alive and hates you. Until you slam a litre of hooch, never mind that it
was brewed in a rusty can, just hoping it’ll dim the world, or at least make
the agony a different colour, because with all the crimson shrieking through
your eyelids, you’re going blind. 

I remember this one
time in the Brownstone, Em had an earache and she was crying so hard that I
actually picked up a stick of firewood to tap her out. Not because I was sick
of the crying, but because every sob was tearing me apart and there was no
fucking thing I could give her except for a few minutes of unconsciousness. I
would have done anything to give her that, just a few fucking moments of
darkness and peace. Orelle had to lock me in the cellar. Nothing short of that
would have stopped me.

I couldn’t cut the
pain out of Seth but I could cut something else out, so I groped blindly for a
tool. Not the shank; he was still moving, would probably twitch at the crucial
moment. I pulled the knife and ran the edge along the ball of my thumb the way
Malice did. 

Fingers settled
around my wrist. “Are you okay?”

I didn’t look at her.
Couldn’t. “You better get out of here, Pax, unless you’re itching to see number
three hundred eighty seven.”

“I don’t want you to
do this.”

“Why? You want to
watch him writhe around a while longer? Do you get off on that kind of thing?”

I was fully expecting
to get a well-deserved sock to the jaw. Instead, Pax just sighed. “How long are
we going to pretend that this isn’t killing you?”

“It’s not killing me.
I am killing him.” I pointed at Seth with the knife-tip. “There is a
subtle distinction.”

“You don’t have to do
it.”

“It has to be done.”

“Even if it has to be
done, you don’t have to do it.”

“Well, who the fuck
else, Pax? Who the fuck else? Emily?” I wiped sweat from my face, vaguely
surprised to find that my hand was shaking. “If you needed someone to bump you
to the other side, wouldn’t you want someone who could do it clean and
businesslike? And that takes talent. You think about it, Malice and I are
frickin’ superheroes.”

“So now it’s
altruism. Nothing to do with getting a rent discount.”

“You got something to
say, Da Costa?”

She was looking at me
so gently that I wanted to punch myself in the face. “I’m just an
observer here.”

“Damn right. So shut
up.”

I spun the knife into
position, but Seth had flipped onto his back, hiding the base of his skull.
That meant I’d have to turn him, unless I decided to slit his jugular and send
a spray of bright arterial blood ceiling-high. The choices rolled around my
head—turn, don’t turn, knife crunching through the skull, knife humming through
an artery—and I felt myself slide down that old black spiral, not knowing what
was at the bottom and not caring. And maybe it should have mattered more that
there was a man writhing in agony on the floor in front of me, but he was such
a tiny part of the tableau of filth and brokenness all around. And all I really
wanted to do was to pull a clean blanket over my head and sleep for a million
years.

Jugular, I decided,
and tested the knife again. “Pax?”

“Yes?”

“Is there anything
more you can tell me about magical gay pink were-dolphins? You know, to take
the edge off?”

“Um.” I’d surprised
her. “You know, I might have exhausted my knowledge of that topic.”

“Another story then.”

“But what’s the—”

“Please.”

Seth hacked out a
cough, spraying red mist upwards. Pax shut her eyes momentarily. “Have you
heard about the headless mule?”

“No,” I said, keeping
an eye on Seth’s jerking throat. “Tell me about the headless mule.”

“The story goes . . .
well . . . according to the story, any woman who sleeps with a priest is doomed
to change each week into a headless mule, a monster with a gout of fire spewing
out of its neck . . .”

Seth’s coughing fit had
ended, and now I could pick out the vein, a dark cord just beneath the skin.
“Keep going.”

“ . . . doomed to
gallop over seven parishes every Thursday night until dawn, destroying every
man she meets along the way. When she attacks, she sucks out the eyes and the
nails and the teeth of her victims, everything that shines . . .”

Seth was still
breathing fast, but he’d composed himself. I positioned the blade.

“ . . . and you can
try to protect yourself from her by lying on your stomach in the dirt to hide
your eyes and teeth, but the only way to stop her for good is to get close
enough to rip off her flaming bridle. I don’t know how a headless mule wears a
bridle. It’s a logical inconsistency. Casey, please don’t do this.”

I was all set now.
One good shove and the thing would be over, and with any luck, it would be at
least a few months before my turn came up again. But Pax’s hand came to rest on
my knee and pressed down.

“Please. Don’t.”

“What the hell does
it matter?”

“You matter.
And you don’t want to do this.”

I shouldn’t have
hesitated, but I did, and the whole thing got worse with each second that
crawled past. Her hand moved from my knee to my face, turning me towards her.
“Do you know how tired you look?”

Crash went the hallway door
as it flew open. Malice stalked towards us, kicking curtains and children out
of the way, ignoring the curses and yelps. “Case, quit farting around and haul
ass back home.”

I froze, feeling
somehow that I’d been caught doing something shameful. “I’m not finished.”

Malice swatted the
knife out of my hand, stooped over Seth, and did it. Just that fast. Seth had
stopped moving by the time she’d finished wiping the blade. “Now you’re
finished. Move.” 

Pax was staring at
the body in disbelief. I tried to be nonchalant. “Do I have to bury it?”

“Move.”

“Because it was
technically my kill, and you know the rule. Whichever of us butchers doesn’t
have to drag the meat.” 

“Look, are you going
to fucking move or am I going to turn your skull into a real nice candy dish?”

Pax had knelt to ease
Seth’s eyelids down and cover his face; now she looked up, eyes aflame. “Would
you leave her alone for five seconds? Christ, it’s no wonder she’s an emotional
cripple, you treat death like it’s an oil change. Just for once, will you give
her permission to feel something?”

This outburst
affected Malice enough to make her raise an eyebrow at Pax before she turned
her attention back to me. “Go ahead and take those five seconds if it means so
goddamn much to you. But you’d better come soon if you want a chance to say
goodbye to Orelle.”





 

CHAPTER
ELEVEN

 

IN
WHICH I COME UP WITH A SORT OF KIND OF A PLAN

 

PAX HAD FOUR inches
and fifteen pounds on me, but I had no trouble dragging her bodily to Orelle’s
apartment. The state I was in, I could have punched through walls and dragged
speeding trucks to a halt.

The moment we were
through the door, I shoved Pax towards Orelle’s bed. “Help her.”

Orelle was curled on
her side, eyes glassy as marbles. The right side of her face was twitching; the
left side was a blank, frozen mask. Her forehead and torso shone with sweat.

Pax glanced at her,
then back at me, bleak-faced.

“I don’t want to hear
it,” I said fiercely, cutting her off before she could even begin to talk.
“Just fix her, damn you!”

“I’m not a doctor.”

“You spent a lot of
time with Amanthi when you were in the League.”

“A’ya. And I spent a
lot of time in hen-houses when I was a kid. It didn’t turn me into a chicken.”

I was so furious,
everything in my vision was drenched in red. If I had cried that moment, I think
blood-drops would have come rolling out. 

“You know more about
medicine than anyone else in this town,” I said through gritted teeth. “And
you’re all we’ve got, so don’t argue. You see that woman? You hid underneath
that woman, when your fucking owner wanted to find you and use your
head as a soccer ball. She put her damn body between you and Russe. You
fucking well owe her, Pax. You owe me!”

I was yelling by
then, and Pax swiftly grabbed my elbow and pulled me out into the hall. “She’s
had a stroke. That much is obvious.”

“A stroke,” I said,
breathing hard. “Fine. How do you cure a stroke? Sponge baths, bed rest, or
foot massage?”

“She needs a brain
scan, clot-busting drugs, blood thinners, physical therapy . . .”

“ . . . none of which
she’ll get around here, so what else? Hot soup? Cabbage leaves? Group hugs?” 

She shook her head.
“Casey. Casey, I am so sorry. But there might not be a fix for this.”

I clamped my eyes
shut. Maybe if I couldn’t see the world, it would cease to exist.

“Orelle’s tough,” I said
hoarsely. “She’ll be fine.”

 

ALL THAT AFTERNOON,
turn and turn about, Em and Malice and I kept vigil over Orelle. When it was my
turn, Pax appeared at the door with a mug. She handed it to me, then slid down
the wall to sit at my side.

I bent my head over
the cup, letting steam wash over my face. It was yarrow tea—not something I’d
ever enjoyed, but it was different when Pax made it for me. Now, the warmth of
it made my chest feel a little less tight.  

“You love her,” Pax
said. It wasn’t a question.

I sipped scalding
tea. “She brought me up. Whether she did a good job is open for debate, but
still.”

She stared at her
hands and seemed to nerve herself. “There’s something you should consider.”

“I’m listening.”

“The League has
medical facilities. Drugs and doctors, too.”

“I’m not listening
anymore.”

“No, I thought you
wouldn’t. But—”

“Pax, I’m not going
to track down the psychopaths who almost killed Orelle and beg them for
aspirin. Hell, they’re the ones who caused this fucking stroke.”

“Maybe. Or maybe it
happened because of the bushels of raw tobacco that Orelle’s been smoking since
age fourteen. Either way, you might be able to get treatment for her through
the League.”

“And what’ll that
cost? Do I have to give them one of my corneas on the spot, or will they take
an I.O.U.? Or . . . hell. Don’t tell me you want to pull some self-sacrifice
shit and offer to turn yourself over.”

She smiled briefly,
and let it fade. “No. I have to admit, going back to Russe was not what I had
in mind. But, Casey, here’s what I promise. Tell me that you want Orelle to get
help from the League . . . and I swear I will think of a way to make it
happen.” 

“Yeah? So those
assclowns come trundling back to town to pump Orelle full of dope? Thanks, and
all that. But I think I’d rather suck off Delacroix.”

Pax brushed that
away. “I’m not saying it’ll be easy, or perfect, but it won’t be nothing. Do
you have a better plan?”

WE LIVE IN DANGEROUS
TIMES. Blocky black letters spelt out the words in my head, just as they
did on the Rabbit Factory ad. DO YOU HAVE A PLAN?

“Not letting the
fucking League get anywhere near Orelle,” I said at last. “That is the first
major pillar of my plan.”

“But—”

“I said no, Pax!”

“All right,” she
said, after a loaded pause. “All right. Your call.”

She sat with me for
some time afterwards, and I kept catching her looking at me with a strange,
soft expression. As if I was the one who was sick, and wouldn’t get well.

 

EVENTUALLY I DOZED,
but lightly. I heard it when Orelle’s cracked voice whispered, “Hey.”

I started up. Some
time before, Pax had fallen asleep, leaning on my shoulder. My arm was all pins
and needles down to the wrist. I carefully eased Pax down to the floor, then
scooted over to Orelle’s bed. “Hey. How you doing?”

“Like hell,” she
said, and tried to smile. The right side of her mouth moved; the left side
didn’t. “Know what the worst damn thing is? I would commit triple murder for a
smoke.”

“Well, you’re going
to have to walk your lazy ass over to the window for that, because like hell
I’m getting up to get you an ashtray.”

I rubbed her hands as
I spoke, even though they were hot and sticky. I had to do something to take my
mind off the foulness of Orelle’s breath, the same corpse-stink that had come
wafting at me from Seth’s mouth earlier that day.

Orelle studied Pax’s
sleeping body. “She’s a funny one. Likes to rile you up. Spin you around. I
don’t think you hate that.”

“No.”

“Good.” Her eyes
drifted shut. With an effort, she forced them open again. “I’m leaving the
tenement to Mei and Pandi and if you and Malice whine about that, I will slap
the ears right off your faces.”

I felt a momentary
flash of hurt, but crushed it. “I won’t whine. It makes sense.”

Mei and Pandi were
the girls who had taken over the Brownstone from Orelle. They were sweet but they
didn’t have Orelle’s talent for soliciting donations, mainly because Orelle
solicited with a shotgun and they didn’t. The kids had grown thinner on their
watch. If Mei and Pandi owned the tenement, they could collect the rent—it’d be
mainly vegetables and fuel, but if you run an orphanage, that kind of thing is
gold.

“Tell Malice,” Orelle
said. “Tell her she’s got to help them to strong-arm the rent—and she’ll have
to handle the evictions if some bastard won’t pay. I’d ask you to help too, but
you’re too much of a softy for that kind of thing.”

 I
choked out a laugh. “Lies! Blasphemy! I am Casey the Untouchable. I am she who
doth wank with a sandpaper dildo.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Orelle
smoothed my hair back from my forehead with a shaky hand, and suddenly I was
fourteen again, my first night in the Brownstone, practically paralytic with
the relief of knowing that there was somebody in the world who wanted me and
Emily to keep breathing for another day. 

The weight in my
chest became unbearable, and I missed part of what she was saying. “ . . . when
you were a kid, but you weren’t as tough as you remember. Fact is, you’ve never
been as hard as you tried to be. Once I’m gone . . .”    

“Don’t. Orelle, shut
up.” I couldn’t stand a rash of sentences beginning with the words, “once I’m
gone.” “You don’t want me to stickhandle the evictions, fine, whatever, I’ll be
the cheering section.”

“No.” Her voice sunk
even lower. She licked her lips. “You know what I want you to do for the
Brownstone.”

“Aw,
Jesus, I . . . still? You want me just to keep on with it . . . forever?”

She smiled, drowsily
but with a trace of that old ruthlessness. “A’ya, my little peanut. That’s what
I want.”

“Orelle, it’s more
dangerous than it used to be. There are so many people watching. I don’t know
if it’s safe for Em—”

“Oh, I get it. Have
to keep the little princess safe.” Orelle flopped a hand. “It’s not like this
is my dying wish or anything. And it’s not like I saved Emily’s life six times
before she hit puberty.”

I shook my head. “You
bitch.” 

“I am a bitch in the
cause of righteousness, peaches, and I am okay with that.” She swallowed
raspily. “Tonight though . . . I think I need to ask for something for me.”

“Yeah? Okay, what?”

Her eyes opened all
the way. Sweat pooled in the creases in her face—the furrows in her forehead,
her eye sockets.

“It’s gonna be
scorching this week,” she whispered.  “And I don’t know if I can take it.”

 

FOR ONCE, MALICE was
sleeping deeply. I had to flip her mattress over to get her out of bed. She
woke up irritated, bruised, and ready for violence. After I explained, though,
she just picked herself up, sneezed, and followed me.

“How many midrange
power coils do we have left?” I asked her as we headed down the stairs. “I
mean, how many did the League miss?”

“Three. As long as
that cache is still secure.”

“More than enough.”

“They’re not charged,
though.”

“They will be.”

 

THE GREY PLASTIC box
had been sitting in a corner of Orelle’s packed apartment for years, all
innocent and silent, half hidden by cushions and lampshades. Now Malice and I
excavated it from the pile of junk, hooked up the freshly-charged power coils,
ran a duct from the back vent out the window, and flipped the switch.

There was a roar and
a judder and a wisp of a breeze, and then . . . it was cold. That old
dinosaur of a machine just inhaled the heat out of the room. The apartment went
from sun-blasted waste to Siberian winter in five seconds flat. 

“Holy Mary mother of
God,” Malice said in awe, standing in the full force of the blast from the air
conditioner. “Why haven’t we ever done this before?”

“Because this thing
will drain the coils in a few hours?” I muttered. “Because everybody in earshot
of this beast is going to get real curious before very long? Because we still
have some vestigial sense of self-preservation?”

“Yeah. I figured we
had reasons.”

I checked Orelle’s
forehead. Better already. She was sleeping, but now, with the old machine
running, she wouldn’t wake before dawn, itchy and gasping and breathless in the
heat.

Then I saw movement
out of the corner of my eye. Pax was slowly sitting up. She hadn’t woken when
Malice and I were getting things together. Or maybe she had just pretended not
to wake, with her usual sense of delicacy. But now the thing was running, it
was impossible to ignore.

I tensed. “I don’t
want questions.”

Pax stared at the
roaring machine, and she didn’t ask. She just said, “As plans go, I’ve seen
worse.”

 

ORELLE DIED THREE
days later, on a Sunday morning. Malice and I were both at her place when it
happened, but I had fallen asleep.

Death is something
that I’m supposed to be used to by now. Because I’m an adult. Because I’m a
human. Because I live in this godforsaken world. But I wasn’t used to it. I’m
still not. I wasn’t afraid of taking the long jump myself. And I wouldn’t have
minded a quick clean apocalypse sweeping the world like a single great sunset.
What I couldn’t stand was Orelle’s slow wasting, her slow dwindling. The stupid
biological process that turned my friend and foster mother into a cooling sack
of meat. But, of course, no one asked for my okay before it happened.

Burials
get done in the middle of the night, when it’s cool enough to dig graves. So,
that evening, we held Orelle’s wake in the open air. The girls came from the
brothel down the street, and sang “Lead Kindly Light” in ten-part harmony.
“Harmony” isn’t the word, maybe—at least half of them were making up notes as
they went. Which wasn’t surprising, considering how drunk they all were. They
brewed a powerful brand of poteen in the brothel, and they always started to
get pissed early on funeral days.

As the last wailing
strands of sound died out, Malice observed, “They sound like coyotes.”

“I know.”

“I mean that in a
good way.”

“I know.”

Malice was right. The
howling, the rasping jangled notes—that was the perfect music for Orelle’s
passing. Death is senseless at the best of times, Orelle’s death more so than
most. Why mark it with something beautiful? Why give it the satisfaction?

Emily sat huddled in
a quilt from Orelle’s room. When her stupid boyfriend tried to touch her, she
screamed at him, threatened to sic Malice on him, tried very convincingly to
kick him in the nuts . . . and then fell into his arms and sobbed. Floyd nosed
around at her feet, bored and oblivious.

The rest of us took
turns with the shovel. I dug for longer than I should have. I thought I would
break apart as soon as I stopped doing something. But in the end, my
hands blistered, and the blisters popped, and my bloody palms started to stick
to the spade handle. When that happened, Pax took the shovel away from me, and
finished digging the grave herself.  

The worst part of a
funeral, always, is when the body drops into the hole. That’s when you think,
my God, am I just supposed to leave her there?

Pax—brave or
brainless, I couldn’t tell which—put a hand on my shoulder after the last
shovelful of earth was dumped onto the grave, and she squeezed hard. I toed the
fresh-dug mound. It would sink to a trough in the next few days, like the other
graves, and we’d only be able to find Orelle by counting along the rows. No use
leaving a marker. It would only get stolen.  

“There
we go,” I said to Pax. “We’re filling up our graveyard. That
should keep the Dickquisitor happy. Maybe if a few more orphans die, we’ll have enough
kiddie graves to satisfy him.”

Pax didn’t answer. 

“You know what I
wonder?” I said painfully, speaking past the lump in my throat. “Why don’t we
just let the aliens invade? Flag down a passing mothership of murderous
extraterrestrials, and tell them, ‘Hey, go to town’?”

Pax’s thumb rubbed
back and forth across my shoulder, but she still didn’t answer. Of course she
didn’t. What did I expect her to say? The woman had spent the first part of her
life locked in a lab, and the second part of her life getting kicked around by
Rod Russe and saying “sir” a lot. She knew a thing or two about pain.

I looked at my hands.
They were a mess. I closed them into fists. “I mean, seriously, why do we
bother? Why do we go through the goddamn motions?”

Pax looked at me
then. “What is there to life other than the motions?”

“Well, what the fuck
does that make life?”

One round shoulder
went up, went down. “A dance?”

There
was light leaping over the low wall that ringed the graveyard. Someone had lit
a bonfire. That meant there wouldn’t be enough fuel for the bake ovens for at
least a week. It wasn’t really possible for my mood to get worse, but I scowled
harder at the thought of a week without cornbread. We’d be eating grubs and raw
vegetables for days on end, unless I could catch a rattlesnake.

“Poetry aside,” I
said, “you can’t deny that things are pretty damn grim.”   

She sighed. “Casey,
what do you want from me? I agree, the world is full of pain. It always has
been, as long as life’s existed. But it’s still a world of wonders—everything
from St. Elmo’s Fire to sailing stones to baby rabbits. I don’t know how much
time I’ll get, but I’m not giving up any of it, not one day. Not to aliens, not
to anything else.” 

“Pax, I know you’ve
got a great big boner for the universe, but guess what? The universe doesn’t
love you back. The universe doesn’t give a shit about any of us.”

“No. That’s why we
have to do it for each other. Do you get that there are people who need you
to be alive?”

“Yeah, a grand total
of two. And Emily’s my sister and Malice is certifiable, so I don’t know if we
can trust their opinions on the subject. Um, why are you looking at me that
way?”

“A grand total of
two,” she repeated slowly. Her eyes flickered shut for an instant, as if she
was in the most exquisite pain, then blazed open. “Tell me, how did you get so
dense? Is it a natural gift, or did you take a correspondence course?”

I got the feeling
that the subject of our conversation had changed, but I was finding it hard to
catch up. “What are you saying?”

“You have no clue. Really.
Interesting. Tell you what. Why don’t you go and bang your skull against a
concrete wall for a few hours and see whether any light finds its way in?”

Pax stalked away into
the dimness of the street. I was still trying to figure out what had just happened
when two hands balled themselves into my shirtfront and practically hoisted me
off the ground. It took me a solid thirty seconds of staring at a face
incandescent with rage to realize that it was Emily, not Malice.

“What was that all
about?” she demanded.

“Um. Still not sure.”

“She was trying to
seduce you!”

“Um. Yeah. I guess.
At a funeral. Real classy. I’m sorry, Em—”

“She was trying to
seduce you,” Emily repeated, “and you just let her walk away?”

I gaped. “Emily!”

“Oh, don’t you
‘Emily’ me, you stupid ass. After a day like this, do you really think I can
deal with you being . . . you?”

“I am nowhere close
to understanding what that means.”

“Don’t you? Don’t
you? You listen to me and you listen good. It is completely exhausting to see
you mooching around miserable and lonely. And nobody, nobody hated it
more than Orelle.” Emily stumbled over the name, but managed to continue. “So
you will find Pax, you will take her upstairs, and you will screw her senseless
or I swear to God I will never speak with you again.” A pause. “Okay?”  





 

CHAPTER
TWELVE

 

IN
WHICH I DECIDE, JUST FOR A CHANGE OF PACE, TO BE BRAVE

 

IT WAS LATE, and
Malice was tired, but she was still cooperative. At first.

“Of course you
can use the apartment to seduce your girl. Why would I have a problem with
that? I’ll take my shoes off and keep real quiet. You won’t even know that I’m
there.”

“ . . . yeah. That’s
sweet of you, Malice, don’t get me wrong, but actually . . . I was hoping that
you could . . . sort of . . . not be there?”

She stared at me,
uncomprehending, until it sank in.

Then the era of
cooperation ended. 

“You want me to leave?
That’s bullshit! Who’s going to critique your form if I’m not there? Huh? Who’s
going to make helpful suggestions so you can improve your technique?” 

“Malice, I’m begging
you here. You want me to cry?”

She spread out her
hands, a sort of let’s-all-simmer-down-now gesture. “Okay, look. I promise that
I won’t yell ‘Touchdown!’ when you go over the top.”

She promised that
every time, but she always forgot in the heat of the moment.

I
tried another tack. “Look, when was the last time I had a girl stay the night?
No, screw you, it was a rhetorical question, put the calendar away. I can’t
afford to mess this up. When you have chicks over, they’re too busy screaming
your name to notice anybody watching. Pax and I aren’t there yet. Come on,
man.”

I guess I looked
desperate enough to inspire pity, because she heaved a disappointed sigh. “I
guess I can go sleep on Orelle’s floor tonight. Not like anyone else will be
using it. Go ahead and have tender wholesome sex with your girl in private.
Just don’t make a habit of it, that’s all.”

 

AS SOON AS Malice
swung down the ladder, I got busy. It was no good trying to clean the
apartment in any real sense, but I kind of raked up most of the debris and
stuffed it under Malice’s mattress. Everything that didn’t fit under there, I
kicked into a corner, and then I threw a blanket over the pile. You could
pretend it was a beanbag chair if you didn’t go too close, or sniff hard. 

The floor of the
apartment now became visible for the first time since we’d moved in. It didn’t
look that bad, actually. I think that all the junk had acted as a layer of
protective insulation, like leaf mould on a forest floor. We didn’t have a
broom, so I scraped up dirt and dust with an old book, then threw a blanket
over that as well. I took down my mattress and Emily’s, shoved them together on
the floor, and arranged the cleanest of the pillows on top.

I looked around . . .
not bad. Emily had taken Floyd with her when she went off with her stupid
boyfriend, so there was no soundtrack of scuffling and nibbling. I put out a
jar of Malice’s moonshine and dusted a couple of mugs. Too bad that we’d
polished off the end-of-the-world champagne already.

As a final touch, I
dug out a bunch of emergency candles from the disaster kit, and set them here
and there, all around. 

 

PAX CAME IN while I
was lighting the last candle. She gave a little cough to signal her arrival,
but I still jumped about four feet and almost lit my hair on fire.

“Nice,” she
commented. “You want to tell me what all this is about?”

“It’s . . . well . .
.”  

Aw, hell. I wondered
if I could bluff my way out of it now. It’s an ancient Filipino mourning
ritual. First we hit each other with the ritual pillows of lamentation, then we
get drunk and go to sleep fully clothed in separate beds.  

“Never mind,” I
muttered, my resolution suddenly gone. “I just thought—I just wondered . . .”

“Thought what?
Wondered what?”

“Oh, don’t make me
say it.”

She stared at me
levelly, right between the eyes. “If you can’t say ‘sex,’ you’ve got no
business having sex.” 

I threw up my hands.
“Sex, all right? Sex sex sex sex sex! Bonking bits, going bumper to
bumper, rumpy-pumpy, that is what I naively hoped you might want to do with me
tonight! I’m an idiot, I admit it, you can go away now and let me wallow in my
shame forever. Happy?”

“Well, I don’t know
about happy, but at least I’m not confused.” She began to unbutton her
shirt.   

And that was a
breast. That was very, very definitely a breast. Crap. Crap. My pulse
was pounding, but all my blood seemed to have become lost somewhere between my
legs, which made rational thought just a little bit difficult. “Look, if you
want, we can take it a bit slower than this—”

“Casey, if I let you
set the pace, we’ll never get anywhere. Now, for the next hour, you’re not
allowed to talk or think.”

 

WHAT WAS IT like? 

It was like . . .
being taken apart, and then put back together in a way that made much more
sense. It was like being slowly stripped naked, and then finding out that no
part of me was as bad as I had always secretly feared.

Pax was the generous
kind of lover—the kind that makes sure that you keep up, no matter how often
you stumble; the kind that enjoys the taking and the giving just as much, and
can teach you without seeming to. Somewhere along the way, I forgot to even be
afraid.

It was only after it
was over that I could cry for Orelle. And she held me when I did that too.

“Thanks,” I mumbled
afterwards.

“Right back at you,”
she murmured drowsily. “Budge over a bit, would you, sugarlips? Half of me is
hanging out into space here.”

 

I LAY WITH her like
that, drifting, for about half an hour, and then woke to full darkness (the
candles had gone out). I’d gone to sleep with a question rolling around my
brain, and woke, as sometimes happens, with my mind already made up.

“Pax,” I said into
the blackness. “I have something to tell you.”

She had been drifting
too, but she came to alert in an instant, every pore of her open, listening.

I nerved myself.
“Pax—”

“No,” she said
suddenly. “No, wait.” She eased into a sitting position. “I think I know what
you’re going to tell me. And I think maybe you shouldn’t.”

I sat up as well,
found her hands, and squeezed them. “I want to.”

She squeezed back.
“I’m glad you want to. But safety first, right? The fewer people who know, the
better.”

“The League’s been
gone for more than a month . . .”

“So you think they’re
gone for good? Not so. They’ll be back any day now, trust me, and their target
will be just the same as before. And if they get their hands on me, then . . .
well. No point in dwelling on that. Bottom line—I can’t give away what I don’t
know.”  

“Emily knows already,
and her pain threshold is a lot lower than yours.”

She jerked her hands
away. “Don’t talk like that.”

“Don’t talk like
what? Don’t talk about Emily being tortured for information? Hell, Pax, it’s
not exactly an image I treasure, but guess what? Shitty things are in my
future, no matter how you slice it. Even if the Blade Saints don’t show up to
burn Lafontaine to the ground—and I’m pretty much sure they’re gonna, some
day—there’ll be something. Maybe the well will run dry. Maybe Malice will
finally catch syphilis and her cooch will turn green and fall off. Maybe some douche-for-brains’ll
decide to cut Emily to prove that he is in possession of a dick. There’s no way
to avoid that kind of thing. There’s no way to even prepare.”

I paused, rolled
over, and lit one of the candles. In the wisp of flame, Pax’s face became a mosaic
of copper and orange, deep brown and gold.    

“Damn
it, woman,” she said, softly. “What can I do to make you believe that there’s
more to life than waiting for life to be over?”

I shrugged. “Nothing.
I have seen the face of the world, and the world doth suck balls. This right
here? This is as good as it ever gets. So nuts to the world, and the fifty
thousand ways that it makes us cowardly. I’m going to pretend, here and now,
that there’s nothing to be afraid of.”

Pax’s finger came up
and ran along the whole length of my jaw. “You want to spoil the big mystery of
Lafontaine for me. You want to tell me where this town gets its power.”

“A’ya. Are you going
to run away now, or put your fingers in your ears?”

“I just want you to
understand that I’m not asking for this. It’s not necessary.”

“You’re not asking.
I’m offering. Besides . . . you kind of know already, don’t you?”

There was that
crooked smile, the one that made my entire core heat and spin. “I have my
suspicions.”

“Of course you do.
It’s a hell of a thing, trying to keep a secret like this in the presence of a
crazy brilliant physicist. So. What’s your theory?”

“About the power
source?”

“About the power
source.”

Pax drew a blanket up
to her breasts and hugged it. For the first time since I’d met her, she looked
like she wasn’t sure whether she wanted to have a question answered.

She asked anyway.

“It’s you,” she said.
“Isn’t it?”

 

“DO IT AGAIN,” she
said some time later. “Once more.”

In front of us was a
small electric fan, one that the League had found, but hadn’t bothered to take.
I had stripped the power cord of its insulation, so that I could have skin
contact with the bare wires. Now, for the fiftieth time, I clapped my hands
together, rubbed them hard, and blew into them. Then I carefully picked up a
wire between each thumb and forefinger, focused, and pushed. There was a
crackle, a smell like the air before rain, and then a bright spark, as
electricity flowed out of my right hand, through the wires and motor that made
up the fan, and then back into my left. Softly, steadily, the fan began to
whirr.

Pax watched, her head
resting on her right hand, her face soft with a gentle kind of awe. “What does
it feel like?”

“I don’t know. It
feels normal, like any other part of me. Like blood, maybe, passing through a
vein.”

“How long can you
keep it up?”

“A
pretty long time. I’ve never pushed it to its limits. It tires me out in the
end. Makes me hungry. But that’s enough of that.”

I let go of the
wires; the fanblades freewheeled, then skittered to a halt. Pax took hold of my
left wrist, turned it from one side to the other, and surveyed my forearm with
her fingertips.

“Electrocytes,” she
said at last. “That’s the only way I can explain it. You must have a dense
stack of electrocytes running through each of your arms, enough to create a
voltaic pile.”

“If you say so. I
personally am happy to explain the phenomenon as ‘some freaky mutant shit.’ Oh,
don’t look at me that way. It’s not that big a deal. There are Naturals
who can bite through metal and lift oil drums and outrun jeeps. Look at you.
You’re a computer. I’m just a battery.”

“Just a battery.” She
stroked a line right up my forearm, making me shudder. “The Institute catalogs
Naturals, you know. All of the varieties that have ever been discovered, all the
abilities and talents.” Her eyelids dropped halfway shut, which, I had learned,
meant that she was scanning a couple of libraries’ worth of information. It
only took her a few seconds, and then she blinked her eyes clear of binary code
and refocused. “There’s never been anything like this. Nowhere close.”

“Maybe there are
thousands of people like me, and the others just hide it better than I do. I
mean, seriously, all those fans in the Brownstone every summer? How dumb can
you possibly get? I knew it was a bad idea, but Orelle insisted . . .
and then Emily got all excited. Well, I’m done with that shit. From now on, if
those kids get too hot in the summer, I’ll just go in there and throw a few
buckets of water over ’em.”

Pax was fingering the
raised plastic letters on the fan casing that spelt out the required voltage. I
could see mathematical equations flickering in the black spaces in her eyes.
“How long does it take you to fully charge a power coil? An upper-range one, I
mean.”

“Fully? Ten hours is
my personal best. But I slept for about four days afterwards. Then when I woke
up, I ate everything I could find that wasn’t studded with tacks or lit on
fire. A quickie partial charge is a lot faster. So. Your turn. How’d you know?”

Pax settled down with
her head on her arms, staring at the ceiling. “I just connected the dots. You
and Malice spent a couple of years driving all over creation in that truck. I
took the destination points you gave me and plotted distances. Do you know how
much carbite it would have taken to carry a truck that far?”

“I do not.”

She quoted a number
with a lot of zeroes. “No way that you could come up with a fortune like that
doing odd jobs around the orphanage. Premise, you had a seemingly infinite
amount of electricity available to you during your road trip. Premise,
Lafontaine has a seemingly infinite source of electricity. Conclusion:
Lafontaine’s source was on the road with you. So how come it didn’t get stolen
when you and Malice got press-ganged into forced labour or hauled off to hobo
camp? Hypothesis, tentative: the source was a person. A Natural.”

“Could have been
Malice.”

“I considered that,
yes. But there are these.”

She touched her
fingers to the spread of fernlike scars over my arms, tracing the thickest
stems as they zig-zagged up my shoulders like jungle vines or fissured
fractals. “Lichtenberg figures . . . some people call them lightning trees.
They appear on surfaces that have been subjected to high voltage—tile, earth,
stone, and skin.” Her fingers trailed farther and farther along the arching
paths, from my shoulders to my back, and then from my back down my right thigh,
where one branch of the scar exploded into a thousand razor-thin cracks. She
rolled over, bracing herself on one arm, and spoke so her whisper fanned my
hair. “I’ve only seen scars like this once before, and that was on a person who
survived electrocution.”

On the word
“electrocution,” her finger flicked out without warning, and did something
which made it literally impossible for me to think about physics for the next
few minutes. We ended up sprawled with my head on her chest, her hands still
tracing my scars.    

Lightning trees. Apropos.I
hadn’t known what they were called before. The scars first appeared on my
wrists when I was three, around the time I started to push power. Each year
they crept a little farther along, stemming out in new hairline pathways that
thickened and branched in their turn.

Most people weren’t
even curious about them. But then, most people weren’t Pax.

“You know,” I said, “it’s
a damn good thing that there are so few physicists running around the badlands.
If there were many more people like you, I’d be shit out of luck trying to keep
this undercover.”

“You don’t have to
keep it a secret, you realize.”

“No, I could rename
myself ‘Sparky the Electro-Lord’ and wear a cape and romp around battling evil.
Or at least, I could until I ended up on a sales block in Little Juarez. Which
would take, oh, six-and-a-half minutes. I may be stupid, but not that kind of
stupid.”

Pax slid two fingers
under my chin and tilted my face up to hers. “Do you want me to run the numbers
on the amount of voltage you can generate? And then do you want some stats on
the amount of damage that you could inflict with that level of power? You’re
not helpless, Sparky.”

“Well. No. I mean,
not exactly. I can’t fling lightning bolts or anything. I can give someone a
pretty good zap if I’m touching them, though.”

“Define ‘zap’?”

“Anywhere from
‘ouchie’ to ‘oh, so that’s what boiling brain looks like’—depending. But kind
of conspicuous, you know? What with the blue frizzling sparks and yowls of pain
and all. Not a good idea to pull that shit in front of witnesses. That’s why I
didn’t try to blast my way off the chain gang or fry Brother Blessed.” I
paused, then admitted, “A few times, when I didn’t have any other choice, I
just had to let it rip, and to hell with the consequences.”

“How many times?”

“Four. Twice the
night I got Emily out of Hogtown. No comment. It was a bad scene. Once when
Malice and I were exploring some ruins, and a couple of drifters dragged her
down and started to strip her. By the time I heard her yelling, it was almost
too late. I didn’t have the time to find a weapon or write a strongly-worded
letter, so I just waded in and got to work. I was wild that day—I think
two of them were dead before they hit the ground. And the other time—” 

“Was when your uncle
tried to molest Emily. I knew it.”

“Yes. You’re a
genius. Shut up.”

We stretched out on
the bunk again, side by side, and the darkness seemed less total. Grey steel
glowed through the window vent. 

“It’s almost dawn,” I
said.  

“I know. Pretend it
isn’t. That’s what I’m doing.”

“Why?”

“Because I don’t want
this night to end.” She was silent a while, stroking my scarred arm. “What was
it like, using your own biology that way? To attack someone, to kill?”

“Well, it was a
magical party. I enjoyed myself ever so much. Frack on a hill, Pax, what do you
think it was like?”

“I don’t know. That’s
why I’m asking.” Another pause. “Full disclosure here, I’ve spent a lot of my
life wishing I were different.”

“You mean, wishing
you weren’t a flashback?”

“Yes. That. The
League loves my mutation—it’s why they treat me with such devoted care and
attention—but it’s never done me much good. So much for evolution. My body
exhibits one of the most complex changes in human nucleotide sequences since
record-keeping began, but the sum effect of it . . .”

“Is to make you a
useful thing?”

No answer. Her eyes
were closed, and the skin of her eyelids was smudged blue-black instead of
brown; traces of the bruises that had pretty much healed. 

I’m not good at
comforting people, but I patted her shoulder awkwardly and she laid her hand
over mine. “You’re lucky you have a way to fight.”

“Mixed blessing.” I
licked my lips. “You remember that night in the tent, when the Inquisitor was
beating on you?”

A tired laugh. “I’m a
flashback, Casey. I have picture perfect recall of everything that’s happened
to me since my second birthday. If you can remember something, I remember it
better.”

“Yeah. Well. I could
have killed the Inquisitor then. I wanted to. Wanted to grab one of his ears in
each hand, and smash electricity through his brain until his eyes turned to
boiling jelly. Instead, I stood there and watched that bastard pound you into
the ground.” 

Pax turned her head
towards me on the pillow, shadow masking her expression. “Don’t tell me that
you’re torturing yourself over that.”

“I’m not feeling
great about it.” I hesitated. It seemed like the right moment for some kind of
apology, but the thing was, I couldn’t say I would do anything different if it
all happened again. Never mind how bewitching Pax was, sprawled bare and sinewy
across the mattress; there was still Em to think about. I compromised. “I wish
I could have helped.”

 “Well. Don’t beat
yourself up. It wasn’t as bad as it looked.”

“It looked pretty
damn bad.”

That crooked smile
again. “You know, Casey, all appearances to the contrary, I do believe that you
have a chivalrous side.”

“I have a
not-wanting-my-girlfriend-to-be-beaten-up-by-a-giant-Inquisitor-bastard side.
Is that the same thing?”

“There’s a lot of
functional overlap, I think. You’re right. It is almost dawn. Should we
get some sleep, just for a change of pace?”

“Mmph.” I tucked my
head into the gap between her chin and chest. It fit there. It felt right
there. “I’ve been sleeping all my life. Sleep has nothing left to offer me. I’d
rather try the other stuff again.”

“Patience, Casey.”
Her arm encircled me. “We’ll have time. I promise you. We’ll have time.”

 

I OVERSLEPT. BY the
time I woke, the sun was scorching through the vents, and the air had turned
thick and muggy.  

I propped my head up
on one arm and watched the bar of sun from the vent creep across the ceiling. I
felt weirdly light. The grief at Orelle’s death was still there, but for the
first time in days, it was a weight I could carry, instead of a weight that
crushed me down. I even felt hungry.

Pax
wasn’t there. She was probably in the outhouse, or maybe looking for breakfast.
I rolled out of bed and cracked stiff muscles. Eggs, I thought. Eggs for
breakfast sounded just about right.

I was wondering who I
would need to maim or murder to get eggs when the hatch was flung open and
Emily’s upper half ducked through the gap. “Casey, we’ve got trouble!”  

“What is it?”

“Listen!”

I could hear some
action on the street, but not much. Pretty much everyone in town had been at
Orelle’s wake, and pretty much everyone was sleeping off the aftermath. But
then I picked out a low rumbling noise at the subwoofer register of my hearing,
the grinding of heavy engines along tarmac. Too heavy for ganger bikes. It
could only be trucks, and that meant . . .

The Inquisitor was
back in Lafontaine.

“Shit!” I thrust my
feet into the nearest pair of shoes. “Where’s Pax?”

“Haven’t seen her.”

“Get out of the way.” 


I practically dove
down the ladder. Malice caught me before I hit dirt headfirst. Not many people
in the street. I saw a couple of women snatching up their skinny children and
running them inside. Smart. But I didn’t have that option.

I raced to the
outhouse and forced the doors open—scared Tildy and Marco within an inch of
their lives, but Pax wasn’t there. Bake ovens, nothing. Critter shed, nothing.
Cornpatch, workshop, storefront, nope, nope, nope. No gaunt rawboned body. No
crooked smile in a lean brown face. No Pax.

All I could hope was
that she was hiding already. Trouble was, the Dickquisitor was going to ask
everyone in town whether they’d seen his favourite plaything. Everyone had seen
her, so we were hosed unless everyone kept their damn faces shut. I’d need
Malice to punch the teeth out of some of said faces, to make sure everyone had
enough motivation to stay quiet. 

I rejoined Emily and
Malice in front of the tenement—Emily was perched on top of the dino and Malice
was stalking back and forth in front, flicking her switchblade open and shut—as
the two familiar League trucks topped the rise to rear out of the smoky haze.
The wheels squeaked, doors swung open, and convoy guards spilled out while the
trucks were still in motion. Two men with nightsticks advanced, not firing yet,
but scattering the few onlookers. I swore. 

“Casey,” Malice said.

“Christ, they mean
business this time around. If they find Pax before I do, it’s going to get real
ugly.”

“Casey—”

“I’m thinking she’d
go to the basement or the roof. I’ll go check. You stall the bastards.”

“Casey. Look.”

She grabbed my
shoulders and whirled me round. I saw dark green
broadcloth, I saw heavy belts, I saw swinging truncheons . . . and then,
with a pulse of panic, I saw Rod Russe’s square, lined face. The shock of it
numbed my brain, so it took me another second to notice what I should have seen
right away. Russe was there, all right, somewhere in the middle of the crush of
Leaguers, but he wasn’t sealed into the crisp black uniform I remembered.
Instead, he wore a faded old blue jumpsuit, arms hiked up past the elbows, the
knees worn to patchy threadbare white. When he caught me staring, he gave me a
strange, half-guilty smile.  

I didn’t have time to
be confused, because, about that moment, the front door of the front truck
swung open.

And then Pax stepped
out.

And then I stared.

The Inquisitor’s
uniform, the same one that had been comically tight on Rod Russe, fit Pax
perfectly. The knife-pressed trousers hung straight, and the cuffs were draped
over the insteps of her spit-polished boots. The shirt just skimmed her torso,
and the silver epaulettes looked like they had been snapped into place on her
shoulders. Her nightstick was clipped into an understated holster. Carried that
way, it didn’t look swinging-dick macho; it was just a natural part of the
picture.

The whole ensemble
suited her. That was the first thing I thought. The second thing I thought: I’d
been so stupid. So mindbogglingly, overwhelmingly, ballbreakingly dumb.

The truck bounced
lightly as Pax descended the steps. She hopped to the ground, facing me. 

In chapter eight of The
Sex-Bots of Space Alcatraz, there’s this big climactic scene where Artemis
explains to Cupcake that they can never be together because, in fact, Artemis
isn’t a real person at all, just a really vivid erotic fantasy caused by a
power surge in Cupcake’s mainframe. At that point in the text, the following
sentence appears: “Her face bore a look of infinite regret.”

Pax’s face did not bear
a look of infinite regret. Some regret, maybe. Nothing that a good night’s
sleep and a hot shower wouldn’t cure.

Only then did I
really truly realize. Only then did it sink in.

“Hey,” Pax said to
me.

“Oh no,” I said. “Oh no.”

“Casey. I’m sorry
that this is how it is. But this is how it is.”

“Stupid. How
could I have been so stupid.”

“Don’t think of it
that way. I’m good at my job. That’s all.”

She gave me a
sympathetic grimace. But she didn’t stop. She wiggled one crooked forefinger,
and two men—the red-headed thug Delacroix and someone I didn’t recognize—came
panting around the side of the truck, hauling a heavy crate between them.
Scuffed chalk letters glared from the lid: LAFONTAINE SEIZED PROPERTY. The men
dropped their burden. The chest crunched down into the gravel. 

Pax raised her voice,
addressing the few people left in the street. “In my capacity as Inquisitor,
and on behalf of the Anastasian League, I can now inform you that we have
completed our search of Lafontaine and identified the resources that we
require.”  

Her eyes settled on
me. “Casey Prentice, as of oh eight oh oh hours this morning, July tenth in the
year two thousand two hundred and seven, you have been officially classified in
our central register as both a Natural and a League Asset.”

I found my tongue.
“Charming. Lovely. Wonderful.”

“I’ve been ordered to
take you into the protection of the League.”

“Oh, I just bet you
have.”

She lowered her
voice. “Casey, I realize that the timing of this is terrible. But this will go
easier if you just come with me now.”

I took a breath, held
it three seconds, and puffed it out. Gauged the distance between me and the
nearest escape route. Counted the guards in the convoy. There seemed to be kind
of a lot of them. None of them were smiling. I watched a man’s knuckles tighten
on the handle of his truncheon, watched the skin stretch and whiten.

“I can’t stop this
from happening, and neither can you,” Pax said. She knew what I was thinking.
“You can’t prevent this. But at the very least, you can make it easier on
Emily.”

Bile bubbled in my
gut. “Are you threatening her?”

“No. No, I’m not. But
if you run, if you fight, I’ll have to stop you. I don’t have a choice.
And Emily shouldn’t have to see her sister lashed with a nightstick or dragged
across the street in manacles. She shouldn’t see you hoisted into the back of
the truck howling and thrashing. She doesn’t have to see that, Casey.”

Which was true
enough, so far as it went, but oh, did I hate Pax Da Costa at that moment. Pax
with her crisp trousers and her shiny-shiny boots, Pax with her stories and her
sure hands and her endearing lopsided smile. Pax . . . or, rather, Inquisitor
Da Costa, who had spent the past six weeks patiently prying my secrets out of
me.

I wanted to punch her
hard enough to make her nose fly out the back of her skull. I wanted to grab
her with both hands and send electricity shrilling through her big brilliant
brain. If Emily hadn’t been there, I might just have tried.

I didn’t see or hear
a signal given. But sloooowly, one after another, the Leaguers were raising
their weapons, adjusting their grips.

Pax herself still
hadn’t moved. Her face was blank now, cool and mechanical, like a surgeon about
to perform. “It’s up to you, but I’ll have to take you either way. I think you
know that now.”

There was only one
word that seemed appropriate for the occasion. It was four letters long and I
said it several times and Pax gave me a tired, tolerant shrug.

Then she said,
“Thirty seconds.”

I don’t know whether
you’ve ever tried to say goodbye to your entire life in thirty seconds. I have.
It is unpleasant.

Lightheaded, I turned
and gave Emily a very jerky wave of reassurance. It didn’t seem to reassure her
much. She was white around the lips, pale and staring. I could tell she wanted
to come to me. But Malice had a firm grip on her arm, holding her back, and
Malice is ever so much stronger than she looks.  

I spent five of my
last fifteen seconds just staring at them both. They would be all right, the
two of them. If anyone on the continent knew how to survive, it was Malice
Hiroyama. She’d still be wanking to girly mags and muttering her rosary long
after the last of the cockroaches packed it in. And so long as Malice could
scrounge a bite to eat and a rag to cover her, she’d give Emily at least half.
That much I did believe.

Malice didn’t say
anything, but she did give me a long, slow nod. It looked like a promise. I
nodded back.

Then I turned away,
and I hoisted myself up into the darkened truck bed. And Pax hoisted herself up
after me.





 

CHAPTER
THIRTEEN

 

IN
WHICH I GIVE UP ON THE WHOLE BRAVERY THING IN FAVOUR OF SHEER STUPIDITY FOR
SOME REASON  

 

SO
IT TURNS OUT that when the League snips a chunk out of your earlobe, they use
this little custom-built clipping tool, which works more or less like a hole
punch. And yes, it fucking hurts.

“Ow ow ow ow ow ow
frigging ow!”

“Just keep still,”
Amanthi pleaded. She dropped the torture tool into an instrument tray, picked
up a tube with a spray nozzle, and blasted my bleeding ear with something cold
and misty. I guess it was supposed to numb the lobe, but brother oh man, it did
not work. It felt like she was spraying the raw flesh with tiny jagged specks
of ice. Pushed beyond endurance, I let out a snarl and kicked the doctor in the
shin hard enough to make her stagger.

Pax raised her head
at the noise. She was sitting cross-legged on a bunk two spaces down the row,
scribbling on a pink memo pad while she waited for the doctor to finish with
me. 

“Be nice,” she said.

“It is not possible
to be nice when someone is carving an expletive deleted hunk out of your
expletive deleted earlobe!”

“Fair enough, but
don’t kick Amanthi for it. It wasn’t her idea and it wasn’t her fault.”

None of this is in my
control, Amanthi had asked me to remember, begged me to remember. I
don’t want any of this to happen.

I still wasn’t in a
mood to be big about things, but I muttered, “Sorry.”

Amanthi smiled—a
pained smile, but one filled with understanding. “When they cut my ear, I
almost bit the nurse’s hand off.”

She pinched something
into place over the wound. It looked like a wad of cotton, except that it stuck
to the skin it touched, forming a neat tight bandage. “There. It’ll heal in
about three weeks if you don’t fiddle with the dressing. Keep your hair away
from it.”

That wouldn’t be a
problem. My hair had been clipped to stubble as soon as I set foot in the
barracks. Regulations, Pax had explained. All new recruits got shaved, to stop
the spread of lice and nits. I passed my hand over my bristly scalp, not
feeling very good about anything.

After leaving
Lafontaine, we’d travelled for the rest of the day. Pax rode with me in the
cargo bay for about an hour (we didn’t talk much, can’t think why) but then she
muttered something I didn’t hear and groped her way through the dark to a hatch
that opened into the truck cab. Delacroix moved to block the door once she went
through. As if I would have tried to follow her. 

There were windows in
the cargo hold, but they were shuttered, so I couldn’t see out. Round about
midmorning, we stopped to eat cold canned beans and water a bush or two. While
everyone was busy communing with nature, I fumbled with my zipper for longer
than necessary so I could take a furtive look around . . . no, not at that, and
shame on you for letting your mind go there. I squinted at the sun and the
shadows and the hills and figured we were heading southwest. That maybe meant
that we were heading towards Markdale or Underwood, one of the towns the League
had eaten up back in ancient history.    

It turned out to be
Underwood. When we arrived, the truck doors swung open on a tawny sunset, with
tangles of razor wire gouging black squiggles in the sky. The view took me back
to my time at hobo camp, and, instinctively, I looked around for tents. Didn’t
find any. The League had barracks—long, low, cinder-block buildings, the halls
shiny metallic white with bug-killer paint. When we all trooped in, a woman in
a dark jumpsuit was scrubbing the floor on hands and knees, her sleeves and
pant legs rolled up to keep them from the sudsy water. She glanced briefly up
at Pax, saw the Inquisitor uniform, and, without a word, began to scrub twice
as hard and three times as fast.

The men went through
one doorway, the women through another. Now Pax, Amanthi, and I were sitting in
a crowded dormitory surrounded by several dozen females—the women from a bunch
of different Inquisition teams—in various states of dress and undress. No one
had a spare set of clothes just to sleep in. They either peeled to their
underthings (a t-shirt and grey boxers) or stripped bare. Women were
everywhere, shrugging off jumpsuits and green fatigues, shaking sand from their
hair, sniffing suspiciously at their armpits, clipping their toenails, sliding
into bunks.    

Pax had finished
writing. She peeled a stick-tab from the bottom of the page and affixed her
thumbprint, then ripped the sheet free of the pad.   

“What’s that?” I
asked, just for something to do.

“Report of
Compliance, for headquarters. To advise that I took you into League protection
as directed. I’ve got to confirm performance before we head out tomorrow.”

Amanthi raised her
head at this—she had been packing up her medical kit with quick, deft fingers.
“Where are we headed?” 

“Along the express,
eastward to Sin City. We’ve got to cover the rest of our route by the end of
the year. The Lafontaine search ran longer than my estimate. I hope the rest of
you did something constructive with your time while I was getting the goods.”  

Pax threw me an
apologetic look when she said that, to let me know that I wasn’t supposed to
take offence. I glared nastily back at her.

“We kept busy,”
Amanthi said. “Delacroix had us tear down an old strip mall for copper and
steel, but I think it was more rust than metal. I spent half my time giving
tetanus shots.”

“Well, at least you
didn’t just sit around and get fat. Nothing worse than fat Leaguers. Here, Rod,
take this.”  

Rod Russe had been
waiting just outside the door to the women’s dorm. Now he shuffled forward
through the chaos to take the pink sheet of paper that Pax flapped in his
direction.

I eyed him. Rod
hadn’t said three words all day. It was a real mind fuck to see him so quiet,
patient as a cow ambling into the milking yard. 

I tensed and asked
the inevitable question. “Just who the hell are you?”

Rod looked up at me,
startled, and then his eyes zoomed to Pax.

“He used to be an
actor,” Pax said, giving Rod a light backhand slap on the stomach. “If you can
believe that. In a troupe of travelling players, no less. They might have made
it work if it had been a circus, all bearded women and fire-eaters and snake
charmers, but no, it was supposed to be a cultural experience. Shakespeare and
Goethe. Christ, they even did opera. The whole thing tanked, no surprise, and
the actors ended up on the street, no surprise, and then they started to
starve, no surprise either. I was in the area working my way up the coast, and
Rod asked if he could join my team. I think he begged, actually. So I took him
on.”

“You didn’t bother to
take a slice out of his ear.”

“He’s not an Asset. I
could get twenty people like him at every pit stop, if I wanted. He does grunt
work, cleaning and carrying and that kind of thing, except when I need him to
play Inquisitor.” Again, that casual backwards slap, half-friendly and
half-contemptuous. “I don’t do it in every town because word would get around.
But it’s a handy little trick. People talk more freely around me if I’m not
wearing my uniform.”

And with Rod wearing
that uniform, he would be the target of any murderous, pissed-off
townsmen who got brave enough to take a swing. Expendable, dime-a-dozen Rod,
who didn’t have anything special to offer the League. Unlike Pax, with her
hungry memory and her big bulgy brain. 

I would never have
expected it, but just like that, my hatred of Rod Russe suddenly fizzed away to
vapour. He wasn’t a sadist, just one of the starving masses, willing to do
whatever ugly chores were assigned to him as long as he got three hots and a
cot in exchange.

“Actor, huh?” I asked
him.

Rod lifted his chin,
and the ragged remnants of pride broke through his blank expression. “I did a
lot of kings and tyrants. Macbeth. King Lear. Coriolanus.”

Corio-who? No
fricking wonder the theatre went bust. “Well, you do play a mean Inquisitor.”

“That would be the
point,” Pax said. She stretched, flexing her shoulders, as if a weight she had
been carrying for a month had finally dropped away. 

I looked at her as
she sat there all relaxed and rumpled, and bitterness nearly choked me. “So did
Rod really beat you up that day, or was it all fake?”

Pax did, at least,
have the grace to look guilty at that. “About half and half. I needed it to be
convincing. But like I told you, it wasn’t nearly as bad as it looked.”

She unfolded her legs
and hopped down from the bunk. “Rod, take the report to the comm station.
Casey, you’ll have to come with me now.”

My fists shot up, on
pure reflex. “Where and why?”

“In the League, we
live as a community. We all have to share space.” Pax waved her pen around to
indicate the humming dormitory. “But it’s your first day and you’re upset and
tired and not in a mood to play well with others. So I’m going to put you in
the sickbay for the night. There are a couple of isolation beds in there, in
case somebody comes down with something contagious.”

“I can handle
dormitories. I slept in dormitories for half my childhood. I’m a Brownstone
kid, remember?”

“Uh-huh. And how many
other orphans did you beat to a pulp in the Brownstone before you settled in
and began to make nice? I want to break you in gentle-like, Casey. Come on—I
think you need some privacy tonight.”

I wanted to argue,
just for the hell of it, but it didn’t seem worthwhile, so I peeled myself from
the vinyl surface of the mattress where I’d been sitting and shoved my way
through the crowd towards the door. The dorm was as cramped as the bottom of a
sack, with about forty sweating breathing burgeoning bodies in the
not-very-large space, and it gave me the crawling feeling you get when a bug
squirms between the nape of your neck and your shirt collar. 

Pax was right. The
dormitory life is something that you have to get used to, and once you leave
it, you get un-used to it pretty damn quick. If I had to sleep in that nest of
snakes, then I’d probably start shrieking and punching heads long before
sunrise.

The hallway outside
the dorm was lit—actually lit. It was lit by a fluorescent strip that
gave off the palest of dull grey glows, but still. Wasteful. I found out later
that the League always lit up the barracks halls. It made it easier to keep an
eye on everyone.  

Pax and I walked for
some time in silence.

“So,” I said, without
any prelude. “I’m guessing that everything you told me about yourself was total
crap?”

“Actually, every word
of it was true.”

“Excuse me if my
natural scepticism chooses this moment to assert itself . . . but bullshit.”

“No. Really.” She
took a breath. “I was taken into League protection when I was thirteen, spent
six years at the Institute studying physics, then burnt out—badly—and was
removed from the program. They thought I couldn’t keep the pace anymore without
knuckling under the stress and possibly hanging myself with my pajama pants.
After that, they offered me a choice. I could stay in the labs, and work as an
assistant to a real scientist . . . or I could join an Inquisition gang,
and maybe, in time, work my way up to become an Inquisitor myself.”

“Which you did.”

“By the time I was
twenty-one. Like I told you, I’m good at my job.”

Of course she was.
How could she not be? She was a scary brilliant scientist with perfect recall,
who could never forget a face or an image or an idea. And she had people like
Rod Russe to act as buffers, to draw away all the fear and hatred, while Pax
looked around through narrowed eyes, saw and deciphered and remembered. You
couldn’t ask for a better Inquisitor than that.

For just a second, I
wondered how brutal the course of study at the Institute had to be to make Pax,
of all people, burn out. I didn’t dwell on the thought, because a new and
unpleasant idea occurred to me. 

“What if the
Institute wants me, Pax?” I asked. “What the hell happens then? You
gonna turn me over so they can lock me up in a chilly box and do creative
things to me with electrodes?”

She shook her head.
“It’s up to me to decide where you’re assigned. I have that much pull. You’ll
stay in my team for now.”

“Oh,” I said stiffly.
“Great.”

We reached a door of
frosted glass—it was surreal to see a pane of glass that wasn’t smashed. Pax
drew out a jangling bunch of keys, unlocked the door, and opened it. A
not-too-unpleasant smell wafted out, a mix of must and iodoform.

“This is your stop,”
she said.

“Right,” I said.

We didn’t move.

“You know, Emily
really liked you.”

“I liked her too.”

We still didn’t move.

Pax heaved a gusty
sigh and began something that sounded very much like a lecture. “I know that
you don’t want to be here—”

“That’s really
freakin’ perceptive of you, Pax.”

“You’ll get used to
it. I promise you. Everyone does, in the end. You have to think of it like
joining the army. Like any soldier, you’re under discipline. There’ll be rules,
constraints, orders you have to follow, but that doesn’t make you a prisoner.
The idea is to make you a stronger person, not to break you down. And there are
rewards. You can’t even imagine them right now, but they’re coming. And they’ll
more than compensate you for what you’ve lost.”

She said all of this
sincerely enough, but it was a little mechanical, too. I wondered how often
she’d given the exact same welcome wagon speech before.

I didn’t want to
argue—why feed the animals?—but I couldn’t let that lie. “I lost Em and Malice
today. What do you think could compensate me for that?”

Pax didn’t turn a
hair. “Purpose. You have a purpose now. Don’t underrate that. You’ll be working
to help create the kind of world in which your sister might have a chance to
grow old.”

“Oh, for the love of
. . . are you fucking kidding me? You took me away from my entire family. You
think you can make up for that by giving me some bullshit mission statement?” 

She was beginning to
look a little strained. “I do understand, Casey. I’ve been through this myself.
I’m not denying that the League causes its share of suffering—but there’s
always a reason behind it. I grew to see the bigger picture and so will you.”

“Go ahead and tell
yourself that. Repeat it to yourself at night. Make a little mantra of it.
Embroider it on your boxer shorts. Who knows, maybe you’ll come to believe it
someday. Maybe it’ll help you forget that something terrible happened to you
when you were thirteen years old.”

Pax scrubbed a hand
violently through her close-cropped hair. “Oh, Jesus. You’re an amateur
psychologist.”

“I’m an amateur
psychologist, you’re a fucking traitor . . . we all have our issues.”

“Just go to bed,
Casey.” Pax slammed the door open all the way. Harder than she had meant to, I
think, because the glass rattled in its frame. “Go to bed and sleep off some of
the angst and we’ll talk in the morning.”

“Why don’t we talk
now instead? Let’s talk about stuff I hate.”

“Casey—”

“You wanna know
something I hate?”

“Casey.”

“Being kidnapped, you
lying bastard!”

The last few drops of
Pax’s patience had evaporated. She jabbed one finger at the door. “Inside,
Casey. Now.”

“You don’t have to do
this, Pax!” My voice was getting too loud, sort of piercing, but I couldn’t
help it—I wanted to shake her. “You don’t have to roll over when the League
blows a whistle!”

As soon as the words
were out, I realized my mistake. Sparks ignited behind Pax’s eyes. She didn’t
have to say anything. I just shut up.

“Prentice,” she said,
oh so softly. “You will show me some respect.”

“I didn’t mean—”

“Oh hell yes, you
meant, and you’re pissing me off. You think I’m some kind of slave or
robot—that I’m too damaged to do my own thinking. Lose the stupid and catch a
clue. I’m in charge here. Try and twist your mind around that concept. You
know, I’ve pulled the switcheroo trick with Rod at least twenty times. And,
guess what? It always works. Not once, not once has anybody smelled a
rat. Everyone’s so ready to believe it—big bad white man as the big bad boss,
and me as the helpless darkie. People just eat that up. You ate it up.”

I bristled. “I
thought you needed help. You wanted me to think that you needed help.”

“And you loved feeling
like a saviour. Loved the hell out of it. But I’m not a fluffy, trembling
runaway, desperate for your protection. I never was. And if you feel
differently about me, knowing that . . . well, then, the hell with you.”

“Of course I fucking
feel different about you! How could I not feel different about you?”

She spread her hands
wide, putting herself on display. “Same person here, Case. Same person I was
yesterday. I’m just wearing a prettier outfit, that’s all.”

“The clothes aren’t
the fucking problem.”

“So what is the
problem?”

I stood there, my ear
burning, my hair shorn, my stomach churning from the evil-tasting meal we’d
been fed. (It was some kind of stew, thickened with I don’t know what, and
gritty in texture.) I stood there and wondered how the hell she could ask me
what the problem was. Did she really need me to spell it out? I thought you
were in love with me, but you were just planning to strip me for parts.

Pax shook her head,
shook her head, like I’d somehow been a terrible disappointment. “Go to bed.
And don’t wander around once you’ve settled. The alarms will be armed in about
ten minutes, and there’ll be guards patrolling the perimeter.”

I found my tongue
again. “Wonderful. All the comforts of home. Except . . . you know . . . home.”

“Inside,” she said,
softly now.

I went. There wasn’t
really anything more to say. She closed the door behind me, but not all the
way. Faint grey light spilled through the open crack.

There was a metal
chair in the room, and a metal cot, and that was all. The blanket was made of
some kind of synthetic stuff, and it reeked of chemicals. The sheet was stiff
and papery. It crackled when I sat down. No noise but the whisper of
fluorescent lights, and Pax’s booted footsteps retreating down the hall.

I hadn’t slept alone
in a room since I was ten. Suddenly, I didn’t know whether I’d be able to. It
was eerie to hear real silence, with no one else breathing in the dark.

But
did I really want to sleep anyway? If I slept, I’d wake up. If I woke up, it
would be the next day. I’d still be in the barracks and there’d probably be a
bugle or something and just like that, my life as a recruit in Pax’s stupid
fucking Army of Purpose would begin.

No . . . I wasn’t a
recruit, not really. Maybe Pax qualified as a recruit when she was bundled off
to the Institute, but the League wanted her for her brain. I was just a
bundle of electrocytes, an object that might one day turn out to be useful.
Something to be collected and controlled . . . maybe protected, but only so
that I could be even more useful later on. 

The hell with Pax and
her mumbo jumbo about soldiers and orders and rewards and discipline. Pax knew
what my life would be like from now on. She even felt a little bit bad about
it, maybe. That was why she was preaching at me one minute, and almost
apologizing to me the next, and getting defensive the minute after. It changed
nothing. I was League property now, and Pax had every intention of keeping me
in the League’s possession.

I could picture
Malice smirking. Sounds like you two are married already.

The thought of Malice
made me ache. I curled tight and rocked, sitting in the chemical smell and the
dim and the quiet, trying to figure out how the hell my life had turned inside
out in less than twenty-four hours.

I don’t know how long
I sat like that before I saw the shadow through the frosted glass.

It was Pax. I knew
that from the height, and from the shape of her silhouette. Her ghostly hand
came up and dealt two quick raps to the glass. And then she waited. In silence.

I knew what she was
there for, and I found that I wasn’t surprised.

There was one more
rap, a soft one, and I heard her feet shuffle. She wouldn’t knock again, I
knew. Wouldn’t force this. Would respect my decision. She did have that much
respect for me. It was up to me, now, to decide whether I could do this and
have any respect left for myself.  

I sat on the bunk for
some minutes, thinking . . . but I did open the door for her in the end, and
she was very gentle with me that night. You probably think I was pathetic for
doing it, and maybe I was, but try to put yourself in my shoes. It was the
endtimes, after all, and what the hell else was I supposed to do.





 

CHAPTER
FOURTEEN

 

IN
WHICH I DRAW NAKED WOMEN AND INEFFECTUALLY THREATEN A HUNGER STRIKE

 

LET’S BE BLUNT about
this: You can get used to anything. Bad smells, trench warfare, prison camp,
menstrual cramps—maybe not menstrual cramps. Everything else, though.

I got used to life in
the League, after a couple of months.  It wasn’t that bad, not really, not day
to day. The biggest problem was the boredom. Most of the work happened in
quick, furious spurts of activity, when the team had to demolish an ancient
steel mill or search a settlement or shake down some highway punks. In between,
there were grinding grey stretches of travel as the trucks rattled from town to
town. 

Evenings were spent
either in barracks or camped in the trucks by the side of the road. Either way,
they were long and empty. Most of the people on the team had chores to do, like
laundry or maintenance work or “cooking,” which usually meant heating up the
meals that came pre-prepared in sealed canisters. The staple food was a sludge
of beans and boiled tomatoes, pasty and bland. It didn’t taste too terrible,
but it was always the same, and the sameness got to you before long. After a
month or so, I had to look in the other direction and think unspeakable
thoughts about sex-bots to distract myself while I choked the slop down. 

Amanthi and I got
left out of all the exciting activities like laundry duty and latrine-digging.
My first full day in the League, Pax ran me through this twenty-question quiz
designed to gauge how likely I was to go bananas, attack everybody with a tire
iron, and dine upon their flesh. I scored in the red zone, which meant that I
wasn’t allowed near anything more lethal than a cotton bud without supervision.
“Supervision,” because apparently there was a God and he hated my guts, usually
meant Delacroix, armed with a nightstick and a fifty-watt smirk.

Amanthi had been
scoring orange on that same test for years, and a bunch of Pax’s teamsters had
a bet pool going on how long it would take her to finally crack. Her guards got
pretty twitchy every time she picked up a scalpel.

So Amanthi and I both
spent a lot of time locked in the back of a truck. As you can imagine, there is
only so much fun you can have when you are locked in the back of a truck,
assuming that you do not have a whole bunch of drugs, which we did not. We were
allowed to sleep as much as we wanted in there, as long as Pax didn’t have a
job for us. Or, if we hadn’t lost light privileges that day, we could read.
Some League barracks had sad little libraries, filled mostly with
Spanish-English dictionaries and old Harlequin novels. A lot of the pages had
been ripped out for rolling cigarettes. Didn’t really matter. None of the books
were so enthralling that you just had to know the ending.  

We were allowed to
play games, too: poker, baccarat, rummy. Amanthi, who was a poker fiend, had
this sad old pack of cards that she’d been hoarding forever. It was
approximately zero fun to play with, because you could identify each card from
the dents and scrapes on the back, and half of the diamonds suit was missing.

I kept myself busy
during a few of the endless evenings by making Amanthi a better pack of cards.
I used the endpapers from a big atlas as raw material. No one would let me near
a pair of scissors, but I folded the stiff paper and then used the handle of a
spoon to tear it neatly along the creases. Pax loaned me a pair of ballpoint
pens, red and black, and I drew on the suits and numbers. In a fit of artistic
inspiration, I made all the figures on the face cards naked. The Queen of
Hearts, I thought, was especially fine. I drew her with a flogger in her hand
and a nubile young female draped over her lap, buttocks pointed perkily
skyward.    

Amanthi got pretty
silly when I gave her the pack of cards. She threw her arms around me,
actually, and blubbered all down the front of my shirt. A few days later,
though, I noticed that she had borrowed the pens from Pax again and drawn
careful, modest drapery over all the interesting bits of the kings and queens
and jacks. The flogger that the Queen of Hearts had been holding became a bunch
of flowers. The nubile young female became a lap rug. 

I will not lie—I was
hurt.

I complained about it
to Pax the next time we spent a night together in a barracks sickbay. The cot
was the size of a paperback book, more or less, so we spooned to save space.
Yes, just to save space, fuck you.

 “It was freakin’
rude,” I told Pax. “If someone makes you art, you take the goddamn art, you
don’t turn into the morality police and scribble all over their vision. Do you
know how hard I worked on the Queen of Hearts? Do you know how many practice
butts I had to draw before I got the contours right?”

“I do, actually. You
used my memo pad to practise on. I had a hard time explaining to administration
why my last ten-day report came adorned with a wilderness of buttocks. I had to
tell them that I was using my free time to study proctology.” Pax breathed on
the back of my neck, where the hair was starting to grow back in, then bit the
skin lightly. “You’re squirrelly when you’re bored.”

“I wouldn’t be bored
if you hadn’t kidnapped me. Behold, karma.” I drew on the white wall in front
of me with a fingertip. “How long can you stay tonight?”

“Another half hour or
so. I have to get ready for a teleconference.”

“A teleconference
with who?”

There was a pause.
She exhaled slowly. “Casey . . .”

“Oh Jesus, Pax, don’t
act so wounded.” I shrugged her hands away. “Shall I read your mind? You
can’t tell me because the conference involves VIPs and you’re discussing secret
science stuff and I’m a fourth-class prisoner that you don’t even trust with a
nail file.”

“You’re not a
prisoner,” she said, and it sounded just as feeble as it had the other million
times she said it. “You’re on probation at the moment, that’s all.”

“So give me a nail
file. Give me my knife back. Hell, let me use a fucking fork.”

Pax ran her hands
over her skull—Rod had given it a fresh buzz just that morning. “I don’t blame
you for hating the rules, but you’re too smart not to understand why we have
them. Inquisition teams are hotbeds of angst and emotion. If we didn’t have
reasonable restrictions—”

“Oh, reasonable
restrictions my muscled behind. You won’t let me get near silverware. What the
hell are you afraid of? You think I’m gonna raid a kitchen drawer and try to fork
my way to freedom?”

“No,” Pax said,
distantly. “According to our assessments, you’re not much of an escape risk.
The real problem—”

I yanked myself
upright. “Not much of an escape risk?”

“Well, don’t get
offended. The point is—”

“No no, shut up. Not
much of an escape risk? Excuse me? Pax, I do not want to be here. I am not a
fan of here. Do you remember that? Just because I boink you every now and then,
doesn’t mean I’ve gone full-on Stockholm.”

She looked at me,
tired and patient and exasperated and fond all at once. “I could have you
tagged as a high-risk asset, if that would make you feel better.”

 “Meaning that your
thugs would make me wear one of those stupid pink jumpsuits with reflective
tape on the back, and Delacroix would follow me everywhere like an ugly-ass
tail?”

Pax shrugged, not
visibly apologetic. “I don’t like using methods like that, and I don’t, when I
have other options. But there are some people who won’t stop bashing their
heads against brick walls until I get strict.”

“Like that car
mechanic who sliced his ear off? You were the one who caught him after he
escaped, weren’t you.”

She let out a puff of
air. “Okay, you need to understand that—”

“What? What is there
to understand? You hunted him, you tracked him down, you dragged him back, you
cut him, you marked him, and you’re pretty much okay with that, aren’t you?” 

“His name is Javier,
if that interests you. And when we reach the barracks in Washie later this
year, I’ll introduce you to him and his wife and their
two-year-old son. You can try and convince them that I should have let
Javier starve to death in the badlands, lying in a pool of his own stinking
filth, but I doubt you’ll have much success. He settled down. He has a life. 
He has a family. You will, too.”

“Yeah, and while I’m
waiting to magically transform into another League-loving Paxbot, what am I
supposed to do? I’m bored out of my skull here. Are you expecting me to sit
around, twiddle my thumbs, and look pretty?”  

“Don’t worry. We’ll
find a way to keep you occupied.”

And that, though I
didn’t realize it until later, was what Pax sounded like when she made a
threat.

 

IT ALL STARTED two
days afterwards, when we were on the road late.

Travelling through
the badlands is never less than Lord-have-mercy on the danger scale,
considering that Blade Saints and Hellcats and Vaqueros all see trucks pretty
much as piñatas, but driving at night amps things up to a whole new level of
bad. Drive without lights, and you stand a pretty good chance of crashing into
a rock face or somersaulting down into a disused gravel pit. Drive with lights,
and all the gangers between you and the horizon home in on your position and
come after you slavering.

Locked in the cargo
hold, unable to see anything through the gap in the shutters but black and more
black, I got pretty twitchy. If Delacroix had been in reach, I could have
worked out some of the frustration by insulting him and everything he held
dear, but he wasn’t, so my only option was to be horrible to Amanthi for no
good reason at all. I did that for a while, and then she cried, and I had to
try to make it up to her by agreeing to a fifteen-game poker tournament—seven
card stud, jokers wild, winner to take loser’s molasses ration for a week.

While we were on the
third game, the trucks suddenly squealed to a halt, and then there was silence.
Amanthi barely looked up. “Blockage on the road, maybe. They’ll clear it. We’ll
start moving again in a minute.”

We did not start
moving in a minute, or an hour. After we finished the tournament—I won, but I’m
pretty sure Amanthi let me—we went and hammered on the hatch to the truck cab,
yelling questions. Delacroix stuck his ugly face inside, invited us to go to
hell by the shortest possible route, then suggested that I come help clear the
road if I had so much energy.

I clambered out of
the truck to find that some bright boy had driven us into something very much
like a death trap. We were in a man-made valley, with steep, smooth banks on
either side. Ahead of us, the road was blocked by the rubble from a collapsed
overpass—chunks of concrete the size of cars, with twisted rebar snaking
through the chaos, silver in the glare of high-beam headlights. No way around,
no way through. If any gangers could see us, they were drooling.

Pax was in the thick
of things, straining to shift a block with wedge and lever, shirt plastered wet
against her back in a drippy four-point star. Inquisitors didn’t have to do
manual labour, according to League rules, but Pax never claimed that privilege.


She didn’t object
when I joined the work crew, but she did look a little wary when I picked up a
crowbar. I gave her one of my specially nasty grins, bouncing the sharpened end
on my palm. “Trust me not to go on a violent rampage?”

“No, but I trust
myself to stop you.” She straightened painfully, one hand pressed against her
back, but her voice rang out clear and cheery, as if she’d just been laid
twenty times by twenty different women wearing twenty different costumes.
“Let’s get the lead out, boys and girls! If we’re still here when gangers roll
in, things are going to get much too interesting for my taste. If you’re
hurting, get mad and take it out on the rocks. Come on now, on my count—one . .
. two . . . heave!” 

She kept up the pep
talk through the two hours that followed—Lucifer alone knows how, because her
legs were wobbling beneath her just as badly as mine. As for me, I was
reasonably sure that I was dying. My lungs felt like burst paper bags and I
didn’t even have enough breath to swear.

It made me think of
this time back on the chain gang, when the boss rented a bunch of us out to a
salt mine. The carts of salt had to be dragged along a narrow track by hand,
and the grade was so steep at one point that you needed to throw your whole
weight against the chain just to keep the cart from sliding back down. Halfway
up the hill, with your heart trying to explode from your chest and the harness
practically flaying the skin from your shoulders, you’d feel something in you
crumble like stale biscuits, until the only thing in the world you were sure
about was that you couldn’t go on. Giving up wasn’t an option—the guards had
orders to shoot if you took a step to either side. So you’d go. But once you
reached the top of the hill, there was less of you than there had been at the
bottom. You’d been screaming with your whole soul for something, any fucking
thing to help you, and the answer you got from the universe was a shrug.  

But this time around,
there wasn’t that silence. Instead, there was Pax, and after hours of torture,
somehow the bitch still had the energy to run her mouth.

“We’re an hour away
from barracks,” she said breathlessly, as we lined up shoulder to shoulder at
the last block of concrete and started to push. “An hour away from beds with
sheets and mattresses. Nobody’s lying down on rocks tonight. I’ll fix things so
you can sleep past reveille—put your back into it, Delacroix!—all snuggled up
with your fuzzy socks and your teddy bear. One more push, now, come on, make it
count, dig deep and find me a little bit extra. One . . . two . . . and heave!”


There was a ragged
cheer as the last boulder toppled out of our way, but nothing more in the way
of celebration. In unison, we turned and trudged back to the trucks. I saw Pax swing
into the driver’s seat of the lead vehicle herself before I rejoined Amanthi in
the cargo bay. 

I stretched out on
the floor and tried to relax. By then I was so tired that there was steady buzz
in my ears, like my skull was full of warm water. I tried to doze as we drove,
but the road was rocky and the truck jolted and bounced beneath me. I gave up,
braced myself against a wall, and counted minutes on my fingers. Fifty-five
minutes to bed. Fifty-four minutes to bed.    

Then the truck braked
hard again. I raised my head and held my breath, waiting—but we just sat
there.  

“Oh hell no,”
I announced to the universe. “That is not allowed. Not okay.”

I clambered out of
the back of the truck, which Delacroix hadn’t bothered to lock. Outside, it was
flat dark. A faint little moon glow, and the sky studded with stars. Pax stood
alone at the lead truck’s front fender, squinting at a handful of wires.

Chain of command be
damned, I decided, and marched up to her. “There should be moving,” I informed
her. “There is no moving. Make there be moving, or face my wrath.”

“It may have escaped
your notice,” Pax said, as close to exhausted as I’d ever heard her sound, “but
we’ve got no headlights. We burnt out the damn power cells, running the flood
lanterns while we were clearing the road. And maybe you think it would be
amusing to gun the trucks straight ahead in pitch blackness and see what
happens, but I’m not about to risk the lives of my people just because—”

I listened with just
one ear, and only for as long as it took to figure out what was standing
between me and a bed with a mattress. As soon as my numbed brain had registered
the words that mattered—headlights, power—I shoved Pax out of the
way. Then I grabbed the lamp bulb, detached it, wedged it against the fender with my thigh to free my hands, groped
inside the screw-thread fitting until I found the contacts, blew on my
hands, clapped them together, rubbed them hard, touched a finger to each
contact, sent a rope of voltage scorching through the circuit back to the power
coil terminals, counted to five, then screwed the bulb back in. It winked on,
lighting up the pale grey ribbon of road in front of us.

Then I glared. “Make
there be moving.”

Pax smiled. “Moving
there shall be. I’ll get you to bed soon. That’s a promise.”

Tired as I was, I
didn’t catch the strange satisfaction in her voice. Or, if I did, I didn’t ask
myself why it was there.  I just gave an affirmative kind of grunt. As I
stomped back to the truck bed, I could already smell the faint vinegar tang of
a freshly disinfected mattress.

 

INCIDENT NUMBER TWO
came a few days later. On that day—nine weeks out of Lafontaine—we stopped at a
settlement built around an abandoned truck stop, bright-coloured fast food
signage arching overhead above the shitpits and jicama patches. There I got to
see Pax play Lady Bountiful, handing out party treats of dried milk and canned
beans while Delacroix lined up the children for polio shots. Amanthi was
tight-lipped as she fumbled with her injector packs and syringes, and I
wondered what she knew about this pit stop that I didn’t.

I squatted apart from
the others, drawing spirals in the dirt with a stick and trying to figure out
Pax’s game. Maybe the League had a policy of doing a little inexpensive good
here and there, to seed the wilderness with people who didn’t want to destroy
Inquisition teams on sight. Or maybe this was an easy way to inspect a bunch of
kids all at once, to find out whether any of them had brains or talents which
might be useful to the League down the road. Or maybe this was all a science
experiment and the vaccine syringes were filled with some quick-killing strain
of typhus or measles. Or, or, or.

There was nothing I
could do about it. To distract myself, I pressed both palms to the ground,
tensed, and let my frustration and anger loose in one fizzing blast of
electricity. Beneath my fingers, sand melted, fusing into glassy trails, and
sparks danced along the metal particles that studded the dirt. I exhaled and
sat back on my heels. A series of thorny smoke-coloured tines exploded out from
each point my fingers had touched—a lightning tree, burnt into the gritty
ground. 

It was a pretty
useless gesture, but it was the only thing I’d done that day which proved that
I still existed, so there was a kind of comfort in it. Hey assholes, Casey
wuz here.  

There was a
frustrated grunt, and then Delacroix’s bawling voice, from somewhere nearby. “Numbers!
Vaas, Prentice, either make some noise, or get back where I can see you
before I have to nail your asses to the wall.”

“One!” That was
Amanthi, calling out from behind the trucks. She’d probably gone out of sight
to take a leak. She had this thing about modesty; it was weird.

“Two!” I called out
in turn, automatically, and then wondered when obeying Delacroix had become
automatic. The glassy streaks of the lightning tree were taking on pink and
orange sparks as the sun rolled down the sky. 

 

WE REACHED BARRACKS
shortly after sundown, and I got out my Bible. I’d scavenged it from a
burnt-out bunker a few weeks before, and had been using my abundant spare time
to make some improvements. My ability to edit was limited because there wasn’t
much space in the margins, but I managed to get rid of all the smiting stuff,
replace King David with a robotic dinosaur named Tim the Avenger, work in a
lively subplot about a serial killer stalking the passengers on Noah’s Ark, and
turn the Apostle Paul into a drag queen who was both a lounge singer and a
part-time cardiologist.

I’d meant to really
go for broke fixing up the story of Sodom and Gomorrah, but just one glance at
that chapter killed my creative boner. He overthrew all the cities, and all
the inhabitants of the cities, and what grew on the ground . . . He looked down
toward Sodom and Gomorrah, and toward all the land of the Plain, and saw the
smoke of the land going up like the smoke of a furnace . . .

I wadded up a
half-finished concept drawing of Tim the Avenger climbing the Tower of Babel
with the Whore of Babylon clutched in one clawed fist, and shoved the Bible
away from me. 

“You’re giving up?”
That was Pax, leaning through the sickbay door. “That’s a shame. I was looking
forward to seeing your take on the story of Moses. I assume that the Burning
Bush would be a gay nightclub with a view of the Nile.”

“Fuck you,” I said
mechanically, “fuck your value system, fuck your electric substitute dick, fuck
everything you care about crosswise with a fork.”

She shrugged. “Want a
sandwich?”

One of the
Inquisition teams had struck pay dirt that afternoon, knocking over a combo meth
lab and dairy farm. They buried the meth and came back with the cows, along
with a haul of milk, cream, and butter. The cooks at the barracks broke into
their emergency stash of wheat flour and cooked up a giant batch of flatbread,
covering each one with fresh soft cheese, basil leaves of deep and luscious
green, and slices of tomato, still warm from the sun and bleeding pink nectar.
It was like eating heaven.

I gorged myself until
nothing mattered, including my own name, and then slumped down on the table
groaning as cramps knotted me up. My stomach and guts were taking a vote over
whether to vomit explosively, or beg for more food. I closed my eyes to let the
debate play out, not wanting to interfere with the democratic process.

“You’d better keep
eating.” Pax slid a loaded plate down the table towards me. “All this food
won’t keep, and you’ll hate yourself tomorrow if you let any of it go to waste.
I know this to be true. Pierced with remorse, you will beat upon your breast
with many a despairing wail. There may be poetry. The poetry will be
appalling.”

“Can’t we save one
measly plate of sandwiches for tomorrow?”  

“We can indeed, as
long as you don’t mind eating sandwiches that have broken down to curdled slop.
It’s going to be a hot night and there’s no ice in the kitchen.”

“Why am I not
surprised that your organization is so terribly, terribly shitty?” 

I raised my head. All
down the table, Pax’s teamsters were waging grim war against sandwichkind. The
pleasure of the gorging was gone now. Every bite was a struggle, every belly
distended, but still they soldiered on. My kinda-sorta comrades knew, as I did,
that any food they left on the table would be devoured by Leaguers who got to
the barracks late that night, or would spoil before it could be eaten at all.
Either option was unthinkable.

I cracked my
knuckles. “Pax, tell me science facts about refrigeration.”

She looked up from
her memo book. “Should I assume that you’re asking for a reason?”

“I will save the
sandwiches. I will be the hero. This is a thing that I will do, for I am a kind
and benevolent god. How do you make ice?”

Pax appeared
interested. She closed her book on a finger. “I see what you have in mind, but
you need more than electricity to build a fridge. It takes some hardware, too.
Given time, we could build a rig to exploit the Peltier effect, but that’s
hardly practical here.” 

“What were they using
for refrigeration at the meth lab?”

“Ah.” Now she set
down the book completely. “Yes, you’ve got it. They probably used freezers with
a vaporized refrigerant. Hobbes’s team would have brought in the coolant and
compressor. If we can salvage the tetrafluoroethane . . .”

“Blah blah blah blah
science science blah. Get off your ass and come help me build a magical cold
box of sandwich salvation.”

 It took all night,
but it was worth it to use tools, to feel the torque of the drill juddering in
my sinews, to breathe the smell of solder. Once Pax and I had finished the
rig—it looked pretty much like an aluminum coffin, cross-bred with a
stegosaurus—I had to push power to the compressor, which was less fun because
it was late and I was nowhere near my best. I swore and fidgeted a lot as the
hours ground on—it hurts to push power when you go at it too hard-core,
and every bit of me was throbbing or itching by the finish. 

But Pax stayed with
me all through the night, lounging against a wall and paging through my Bible
with amused interest. “Sarah and Hagar hook up? Seriously?”

“Hey, they hang out
together in a tent all day while Abraham’s off circumcising his kids or
sacrificing them or whatever. How do you think they pass the time? Home movies?
I guess the matching leather catsuits kind of strain credibility, though.”

She grinned and
stretched out a toe to poke me in the side. Somehow I ended up smiling back,
and the continent of distance between us seemed to shrink. For a while there,
she was practically close enough for me to reach out and touch, for the first
time since we put Orelle in the ground.

 

A WEEK AFTER that, I
finally realized what Pax was doing.

It was a warm night,
but a comfortable warm, a heat that left you mellow and loose. Pax didn’t even
wait for me to finish dinner. She got up from her bench in the mess hall, wiped
her lips, and headed for the door, tapping me on the shoulder as she passed by.
I’d been about to put a spoonful of stew in my mouth, but I lowered it back to
the bowl and followed her.  

She took me to the
infirmary, as usual. And maybe I should say here, I do not know how Pax always
managed to find an empty room. She probably used a combination of threats,
bribery, and Jedi mind tricks. Someone did barge in once while we were busy; he
was looking for aspirin, I think. Pax drove him back out again with a few
blistering remarks, and he went so quickly, I don’t think he even noticed that
she didn’t have any pants on.

We had learned. We
barred the door with a chair before we got started. Pax set the pace; she liked
to be on top, with her broad hand cupping the back of my bristly skull. She
made things build and rise and crest and fall, always nudging me a little
farther . . . a little farther…a little farther. She rarely smiled when she
working me over, except when she surprised me so much I had to gasp. Then she
grinned low and wicked, and just for an instant.   

Through it all, I
didn’t think. Didn’t want to. When it was over—and it took a long time—I kept
my eyes closed, and my face pressed against her. I was trying to extend that
blissful blankness, trying to forget, for just a little longer, what I was to
her, and what she was to me.

After half an hour of
this, she tried very gently to reclaim her arm from my grip. I sort of gurgled
in protest and held on tighter.

“Sorry, Case,” she
murmured. “I’ve got to work.”

“Always with the
working,” I said, eyes still shut. “Never with the not working. What is it
tonight?”

“Tally sheets. And a
ten-day report.”

“Nuts,” I complained,
but I let go of her. She retrieved her arm, rolled out of the narrow bed, and
stooped to collect her clothing. It was a regulation shirt-and-slacks combo
with her rank insignia on the sleeve, since Rod had taken her uniform away to
be dry-washed and pressed.

“Tally sheets and a
ten-day report,” I repeated, watching her. “That’ll take you, what, twenty
minutes? Just knock them off fast and come back here.”

“Can’t.”

“Why?”

“The office
computer’s down—the central processer overheated and blew out—so I’ll have to
do the coding by hand. I have the grid memorized, of course, but it’ll still
take forever.”

I felt a flash of
irritation. The math was so obvious: two women, one not-too-uncomfortable bed,
zero clothes . . . that should have equalled one sweaty night of Pax and me
doing unspeakable things to each other. And the only thing in the way was a
damned computer that had the nerve to stop working at the worst possible moment
. . . 

Worst possible
moment. Little-used machinery at the back of my brain ground to life. 

Pax checked her
reflection in the frosted-glass door. No one would ever guess from the look of
her how she’d spent the evening; the crease of her trousers so sharp that she
could have used it to peel fruit. “You go ahead and sleep,” she said. “I don’t
think I’ll make it back here this evening.”

I stared at her. “Not
unless I help fix the computer.”

“What?” She glanced
at me. “You don’t have to do that, Casey.”

“I do if I want sex
tonight.”

“Well.”

“Just like I had to
fix the headlights if I wanted to sleep in a real bed, that night on the road.
Just like I had to build an icebox if I wanted to eat cheese for lunch.”

Pax made a
dismissive, pushing-away gesture. “I didn’t ask you to do those things.” 

“But you set me up to
react the way I did.”

She let out a sigh of
exasperation. “Casey, do you really think I let the headlights burn out on
purpose?”

“Yes. Yes, as a
matter of fact, I do. Don’t even try to deny it, Pax, or I swear I will bite
off a part of your body. And I’ll choose something that you will miss.”

There was the
briefest pause before Pax folded her arms.“All right. So I pushed you a
little. So what?”

   She said it like a
shrug. What the hell are you fussing about? But I knew her well enough
to see the tension in her, the way her weight had shifted to her back foot,
like a boxer set to block a punch. She obviously didn’t want it said out loud,
so I said it.

“You’re training me,”
I said flatly. “You’re training me to produce on command.”

Five seconds of
silence. Ten seconds of silence. Fifteen. At last she said, “It isn’t like
that.”

“Pax, my god, it is.
You’re Pavlov, I’m the dog; the only thing missing is a tingly bell. I do the
trick and I get a treat. My god, Pax, you can be a bitch.”

She reached for the
door handle. “I have to work. We’ll talk about it tomorrow.”

“No. We won’t. We’ll
get up at oh five oh oh hours and you’ll lock me in the back of the asset truck
before we ride the next leg of the route. Granted, you might do the apologetic
eyebrow thingy as you’re locking me in. And, in case you’re wondering, the
apologetic eyebrow thingy? Not the same as talking about this. Not the same as
talking about it at all.”

“All right.” She
turned back towards me, her lips curled into a forced smile. “You want to talk?
Here we go. Things are not good in the world. The death rate has outstripped
the birth rate by a factor of four. One out of every three children born will
die of pneumonia, malaria, or diarrhoea. And the children who live to be older
than five? Forty percent of them will live their lives as drug runners, forced
labourers, or prostitutes. There are more buried landmines in what used to be
the continental USA than there are human beings still alive on earth. We’re in
crisis, Casey. Do you understand crisis?”

I listened stonily
through the catalogue. It was nothing I hadn’t heard before. “We live in the
end-times. I keep saying that. I’m beginning to feel like people aren’t
listening.”

“Times don’t end,
Casey. They change. Sometimes they get worse and now and then—rarely but it
happens—they get better. Every terrible thing in this world, everything
that makes you ache, that tears you apart, that makes you shut down so you
don’t have to deal with your feelings…everything can be better tomorrow
than it was yesterday morning. And you could help make that happen if you ever
took an interest. I know you think that your world-weary attitude is ever so
charming and ever so witty. I know you’ve made an Olympic-level sport out of
sitting on the sidelines. But now it’s time for you to step up.” 

I bristled. “Listen,
bitch, I was putting my skin on the line for Emily while you were still at the
Institute, sucking down applesauce and hoping for gold stars on your science
tests.”

“Yes. That’s true.
Emily got you as a defender. But there are thousands on thousands of young
girls her age in factories and brothels and labour camps and broad-farms, and
so far as you’re concerned, every last one of them can suck it.”

“Oh, Jesus, Pax, what
the hell do you expect me to do about that?”

“More than you do.”

“Well, why me?”

“Why you? Why anyone?
Because you can. I know it’s not fair but the fact is, I couldn’t afford
to let you go on wasting your life.”  

“I was not wasting
my goddamn life!”

“No?” She took a step
closer. “Before I found you, you spent your time reading bad sci-fi, or worse
porn, and reminiscing with Malice about your glory days on the road. Now and
then you killed some birds and ate them. And you were sort of half-hoping that
the world would end, so you wouldn’t have to deal with all the complications of
being alive.”

“That’s none of your
business!”

“Maybe it wouldn’t
be, if you were any other pouty overgrown adolescent. But like it or not,
sugarlips, you’re not normal and you are needed. I can’t force you to change
and I can’t force you to care. But I also can’t ignore what I know about you.
You won’t put your skills to good use, but I can and I will. So if you won’t
push yourself, then I am going to push you.”  

Blood surged into my
head. “How about I push you instead? Maybe off a bridge? Do we have a spare
bridge lying around?”

She swept her
key-cards and lanyard off the bedside table. “I’m leaving now.”

“Yeah. You do that.
And while you’re at it, Captain Crusader, you can fuck yourself against a
suitably shaped tree, and then? Then? Then you can take a flying leap. Because
I won’t be trained, not by you. I will never push power for you again,
no matter how many treats you dangle and no matter how hard you yank the leash.
So fuck right the fuck off.”

Pax had reached the
door; now she paused, with her hand resting on the knob. “Then we’ll have a
contest of wills. You won’t enjoy it, and I will win.”

She did have a
certain advantage, since she had the uniform and the bully-boys and the
nightstick. I tried to think outside the box. “I could stop eating.”

“You could do that,
yes.” Pax tilted her head, examining me with detached, clinical interest. “Have
you ever been force-fed? They pry your jaws apart, stick a tube down your
throat and pump your stomach full of fluid. After six days of that kind of
wacky fun, you’ll eat whatever you’re given, and lick the plate afterwards.”

I couldn’t shake the
uncomfortable feeling that she was speaking from experience. “Is that a threat?”

“No. It’s a promise.
Maybe it’ll help you understand how serious I am.” 

She was losing
control, just a little bit; it didn’t show on her face, but she had to stop to
breathe before she went on. “I don’t want to fight you. But I won’t be bullied,
and I won’t have my authority undermined. We have discipline in the League, and
I enforce it. I did warn you. If you start to make things awkward for me, I
will handle it—and I will handle you. And I have had practice with that kind of
thing. I am very, very good at it.”

Her face was still
fairly calm, but her chest was rising and falling fast, and her nostrils flared
as she breathed. She was angry, so angry, but not angry enough to say things
that she didn’t mean. Every word was as good as a vow, signed, sealed, stamped,
and delivered. 

I had never been
afraid of Pax, not really. Maybe because I had almost never seen the side of
her that Amanthi knew, the part that involved handcuffs and truncheons. Pax and
I, we’d both been doing a lot of denying and pretending to keep things bearable
between us. I think all that pretty much ended that day.

“Let
me go, Pax,” I said, more weakly than I would have liked. “Just fucking let me
go. You don’t have to give me a ride. I’ll find my own way back to Lafontaine.
Just put me out the front gate.”

She didn’t pause,
didn’t contort with inner conflict, didn’t even do the apologetic eyebrow
thingy. She just said, very calmly and definitely, “I won’t do that.”

“Then I’ll escape.”

I said it because it
seemed like the thing to say. I hadn’t come up with a way to scale the fence
and streak back home without weapons or supplies, outrunning all the heavily
armed vehicles that would be coming after me. 

 Pax just snorted. “I
doubt it. But please, by all means, try. It’ll be nice to watch you trying to
do something, for a change.” She yanked the door open. “Are we done here?”

“It kind of seems
that way, doesn’t it?”

“Fine. Sweet dreams.
And look on the bright side. Maybe the world will explode while you’re asleep,
and you won’t have to do anything useful.”

She was going to
leave on that note, stalk off down the hall like a sharply dressed stormcloud,
but I interrupted her. “Pax?”

Pax looked up—just
tired now, all of a sudden. “Yeah?”

“The night of
Orelle’s funeral.”

“What about it?”

“You said I shouldn’t
tell you where the source was.”

She hesitated. “Yes .
. .”

“Part of the act?
Like getting Rod to punch you in the face?” I was getting pissed myself now,
the anger licking its way through my guts like a shot of Malice’s special
hooch. “Or did you not want things to turn out this way?”   

The longer the
silence lasted, the more I wanted to know the answer. But she didn’t say a
thing. She shook her head, turned, and she was gone, leaving me numb and
chilled in the chemical-reeking room.





 

CHAPTER
FIFTEEN

 

IN
WHICH PAX IS PRETTY MUCH A GREAT BIG ASSHOLE, EXCEPT WHEN, CONFUSINGLY, SHE
ISN’T

 

PAX AND I didn’t talk
for a while after that, and with each day that passed, my mood became blacker
and fouler. If Malice and Emily had been around, they would have recognized the
warning signs, taken me out to a vacant stretch of land, and had me scream and
throw rocks until I was ready to face the world again. They weren’t there, so
my grip on sanity grew a little bit frayed.

One night during
dinner, I very deliberately picked a fight with Delacroix. I don’t remember
what I said to him, but it must have been good, because he actually lunged
across the campfire to get at me, his boots scattering orange-red embers. He
grabbed for my neck; I jerked my head back and his knuckles scraped against my
teeth instead. I grinned, spat blood, and got busy.

We were more evenly
matched than I would have guessed—the asshole was big, but he knew dick about
dirty fighting. He’d probably eaten too many good meals and slept in too many
soft beds in his life. It dulled his edge. 

After a few lively
minutes, I managed to grab his ear, dig my nails in deep, and rip. Just as the
cartilage started to tear, Pax sprinted over from the command tent, grabbed my
jumpsuit with both hands, and dragged me off of him. 

Then she wheeled on
Delacroix. “That doesn’t happen again. That never happens again. And for
the rest of this evening, mind your manners. Try to act like somebody who
wasn’t born in a barn. Otherwise, you’ll spend the night out in the open,
chained to a stake in the desert.”

Delacroix looked so hurt
that I let out a snicker, and Pax’s gaze swept over to me. “That goes double
for you, Prentice.”

I stripped blood from
my cheek and gave my hand a sharp shake so it splattered on the ground. “How
can it go double for me? You gonna chain me to two stakes?”

Pax’s face set like
concrete. “Come over here, please.” 

I considered
refusing. It would start a shitstorm, which would be fun, but there was
Delacroix’s face, stupidly eager. It would make him so happy if Pax had to pull
a nightstick to get me to behave, and I was morally opposed to anything that
gave Delacroix any happiness. 

Pax and I didn’t say
anything until we were out of earshot of the campsite, surrounded by only
desert noises: the scrape of wind on sand, the rusty chirps of crickets,
trilling toads. Even then, Pax didn’t start the conversation, just spread her
hands wide in a what-the-hell kind of way.

That left it up to
me, which was fucking typical.

“You know what’s
awesome?” I asked. “This is the first time we’ve talked in private for like two
weeks. And it’s going to be a bullshit come-to-Jesus wherein you tell me I
should spread my cheeks for the League and like it.”

“I’m not going to try
to convince you of anything. Logic, in general, doesn’t have much effect on
you. I just want to ask a simple question.” She was fighting to keep her voice
calm—doing pretty well, I guess, though her nostrils flared. “Why have you
decided to go out of your way to make Delacroix hate you?”

I blew a raspberry.
“He hates me already, man, that’s not going to change. I’m just messing with
him. It brings a glimmer of light to my otherwise gloomy existence.”

“You’re just messing
with him. Just messing with my second officer. Making it harder and harder for
the team to function, and making it more and more likely that I’ll have to take
drastic steps.”

“Drastic steps? Well,
darn, darn, darn. I sure hope you don’t kidnap me. That would really ruin my
day.”

She let out a noise—a
sigh but with a hint of a groan—and walked a few steps away, fingers interlaced
behind her neck. 

“Why do you act this
way?” she asked, with real confusion. “You’re like some kid running into
traffic. It’s one thing to be self-destructive, but you’re not just hurting
yourself, you know.”

“Well damn,
Inquisitor Da Costa, are you fretting over little ole me? Swoon.”

“It’s not me you’re
hurting!” Too loud. She glanced back at the campfire, then lowered her voice.
“Amanthi’s been shaky ever since you arrived, and you know it. If you keep
pushing, she’ll spin right off the dial, and I’ll end up having to do things I
would rather not do.”

“Jesus, are you
trying to win some kind of award for using more euphemisms than anyone else in
history? Let’s put it on the line. You think Amanthi might get sick of being a
League buttmonkey and flip out and try to shoot you in the head. And then, I
guess, you’ll get Delacroix to kick her in the face a bunch of times. Question
is, will you watch and laugh?” 

Pax drummed her
fingers on her arm. A desert toad let loose with a cry like a soft, muffled
scream.

“I always do my best
for everyone on my team,” she said. “It’s my job to keep all of you safe and
sane and whole—every last one of you.”

“Spiffy. But you’d
still get Delacroix to beat Amanthi down, if you thought it was for the greater
good.”

“Never,” she said,
quietly adamant. “Never in a million years would I tell Delacroix to do that.”
She squinted up at the stars. “If it had to be done, I would do it myself.”

There it was. At
least she hadn’t lied. “You know that if you try that with me, I’ll beat right
back.”

“I know.” Pax rubbed
her eyes and gave me a weary smile. “I really hope that won’t become
necessary.”

She sounded so
resigned. Bitch really thought it was out of her control what happened to me. A
coil of burning wire, buried deep in my brain, began to smoulder.

I rocked back on my
heels so I could look at her instead of up at her. “Delacroix thinks you’re
going easy on me. Is he right?”

“I’m giving you time
to settle in,” she said. 

But she had hesitated
just a fraction of a second too long, and the wire in my head burned smoking
white. “Don’t do me any favours, Pax. I don’t want to be teacher’s pet.”

“Yeah?” She looked
like someone had drained her empty. “So what do you want?”

I tapped my mutilated
ear. “Not this. None of this.”

“Well, this is what
there is, Casey.” She gestured—I couldn’t tell whether she was pointing at the
two of us, or the League camp, or the shredded ozone layer, or just the world.
“This is where we are.” 

She turned around and
headed back to the trucks. Her shoulders formed a stiff square, silhouetted
against the orange haze from the campfire.

It was good she was
going. I didn’t want to talk to her. It was good she was going. I didn’t want
to—

Cursing myself even
as I did it, I called out to her, “I know you miss me.”

I thought I saw her
pause for a second, but maybe it was just a trick of the light.

 

THE NEXT DAY, Pax
swung into the back of the truck just as the engine revved. “Amanthi, take a
hike,” she ordered.

The little doctor
rose to her feet. “Do you have any particular destination in mind, or should I
just strike out into the badlands and see how far I get?”

“That’s cute. You
ride in the front cab today. Rod’s going to keep an eye on you. I’ll be back
here.”

Amanthi glanced at
me, and with a guilty twist, I realized she was worried. 

“It’s fine,” I said.
“Go.” 

She went unwillingly,
looking backwards over her shoulder and radiating concern. Pax waited a second,
then crouched down beside me when she realized I wasn’t going to bounce up to
say hello.

“I thought maybe we
could talk,” she said. 

I raised my eyebrows
at this radical proposal. “Is that what we call it now when you rattle off a
bunch of orders and follow them up with threats?”

“I don’t mean that we
should talk about the League. I mean we should talk. We’ve been known to
do that, on occasion. Can I sit down?”

I didn’t say yes. I
didn’t say no. That seemed to satisfy her. She eased down onto the grain sacks
beside me, awkward in her stiff uniform trousers, and dug a small tin from her
pocket. “Want some?”

I studied the tin
warily. It was filled with crystallized yellow lumps of something, dusted in
powder. “What’s that?”

“Pineapple. Dried
pineapple. Have you ever tasted pineapple? Probably not. Here, try it.”

“I ask you for my
freedom. You give me pineapple. We have a communication problem here, Pax.”

“You don’t haveto
eat it.”

“No, I want it.
Give.” 

I dumped all of the
yellow nuggets into my hand, because screw Pax, and handed back the
empty tin. “Is this a bribe?”

“I’m not under the
illusion that we can bridge the yawning divide between us with pineapple.” Pax
spun the tin between her fingers. “Where are we, the two of us?”

Now that was a
stupid question. “We’re exactly where we’ve been since the day you kidnapped
me. You’re on top, calling the shots; I’m under your boot and trying not to get
screwed. Why would anything have changed?”

“You
see, this? This was the kind of conversation I was hoping we could not have
today.” She looked at her hands. “Should I go, so you can do . . . whatever it
is that you do when I’m not around?”

The sane answer would
have been, “Yes, get out of my angst cave and let me spend the day projecting
scenes from The Sex-Bots of Space Alcatraz on my mental XXX
cinema screen as usual.” Problem was, the prospect of spending yet another day
like that made my brain go numb. I knew Roxy and Raptor’s storyline so well
that it didn’t make me feel anything anymore, and I hadn’t been able to get off
to any scenes involving sadistic Warden Diligence ever since Pax outed herself
as a baton-wielding storm trooper.

There was another way
my day could go. Amanthi might get sent back to the truck bed. Then I could
listen to her talk about herself and her feelings for hours on end,
while her chin wobbled and her eyes glistened and her fingers knotted and
unknotted in her lap.  

Either way, I’d tune
out and end up staring at nothing, a dark fog roiling inside my skull, and rest
of the world blurry with grey, fizzing static. 

What was the last
time that fog lifted? When was I last wide awake? I rewound my mental tape and
hit pause at a sunlit moment back in Lafontaine, when Pax thrust a baby bunny
into my hands and paused to smirk at me as she left the room. Different parts
of me had ached in different ways, that day, but none of me had been numb.   

Before Pax could
stand up, I grabbed her with my free hand, the one that wasn’t holding a
fistful of dried fruit.

“What the hell, you
can stay,” I said. “When the flesh-eating aliens attack, I’ll need a human
shield.”

“Oh, really?” She sat
back down. “I think your logic is flawed. They’re bound to eat you first. Think
of how difficult it would be for a slathering tentacle-beast to extract me from
my uniform.”

“Maybe the aliens
haveopposable thumbs, you racist fuck—ever think of that? By the way,
been meaning to ask . . . what genius decided that Inquisitors should wear
black dominatrix suits in the middle of the desert? Is there an actual reason
behind the vast, yawning stupidity of that idea? Or do your bosses just like to
see you in pain?”

“I refuse to answer
that question on the grounds that I’m dying of heatstroke.” She wiped her
forehead with a sleeve. “You should have told me how stuffy it is in here.”

“You should feel what
it’s like when the shutters are locked. So, are we going to talk?”

“Do you want to talk?

“Not about us. Hell
no. Tell me something I’ve never heard before. Bonus points for involving naked
chicks, but you owe me money for every time you use the word discipline. Or
policy. Or chain of command.”

“As if you wouldn’t
love it if I told a story about girls and chains.” She took off her jacket,
which peeled stickily from her skin, exposing a damp greyish vest. Just like
that, she looked like a real person again.

“Have you heard the
legend of Corpo-Seco?” she asked. “Let’s start with that. And later, when I’m
done, you can tell me what black magic you and Amanthi have been using to stay
alive in this heat.”

 

THE ENDLESS ROAD
rolled away outside the window, and Pax talked us into a different place and
time. She told me about Corpo-Seco, “Dry-Corpse,” a monster-man who beat his
mother so viciously that he tore his own soul apart. When he died, the earth
refused to rot his flesh, and even the devil wouldn’t take him. He wandered the
world, parched breath rattling in and out of his bag-like lungs. He would fling
himself onto travellers and suck their blood and juices until their bodies
crumpled like corn husks, but it never did him any good. He stayed dry right
through, so dry that he could break off his own fingers like withered twigs,
and his eyes in his eye-sockets were nothing but clumps of powdery dust.

While she was
talking, I stared mostly out of the window, and sometimes at a spot between her
right pants-pocket and her knee. Every time I saw her face, the ache in my
sternum got worse. The sound of her, smell of her filled the air and I
wanted—crap. I don’t know what I wanted from her. I guess everything. 

 “I always think of that story when I’m crossing a
desert,” Pax finished. “I used to be terrified of Corpo-Seco when I was little.
I was so afraid of finding him under my bed, I slept on the floor.”

She would have gone
on, I think, but the truck swerved and skidded, flinging us both against the
aluminum side panels. A piercing whistle sounded: a long blast, and then a
short.

“Hmm,” Pax said. She
stood, keeping a palm flat on the wall for balance, and her knees bent in case
we hit a bump.

“What is it?” I
asked. I didn’t get up. I wasn’t feeling motivated. The noise from outside
popped the bubble of closeness that Pax and I had shared all morning. The
shadows rushed in again.

“One long, one short,
means that we’re coming up on a caravan.” Pax snatched up her uniform jacket.
“We’ll stop them and have a little look. Find out whether they have anything we
can use.”

“Or anyone you
can use.”

She was doing up her
jacket with trembling fingers, and looked up only briefly. “Look, Casey, feel
free to make with the righteous indignation. But consider this. We’re about
forty miles out from Sin City. That caravan is almost certainly on the way
there. So what kind of cargo do you think it’s carrying? Cabbages?
Microelectronics? They’re slavers, sugarlips, heading for a flesh market.”

“Oh . . . balls.”

“Exactly. And maybe
you don’t give a damn, but you see, I do.” She slammed the shutters, cutting
off most of the light. “Stay put. Mother’s got to work.”

 

I ONLY SAW glimpses
of the battle, squinting through the crack between the shutters, but it didn’t
last long.  

Pax took point, and
with the League guards drawn up behind her like an arrowhead, she carved
through the caravan like a blade of blue lightning. The flesh traders, armed
with guns made of more rust than metal, didn’t stand a chance. They might as
well have shot themselves in the head and saved everyone the trouble.

The aftermath was
longer and uglier. Little nightmare fragments kept moving in and out of my
field of vision—women with raw rope burns at their throats and ankles, bruised
and naked children, a man with a chewed-off stump instead of an arm. The flesh
traders had been carrying a lot of cargo.

After an hour or so
of this, Pax staggered into view with a ragged bundle in her arms, a bundle
that clung to her, sobbing and shaking. Of course I knew it was a person, but
it was hard to remember that when nothing showed except matted hair and bruises
and bloody scrapes.

Pax laid her burden
gently on the ground, then snapped her fingers, quick impatient
get-the-fuck-right-here snaps that didn’t pretend to be anything but commands.
Amanthi ran over with her medical kit, and both of them crouched next to the
shuddering body. Pax gripped a filthy hand and talked constantly, soothingly;
Amanthi started cutting away a pair of tattered jeans. The crotch and thighs
were not just smeared, but soaked, with blood. 

I jerked away from
the window. That was enough watching.

It would suck to be
God, I thought, with no way to stop watching when it got to be too much. If I
were the one up in the clouds, I’d be sorely tempted to pull the plug on the
world, flip off the switch, and let everything go dark. Just for a while. Just
so that I could fucking get my head together.

I spent the rest of
the afternoon pacing up and down the length of the cargo hold, trying to swear
loudly enough to block out any sounds. That strategy didn’t really work. I
heard it just fine when Pax and Amanthi had a brief and bitter argument just
outside the truck. Amanthi, acid with frustration, explained that she couldn’t
fix an injury like that with aspirin and tongue depressors, nor could
she conduct surgery on a tailgate in the middle of the wilderness. Pax,
frigidly competent, told her to be creative—and fast, since we were losing the
light.

Shorty afterwards,
there was Delacroix’s masterful bawl, as he yelled at the captives rescued from
the caravan, telling them to form a line, single file.

And then, awfully and
inevitably, there was Pax’s voice going through the interrogation scripts,
asking people about their work skills and whether they had any STDs and whether
there were any Naturals in their immediate family and whether they still had
all their original teeth.

She was all
Inquisitor again. There was no trace of the storyteller, the wonderer, the
dreamer, in her voice—just cold calculation. I kicked the side of the truck
until the clanging drowned her out.

They must have
hurried through the interviews, because pretty soon a padlock clicked,
Delacroix rolled up the freight door, and light rushed in. Delacroix boosted a
thin dark man into the back of the truck before he bothered to acknowledge my
existence. “What’ve you been doing, freak?”

Was it just me, or
did he get uglier with each passing day? Did someone light his face on fire and
then try to put it out with a weed whacker? “Oh, you know. Cloud gazing.
Watching butterflies. Thinking about how I’m pretty sure I could kill you if
Pax ever left the two of us alone together, and since I’m worth about five
hundred times more to the League than you are, I think my only punishment would
be loss of dessert privileges for a month.” 

Delacroix
half-boosted, half-threw another man up to the truck bed. He was dry-lipped,
scalp sunburnt to the colour of charred meat, and he didn’t resist. Like the
first man, he seemed pretty shell-shocked.

“So,” I said. “These
are the newest recruits for Pax’s fail parade? Do they have essential skills,
or just pretty pretty faces?” 

Delacroix hoisted up
a third man, then jerked a filthy sleeve across his brow. “I cannot wait for
the Inquisitor to get sick of your crap and put you in your goddamn place.”

“It’s taking her an
awful long time, isn’t it?” I said. “Man, that must be so terrible for you.”

He thrust the last
recruit into the truck bed with a hard shove that sent her sprawling. “Push me,
asshole, just go ahead and push me, I’m begging you, do it. You think you mean
dick to the League because you have magical sparkle genes? You’re just going to
be one of their lab rats in the end.”

“Keep wanking to that
beautiful dream. I know it’s the only thing getting you through those long
lonely nights.”“White pajamas, rubber slippers, IVs and bedpans. That’s going
to be your life someday soon. You heard it here first, sparkplug.”

“Any problem here?”
Pax said. She had rounded the corner of the truck’s back fender without making
a sound. “I hoped we wouldn’t have to have another chat about this, Del. You
know how I hate to repeat myself.”

Delacroix gave her a
thin-lipped smile. “There’s no problem, Inquisitor.”

“Sure about that?”

“Sure.”

“Fine.” Pax let the
tension hang heavy between them a moment, then moved on as if it didn’t exist.
“Bring in the outliers and saddle up. We have to head out now if we want to hit
the Trembling Mountain barracks before—What is it, Amanthi?”

Amanthi approached
the truck, her guard trailing behind. There was a gritted-teeth, banked-fire
look about the doctor that I recognized, and almost at once, I realized where
I’d seen it before. Pax. Fricking Pax used to look like that, back in
Lafontaine, when she was pretending to be Rod Russe’s underling. Ever the great
observer of human nature, Pax must have stolen some personality quirks from her
own underling to make the act believable.

Amanthi nerved
herself—her nails dug hard into her palms—and spoke with her eyes fixed on
Pax’s collar button. “You know that girl is going to have a series of raging
infections, after what they did to her.”

Pax closed her eyes
briefly. She’d been expecting this. “I said you could give her some of our
amoxicillin.”

“She needs more than
I carry in my kit.”

“Nobody gets
everything they need. We gave her water and she can loot the caravan for cash.
She might be able to get help in Sin City.”

“If someone doesn’t
grab her for the wharfs or the flesh pits first. We have to take her with us.”

“We can’t.” Pax said
it slowly, as though Amanthi had become stupid while no one was looking. “That
girl doesn’t have any skills that the League’s looking for and I’m over my
budget for compassionate recruitment. I don’t like it any more than you do,
but—”

“You want me to take
care of this, boss?” Delacroix moved close enough to cast a shadow over the
doctor. “The help’s been awful rowdy lately. Seems like something we shouldn’t
encourage.”

“Del, enough.” Pax
took a measured breath. “Amanthi, there’s nothing to discuss. If it makes you
feel any better, you did all you could. This is out of your control. I made
this choice. I’ll wear it. I always do. Head up to the cab, I’ll be along in a
moment . . . You all right there, Casey?”

“Oh, yeah,” I said,
watching Amanthi stumble away. “I’m mayor of Awesomeville in the county of
Orgasm, that’s how great I’m doing. What’s up with the girl?”

“The girl?”

“Whatever the thing
was that was crying all over you. Girl, boy, carnivorous tentacle-beast . . .”

“Oh. That was Emily.”

I flinched so hard I
heard crackling noises all along my spine before I realized she was messing
with me.

Pax looked bland.
“All right, not Emily, but it could have been. That girl’s about the same age.”

“You bitch.” Sweat
was rolling down my back in gouts. “You lying, manipulative, tight-assed
douche-nozzle. One glorious day, I will smite you with fire, I shit you not,
and dance around the flame.”

“Duly noted. The
girl’s name is Anna, by the way. Do you want to know her story? I warn you,
it’s ugly.”

“Nuts to that. If I
wanted to see something real ugly, I’d ask Delacroix to pull his pants down.
Look, are we leaving? Are you going to lock me in the truck, or do you need to
taser me a few times first to work off your extra energy?”

“Actually, I don’t
want you locked in with the new recruits—they might be a bit edgy. So you get
an upgrade to first class today. Hop on down and I’ll take you to the front cab
with me.”

“Be still my heart.”
I clambered down from the truck bed, ignoring the hand she offered me. “You got
a mini-bar up there? Martinis for all?”

“Casey, you may find
this surprising, but I’m not in the mood for your brand of humour right now.
I’m not in the mood for anything except for this day being over. Come on. I
want to get back on the road before . . . Hernandez, grab her!”

I whirled, bracing to
block a punch, but Pax wasn’t looking at me, Pax had forgotten that I existed.
She had zeroed in on a swirl of motion up by the lead truck, where an
Amanthi-shaped blur was kicking her way clear of a guard.

Amanthi did a solid
job of it—the kicking, I mean. Most days, the doc was pretty useless when it
came to violence, but I had taught her a thing or two. Mainly about the range
of wonderfully evil options available to you if you want to go after someone’s
kneecap. Her foot connected with a crack that they probably heard back in
Lafontaine and Hernandez folded, snarling. Amanthi lost balance and skidded
down to one knee, but she clawed her way up again and then she was running,
running. Running at nothing, just away from the trucks and towards the horizon,
as if she could outpace her shitpile of a life if she ran fast enough.

Delacroix took off
after her, and I hurled myself into his way. I thought I could keep him busy
for at least a few minutes, but the bastard wasn’t playing this time, and he
went right for the takedown, a smooth double-leg shot that I probably would
have admired if I hadn’t been the target. As it was, my jaw smacked against the
ground with a teeth-splintering jolt and everything exploded into blinding blue
light. 

Clawing tears and
snot and dirt from my face, I screamed into the haze of sunlight, “Go,
Amanthi, go!”

I guess she tried.
Footsteps pounded and pebbles skittered; someone was yelling without any words.
I pushed myself up on my elbows, but a foot landed between my shoulder-blades
and shoved down hard. My arms buckled beneath me and I raked dirt with my front
teeth. I figured the foot was attached to Delacroix, but when I craned my head
around, damn near dislocating my spine in the process, it was Pax standing
there.

She might as well
have been standing on a doormat. Bitch didn’t even glance at me, just squinted
at the scene in front of her. 

Amanthi was clear of
the caravan, still running. She was hunched over, stumbling, probably felt like
her chest was on fire and caving, but adrenaline can get you a long way and I
didn’t think she’d drop until her ankles broke. 

In Pax’s face, there
was the familiar flicker of calculation—angles and trajectories, wind speed and
distances—before she raised her nightstick.

“Oh crap no!”
I yelled, flailing back at Pax’s ankle. “Leave her alone, you two-bit little
tyrant; she is not your personal bitch! Leave her alone! Leave her
alone! Leave her—”

Pax leaned her full
weight on my back. I wobbled, fell, and bit gravel again. While my face was
still pressed into the dirt, the hiss-crack of lightning split the air. Amanthi
screamed. I struggled out from under Pax’s foot, rolled clear, and came up
snarling. Amanthi was down, sprawled headlong, twitching. Delacroix ran panting
up to her and yanked her arms behind her back. Metal rings clicked into place
around her wrists.

I stared at Pax, not
quite in disbelief. “What the fuck did you just do?”

“What it took.” Pax
jammed her nightstick back in its holster. “And trust me, it was every bit as
fun as you’d expect. Get to the truck cab, Casey. I’d rather not have to do that
twice in one day.”

  

IN THE TREMBLING
Mountain barracks, the new recruits huddled in a clutch in the corner, all
mouths and eyes. Pax sent most of the team to go eat, but drew Delacroix apart.
I watched them talk. Amanthi, her hands still cuffed behind her back, slumped
forward and stared blankly at her own knees.

Delacroix left the
room. There was silence while he was gone, silence when he came back carrying a
salmon-pink jumpsuit. It had strips of reflective tape across the back, and the
words ESCAPE/SUICIDE RISK stamped on each sleeve in thick black letters. 

When he unshackled
Amanthi, her arms swung limp for a few minutes, like skinny ropes. Delacroix
had to help her thread them through the sleeves of the pink jumpsuit. 

I expected Pax to
give some kind of speech, but she just bundled up Amanthi’s old clothes and
threw them in the delousing bin. 

“There’s one thing I
need you to do,” Pax said. “Then you’re done for the night.”

They made Amanthi
clip the ears of the four new recruits. She did it mechanically, barely
changing expression when they hollered and thrashed, and Pax watched with a
face carved from granite, and if I’d had the power to summon carnivorous
tentacle-beasts, I’d have done it right there and then, and opened the door for
them, too.





 

CHAPTER
SIXTEEN

 

IN
WHICH IT IS SHOWN THAT PEOPLE WITH HUGE BULGY BRAINS CAN STILL DO STUPID SHIT
(AS IF WE DID NOT KNOW THAT ALREADY, WHICH WE OF COURSE DID)

 

EVERY LEAGUE BARRACKS
had at least one quiet room.

The quiet rooms
weren’t prison cells, not exactly. “A precaution, not a punishment”—that was
Pax’s bullshit way of putting it. My own thinking on the matter is that a bare
plaster box with no furnishings but a plastic bucket is a cell no matter how
you slice it. 

But I wasn’t going to
dick around about terminology when it worked to my advantage. Since the quiet
rooms weren’t cells—officially—I wasn’t barred from entering that part of the
barracks—officially. A few uniformed bruisers gave me fishy glares when I set
up camp outside Amanthi’s locked door, but they didn’t kick me down the hall,
and that was good enough.

I talked at Amanthi
for a while through her food slot, but she didn’t even turn around, so I pulled
out the cards.

I tell you, cards are
catnip to a woman locked up in a box with nothing but a slop bucket for
company. Hopefully you’ll never need that piece of information, but I give it
to you anyway, just in case. Amanthi resisted right at first, so I played two
games of solitaire, narrating all the exciting parts out loud. She shook her head,
gave in, and scooted up to the door. 

Passing cards back
and forth through the food slot, we played blackjack for a billion dollars a
hand. For once, Amanthi didn’t go easy on me, and after about an hour, I owed
her pretty much all the money that had ever existed. I promised to write her a
personal cheque and she demanded my shoes as collateral.

Without warning—why
do these things always happen without warning?—Amanthi snapped shut her fan of
cards, eyes glassy in the fluorescent light. Her face twitched and her lips
quivered and noises came from her like small things dying. I looked away, as I
always did from dying things.

At last, she drew in
a thick, bubbling breath, and said, “I had a husband before I ended up with the
League.”

“Pax told me.”

“She would. She’s
never really grasped the concept of privacy.”

Amanthi leaned
against the back wall. She didn’t have to move far to reach it; the quiet room
wasn’t much bigger than a good-sized packing crate. It wasn’t even big enough
for one of the skinny vinyl mattresses we used in the dorms. There was a thin
layer of foam rubber glued to the floor instead.

“Any children?” I
asked, since that sounded like something that a not-dead-inside person might
say.

“No,” she said, and
she played with a fold of the pink jumpsuit. “It’s been years, Casey. He
doesn’t know whether I’m still alive, and chances are, by now, he doesn’t give
a damn.”  

“I’m sorry.” 

Again, this seemed
like the right kind of thing to say, even though it didn’t mean much. Every
living person has their own shitpile to deal with, and if you start saying sorry,
you’ll never stop.

Amanthi let out a
gulp of a laugh. “Half the time, I can’t even figure out whether I care
anymore. Because it’s been such a long time, I mean. I go through entire days
without thinking about anything.” 

“It was Pax who . . .
recruited you, right?”

“I still can’t
believe that you’re on first name terms with her. Yes, she took me.” Amanthi
fingered her clipped earlobe unconsciously. “Do you want to know how it
happened?”

I absolutely did not
want to know how it happened. “Sure.”

“I had started up a
hospital. Well—a mud-brick hut with a couple of cots in it, and a creek out
back. My husband had learned how to do some practical nursing, how to take
vitals and dress septic wounds and all that. People paid us with vegetables or
chickens or firewood. Towards the end, I was delivering a baby every week. Most
of them even lived.” She closed her eyes and her voice hardened. “And then
Inquisitor Da Costa came.”

Listening to this was
like watching someone fall in slow motion. It could only end badly. “Did Pax
pull her fucking switcheroo trick with Rod?”

“No. Not that time.
She just came in and talked to me. Very civilized, very gentlemanly. She took
off her cap and everything. Wiped her boots at the door. She said that I had
essential talents, and that the League needed them. Told me I’d save more lives
working for the League than I ever could in a mud-brick hut. Told me that she’d
have to take me, one way or another. Told me to make it easy on myself. She
held me by the arm as she walked me to the truck.”

She plucked at the
front of her suicide watch jumpsuit as if she’d only just realized she was
wearing it, and wasn’t sure what it was. Then she let out an uncertain and
unconvincing laugh. “I never used to give her any trouble. When you showed up,
you . . . you changed things.”

“So are you going to
hit me, or pay me lots of money?”

Her fingers threaded
their way through the food slot and twined around mine. “Casey.”

There was an edge in
her voice that meant something. A huskiness, a longing. Instincts long unused
blinked to life in me, like power lights coming online, flicking from amber to
green. My mental radar began to bleep. Target is in sight. Target acquired.

I leaned back and
squinted at her through the slot. Parted lips, flushed face. A-yup. Amanthi was
interested. Not because she preferred women, but because she was desperate and
lonely, because she was tired of being touched only by people who thought they
owned her, of being taken out when she was needed and put away when she was
done. Plus, she knew I wouldn’t hurt her just for kicks, which was more than
you could say about a lot of the people in Pax’s Inquisition gang. Inquisition
teamsters were not chosen for their interpersonal skills.  

My
groin clenched, and I gave it a firm scolding. Bad girl, down down down. Amanthi
wasn’t my type. It was my own boredom and loneliness that made her look like a
tall glass of water. But, every now and then, I can recognize a terrible idea
when I see one.

So I leaned over and
planted a slow, careful kiss on the back of her hand. I made it sweet, but
didn’t give it a single particle of heat. 

Amanthi was a smart
chick. Her breath hitched when she got the message.

“I know,” she said
dully. “You’re not interested in me.”

I gave her hand an
awkward squeeze. “Only because I have lousy taste.”

“Prentice.”

I knew before I
looked up what I would see: Pax standing in the hallway door, all starch and
shiny buttons. I could have used her boots as a shaving mirror.

“I need you in the
infirmary,” she said.

That was unusual. It
was early evening still, and she never called me before supper. But what did
the time of day matter? I wasn’t about to fight Pax, not over this. Forenoon,
midnight, it all came to the same thing in the end. I nodded.

Pax’s head turned to
the locked door. “This is only for tonight, Amanthi. I just want you to cool
off and calm down.”

Amanthi rested her
face in her hands. “I’m calm,” she said, her voice grating out between her
fingers. 

“Then go to sleep.
We’ll talk tomorrow.” Pax focused on me again. “Are you coming?”

“Give me five
minutes?”

Pax didn’t answer.
But she moved out of sight, and I knew she wouldn’t hover by the door. She had
too much class for that— or not enough patience, maybe.

Five minutes. I
sighed, and reached for Amanthi’s hand again

She pulled back.
“Don’t. What’s the point of making her jealous? She’ll just take it out on you
later—or on me.”

“Screw her.”

“You do. Nightly.”

That was surprisingly
saucy, coming from Amanthi, but, well, facts were facts. I coughed
uncomfortably.

“It’s okay,” she went
on after a second. “I mean, I understand why you do it.”

“Really? Good. You
can explain it to me, then, because fuck me sideways if I understand.

Amanthi tucked her
knees up to her chest and inspected her bare toes—they’d taken her socks along
with her shoes. “This is who we are, right? At the end of the day, this is
where we have to live. If the Inquisitor gives you some comfort, why shouldn’t
you take it?”

I winced, wishing
that she had just cussed me out. “I know it’s stupid—”   

“That’s the thing.
It’s not stupid.” She rubbed tired eyes. “Being who you are, being what you
are, it makes perfect sense for you to keep her happy.” 

 

PAX WAS ALREADY
undressing when I walked into the sickbay, so I knew she was annoyed. There
would be no pleasantries, then, no false politeness, no prettying up the
moment. That was just fine with me.

“Really?” I said, and
slammed the door so hard the glass rattled in its frame. “Fucking really? Did
you have to do that in front of Amanthi?”

“Do what?” Pax asked
over her shoulder.

“Don’t play innocent,
or I swear to Beelzebub, I will eat your spleen. I’m talking about you
summoning me for sexual favours when Amanthi was right fucking there.”

“I wasn’t trying to
make any kind of statement.”

“The hell you
weren’t. Jesus God, we know you’re the alpha bitch around here. You
don’t have to prove it by pissing on the rest of us.” I started to shuck off my
own clothing.

“Casey, you do not
have to be here.”

“Yeah?” I said,
grappling with an undershirt too small to come off easily. “Last time I looked,
there was still a metric shit-ton of razor wire around this camp.”

“You know perfectly
well what I mean.” She folded her own undershirt to a neat square. “If you
don’t want to be in this room with me, then open the door and walk away. I know
you get a kick out of blaming me for everything—”

“Looky here, Da
Costa.” I leaned against the wall so I could yank off my socks. “I may not have
mutant memory powers. But I dimly recall that the night after my
foster-mother’s funeral, you threatened to lash me, cuff me, and throw me into
a League truck if I didn’t climb in by myself. Who the hell am I supposed to
blame? Your evil twin?”

She turned, fully
bare now, and every inch of her, from her clipped ear to her bitten-off nails
to the scar on her ankle, was a different story. I wanted to know them all. I
was damned if I wanted to know them all. She had a knowing smile on her
face, and I wanted to shred it off with my teeth.

“Babe,” she said.
“You can blame me for recruiting you. You can blame me for lying to you. You
can blame me for what I’ve done to Amanthi, and what I’ve done to Rod . . . even
for what I’ve done to Delacroix, not that you would care about that. You can
even blame me, sort of on speculation, for all the lies I’m going to tell in
the future, and all the times I’m going to turn someone’s life upside down. But
it so happens that in spite of everything, you want to screw me with great
regularity—and for that, sugarlips, blame yourself.”

“Oh, fuck everything
in the whole wide world,” I snapped, and went for her.

I took her off guard,
I think. There were a few seconds when she was startled, and that was all I
needed. I drove her backwards onto the cot, with its rustling paper sheet. Then
I got started, before she had a chance to brace herself or catch her breath.

Over the next hour, I
did all manner of things to Pax that even I find it awkward to remember. Some
of them, I’d heard Malice doing in the dead of night, heard her partners
shrieking on that cusp between don’t-don’t-don’t and more-more-more. Some of
them had been described to me by not-too-reliable sources and others I made up
on the spot.  

I hurt us both, but I
didn’t frighten her. Her body bucked and arched, but she never tried to pull
away. After a time, she flipped us, rolled on top of me, and took over. She was
cooler and quieter about it than I had been, more in control, but her eyes
flamed. It began to hurt far worse and feel much better, all at once. I almost
crushed my bottom lip between my teeth, but I didn’t make a sound. 

When it was over, we
were both slick and shaking, but Pax didn’t seem tired. She slid down beside
me, somehow wedging us both into the narrow bed, put a hand on the small of my
back and pulled me towards her.

“Feel better?” she
asked.

“Mpmph,” I muttered
against her chest. I didn’t feel like answering, but I did feel better, of
course.

Pax didn’t let go of
me, wouldn’t let go. Her fingertips moved around and around my back, in slow
slow circles.

They say some
Naturals can read other people’s thoughts, the poor bastards. (What does it
feel like to be pulled into someone else’s mind? Generally speaking, minds must
be pretty ugly places to visit.) I didn’t need that kind of double-edged gift to
know what Pax was thinking. It thrummed out of her, to the easy beat of her
pulse: I need this, I deserve this, for everything I do. I deserve some
comfort. I deserve some reward.

Her fingers kept
moving. They moved up my back and along my shoulders, found the hollows behind
my ears. She liked to do this, to explore me, figure out how I was put together
and where the seams were between one part and another and what made me gasp and
what made me cry out. That was the Inquisitor in her, always hunting for what I
chose not to put on display.

“You know,” she said
into my hair, “you haven’t mentioned Emily and Malice lately.”

Mood, ruined. I
thought about punching her in the nose, gave it some serious consideration, but
the fallout would probably involve a nightstick and a bare plaster room. 

“Why the hell would
you even care?” I asked tightly.

“Remember how I want
you to have human emotions?” Pax said. “Missing your family is about as human
as it gets. If you don’t want to spill your heart to me, I can understand, but
you should talk to someone. Maybe Amanthi—”

“I’m
pretty sure Amanthi has other things on her mind. How long are you gonna force
her to wear the Jumpsuit of Shame?”

“Seven thousand
children dying of dysentery along the eastern seaboard, and you’re worried
about the colour of Amanthi’s outerwear?”

Pax stared up at the
ceiling. There were a few shreds of cobweb up there, drifting almost invisible
against the shiny insecticide-laced paint. If Pax noticed them, she’d give the
cleaning staff hell, so I snapped my fingers until she looked back at me. 

“You know what?” I
said. “Shut up. And you know what else? Shut up twice. You don’t get to preach
at me about human emotions, then tell me I should just shrug it off when you
torture Amanthi.”

“Suicide watch is
torture?” There was an edge in her voice now—not angry, but getting ready to
be. “This is about keeping her alive.”

“Bullshit. This is
about keeping her, period. She doesn’t want to be kept.”

“And children don’t
want to die of dysentery. Guess what matters more to me?” 

Boots clumped through
the hallway—I tensed, Pax didn’t. Someone stooped, and a folded paper slithered
through the crack underneath the door. 

Pax sighed and tapped
the fingers of one hand to the palm of the other. “Time out, Casey. I have to
read this.”

The paper was sealed
with a crested gold sticker, which meant instructions from headquarters. She
tore it open with her teeth.

“It would be nice if
we could go half an hour without fighting sometime, don’t you think?” she said
as she unfolded the faxsheet. “Just as a wild experiment.”

I glared. “New rule,
okay? You can’t call a time out and then keep on lecturing me.”

But by then she was
reading the letter. She read it once fast, distractedly—then all the lines of
her went taut, tendons suddenly rigid. She straightened, walked to the door
where the light was better, tilted the paper up, and read it slowly, word by
word. 

I sat upright, wary
now. Pax memorized everything that she read the first time she read it, so why
the dick was she reading the letter again?

Why the syphilitic
dick was she reading it a third time? 

There was no point
trying to look over her shoulder. Team leaders were allowed to use violence to
keep their mail private—that was on the seventeenth page of the hefty rule
book, the one that I still hadn’t bothered to read all the way through. But
Pax’s face was as close to distraught as I’d ever seen it, and I couldn’t quiteconvince myself that I didn’t care.

At last, after
forever and six-and-a-half minutes, Pax hissed out a lungful of air. She ran a
hand back over her shorn head, then snatched up her clothes with one sweep of
her hand. “I have to talk to headquarters.”

“Now?”

Pax was jerking her
clothes on fast, fumbling with buttons and buckles. “Yes. Definitely now.” 

“Okay.”

“I’m going to lock
you in.”

“Oh, Jesus, Pax…”

“I have to.” She
didn’t apologise. She never apologised for doing what she thought was
essential. “I’ll try to deal with this quickly. I might not succeed. Go ahead
and sleep if you want.”

“Yeah, that sounds like
a wacky good time. What laughs I shall have, to be sure. Definitely a more
productive way to spend an evening than helping Amanthi through her psychotic
episode. Pax!”

The door swung open,
the door crashed shut. In the second when it was open, I got a glimpse of
Delacroix standing out in the hall. He wasn’t actually grinning, but he
radiated smugness—it spewed out of him like radiation.

Delacroix’s quiet
glee, the urgent letter from headquarters, Pax’s wrecked face—the signs all
bounced around my head separately for a second, then collided. A lightbulb
fizzed to life in my head and hummed.

As soon as I realized
what was about to happen to me, I wondered why it hadn’t happened earlier.

I’ll admit, I
panicked when the realization hit, and spent a few minutes trying to kick my
way through the locked sickbay door. It didn’t take me long to come to my
senses, though. I’d never make it past the barracks fence . . . but even if I did
get out, where would that leave me? Alone in the dark, shuffling and hiding
for the few days I’d last before I starved or shrivelled up with thirst or got
my throat cut by someone who wanted to steal my shirt.

It’s not that I
resigned myself to what was about to happen. It’s just that I had absolutely
nowhere to go. 

I sat cross-legged on
the cot, pulled the scratchy paper blanket around me, and wait for Pax to
return.

 

IT MUST HAVE been
hours before Pax got back, but I didn’t even try to sleep.  

She almost flinched
when she walked inside and found me staring. That was something. I’d thought
she might find a way to discard all her shock and guilt while she was outside
the room, and come back purged, a good little soldier again. But she flinched
when she looked at me, she did. This was one of those moments when she was more
Pax than Inquisitor.

“Hi, honey,” I said.
“Rough day at the office?”

She looked drained.
Sick. “We just received—I just received—some new directives from headquarters.”

“Yeah, I know. So
tell me, what’s the worst part of this for you? That you didn’t see this
coming? You really should have. I mean, I should have too, but I’m not the
supergenius. Or how about the part where Delacroix went behind your back and
ratted you out to the powers-that-be? Told them all the little details that
you’ve been leaving out of your reports? That must really be killing you.”

Her eyes went wide,
then turned to slits. “How did you know about that?”

“It’s kind of obvious
in retrospect, don’t you think? Christ, I bet he loved doing it. It’s a wonder
his dick didn’t explode with pure joy. You keep telling me not to make an enemy
of him, but fact is, he hates you more than he’s ever hated me . . . Aw, Pax,
you’re shaking, did I just make you sad?”

She was shaking, but
it wasn’t enough. She was twisted up with regret and anguish, but that wasn’t
enough either. Whatever she was feeling, she’d still come back here to explain
what the League had planned for the rest of my life. And the worst thing about
the whole deal, for me, wasn’t that headquarters had ordered Pax to turn me
over to the Institute. It was waiting for her to tell me that she was going to
do it. 





 

CHAPTER
SEVENTEEN

 

IN
WHICH . . . YOU KNOW WHAT, I CAN’T EVEN DESCRIBE IT. LET’S JUST CALL IT THE
CHAPTER WHERE EVERYTHING SUCKS ALL THE WAY DOWN. CAN I DO THAT? 

LET’S
DO THAT.

 

WE SAT AT OPPOSITE
ends of the bunk—me at the head, Pax at the foot. She had the glazed look of a
coma patient.

“You know what’s
funny?” I said in the end (I’m no good with awkward silences). “You care about
this a whole pantload more than I do.”

That got her attention.
“What do you mean, you don’t care?” Her voice had a manic edge. “You had better
care. How dare you not care?”

I shrugged. “I’m not
exactly bouncing with delight, here. But either way, I’m a special guest of the
League, right? Either way, lots of locked doors and lectures and jackasses with
nightsticks. So what the hell is the difference?”

I knew the difference
and expected her to spell it out—I wouldn’t get any more sexy time with my
commanding officer once the League dumped me in a gerbil cage. But Pax
surprised me. 

“The difference?”
she asked. “Did you listen when I talked about the Institute?”

“I listened to all
three sentences that you said about the Institute. For some reason, you never
got real chatty on the subject.”

“No. I did not.”

“Delacroix mentioned
syringes and white pajamas. Does he have insider information?”

“Delacroix doesn’t
know the first thing about it and neither do you.” She was electric, voltage
rippling through her and sparking in her eyes. “If you’re unlucky enough to see
the inside of the Institute, you’ll realize exactly how good we have it on the
road. Fifteen minutes of yard time per day, half an hour if you’ve scored Outstanding
in seven consecutive performance reviews. They’ll glue electrodes to your head
until your skin starts peeling off, and then they’ll stick sharpened wires into
your scalp. Stop cooperating, and that’s when they slip drugs in your food. And
when you eat—when they let you eat, when you satisfy them—they’ll
deliver the food on a paper tray, and if you’re lucky, they’ll give you a
plastic spoon to eat it with. No fork though, ever, much less a knife.
That’s how much they’ll care about you. That’s how careful they’ll be with you.
They’ll make very, very sure that you don’t have a chance to cut your stay short.”


Damn, she’d changed
her stance on suicide watch in a hurry. I cleared my throat. “Pax.”

“What?”

“Getting cold feet a
little late, aren’t we? I mean, didn’t you pretty much book me a one-way ticket
to science jail when you told headquarters about me and my electrocytes?”

She shook her head
hard, dismissing that, rejecting it. “Treating you like a lab animal would be a
self-defeating strategy. It wouldn’t convince you to work with us. I thought
that headquarters realized that. It should have been obvious.”

“So why did you lie
to them about what I could do?” 

“I didn’t. I may have
. . . understated your abilities just a little. Adjusted some numbers
downwards. But—”

“But
then Delacroix went and tattled about everything you were holding back, and
headquarters figured out that I’m too important to be entrusted to someone like
you. Aw, hell,” I went on, as she looked up with flaming eyes. “Pax, you’ve
always been a thing to the League. Did you really think they’d learned
to respect you as a person, just because they set you up with a couple of
trucks and a spiffy uniform? That’s tragically optimistic, Pax. I like you for
it.”

“You know, I
recognize that you’re thrilled to have a chance to take the piss out of me, but
there is this small? Additional? Detail? Namely, that we are talking about your
life?” She paused for the briefest instant before she went on. “So you don’t
care. Is that what you’re saying? Honestly, you care that little what happens
to you? Fine, then. Let me box you up and deliver you to the Institute. Maybe
you’ll enjoy it there. You sure as hell won’t have to make any decisions.”

She had run dry. She
crossed her arms in front of her stomach and bent over them, as if nursing some
old old wound.

“I don’t want you to
do that,” I said, belatedly. “I want you to let me go.”

Pax made an impatient
noise, somewhere deep in her throat. 

“Pax!” I caught her
arms. “What is the issue here? You don’t want to send me to the Institute. Do
not send me to the fucking Institute!”  

Pax held up a wad of
crumpled paper—the letter from headquarters, which had been squeezed almost to
pulp in her sweaty fist. “They’ve assigned this Class One Priority, Casey.
Nothing gets Class One Priority. War is Class Two. They must think that you
could be the key to their energy project.” Her voice sank to something barely
above a whisper. “They might even be right.”

I snorted. “I’m the
key to the project, sure. Twenty years ago, that was you. Remember?”

She brushed that
away. “I was supposed to research new power sources. You, Casey, you are the
new power source. The impact you could have on the world is . . .” She shook
her head, staring at something I couldn’t begin to imagine, then spoke slowly.
“You really could change everything.”

“I really couldn’t. I
can’t generate enough sparkage to power a country. And how would they get more
of it? What would they do, breed me?”

This was sarcasm, or
at least, it was supposed to be. But when Pax’s face contorted with sudden
horror, I realized, with a jolt, that they might. They just might.  

“Oh, Pax,” I
whispered. “Don’t do this. Don’t do this.”

She couldn’t sit
still. With a jerk, she was off of the bed, pacing to and fro.

I said, “I know you
don’t want this, Pax”—and she paced back and forth.

I said, “This is not
what you planned”—and she paced back and forth.

I said, “Pax, talk
to me. You owe me that much.”

Her head swung from
side to side as she paced, as if it had become too heavy for her neck to
support. “You do need to be studied. Your abilities have to be researched.” 

“Why? Because it’s
going to save the world? And what if it doesn’t? What if it can’t? What
if it’s just another cheap, ready-made solution, the kind of thing that
desperate people buy? I’m the next energy source. You’re the new Einstein. And
a twenty-dollar Rabbit Factory will feed your family through the apocalypse.” 

She faced me, chest
heaving. “So what are you suggesting? You think we should all sit on our hands,
and read terrible porn, and wait for the meteors to hit? Look the other way
whenever we hear someone screaming? The League tries, Casey. If nothing else,
it’s trying to put things back together. I’ve done some unforgivable things, I
don’t have any illusions, but at least I’ve done something!”

“And that’s enough
for you? Doing something? Anything? You want to spend your whole life making
the same shitty compromises every single day? Even I think that sounds
like hell.” I felt a spasm of honesty coming on—held it back for a second, then
just let it rip. “I was changing, you know, Pax. In Lafontaine, after we met. You
were changing me. Yes, I’m a slacker, yes, I’m a bastard, but I had enough
imagination to believe that change was possible, that there was something left
for me to learn. Now what about you?”

Pax had dropped into
a chair at some point during my rant; she slouched there, chin on her hand,
eyes as blank as stones. “What about me?” 

“Can you let go of
the delusion that you’ve got all the right answers? Can you accept the idea
that you might learn something from me? There’s a space somewhere between our
ways—some middle ground where both of us can breathe. But we’re never going to
find it if they take me away and lock me in a lab. And you’re the only one who
can stop that from happening now.”

She let out a
disbelieving pant. “Do you realize what you’re asking?”

“A’ya.”

“You want me to
betray the League, my commanders, my position, my . . . everything. You
want me to refuse a direct order, and help you escape instead. And, in
doing so, stop the League from carrying out research which could benefit the
whole human race.”

“That’s what I want.”

“You want me to do
all this for you, because you yourself are not going to try to escape.”

“You know I wouldn’t
make it.”

“And if I let you go,
what then? What’s on the cards for you—more porn and booze and nihilism? How
would you spend your life if I helped you escape?”

“Find out for
yourself. Come with me.”

She stared.

 “We could both
change,” I pointed out. “We could meet in the middle, maybe, you and I, but
Pax, you just won’t budge. You’ve been holding the high ground for so long,
you’re afraid to retreat a step. But this is crunch time, sugarlips. Either you
take a stand, or you take the consequences. You know better than anyone what
will happen to me in the Institute. And you know that if I end up there, we
lose, once and for all, the chance to learn anything from each other.”

I breathed hard.
“Now, why don’t you make a goddamn decision?”





 

CHAPTER
EIGHTEEN

 

IN
WHICH PAX MAKES A GODDAMN DECISION

 

THE
TRADING POST was an old gas station, fifty miles south of the last barracks. No
scenery except the usual—empty gas pumps, walls of corrugated tin, and some
fossilized foil junk food wrappers poking corners out of the hard-packed dirt.

We got there an hour
before the scheduled rendezvous with the Institute transport. Pax gave me a
cigarette while we were waiting, and she had to light it for me, because my
hands were cuffed to my belt.

“It’s regulations,”
she told me while she was snapping the cuffs home. For once, there wasn’t that
defensive edge in her tone. She just sounded flat. “Most escapes happen during
transfers, and most escapees end up dead, so League Resources have to be
restrained during handover. It’s a safety thing.”

I snorted smoke from
both nostrils, like Malice, as I sat on the concrete steps of the station. Pax
stood nearby, jiggling two keys in her palm—one for my handcuffs, one for my
leg irons. I did not feel especially safe.

“How much longer?” I
asked Pax.

She punched a button
on her wristband and checked the glowing display. “About twenty minutes.”

Peachy.

Out of the corner of
my eye, I studied the guards. There were only two of them, and I didn’t know
either. My bestest best friend Delacroix had volunteered for the detail, barely
containing his sly glee, but Pax turned him down with chilly politeness and borrowed
two staffers from other teams. Both had been pulled out of bed for the
transfer. They were surly and drowsy, not at the top of their game. And that
made me thoughtful. To get away, all I had to do was overpower the guards—two
muscular, well-armed men who were each at least a foot taller than I was. Then
there would be nothing between me and freedom but Pax’s nightstick and a few
hundred miles of desert.  

I stopped thinking
about it. It’s not healthy to dwell on the impossible.

“Are you hungry?” Pax
asked, abruptly.

I tongued the
cigarette to the corner of my mouth. “You didn’t bring any food with you, so
why are you asking?”

She gave me a foul
look and jiggled the keys harder.  

I finished the
cigarette. I spat out the butt and let the last orange sparks curl and die in
the sand. 

Still no sign of an
approaching truck.

Moving both my
chained feet at once, I kicked some dust onto Pax’s shiny boots. “There’s got
to be a way to liven this up. Whaddaya think? Knock-knock jokes, or karaoke?”

“Funny,” she said.
“Very funny, and now would you kindly shut your fucking mouth?”

I did. When a woman’s
voice hits that pitch, you stop joking. Especially if you happen to be wearing
handcuffs.

She paced some
distance away. She paced the same distance back. She watched the horizon.

And I realized,
finally and for real, that she wasn’t going to help. My throat tightened, and I
stared at my hands so I wouldn’t have to look at her.

It was getting dark.
One of the guards muscled the big hurricane lantern down from the truck. He lit
it, spilling a shallow yellow pool of liquid light around the station.

That was when we
heard the first distant strains of the noise—a keening whine, with some rasping
and rattling in it. Seconds later, there were twin sparks on the horizon, the headlamps
of a truck bearing down on us.

Pax looked at me,
moistened her lips, but in the end, she looked away without saying a thing. I
thought about calling her a coward, thought about throwing myself against her
legs in an attempt to knock her down, just kind of because, but what the
hell kind of difference would it make now.

The twin sparks
swelled up into big white globes. The truck was almost there, the truck was
coming at us, and then somehow a thought penetrated the grey haze in my brain—The
truck was coming at us very and extremely fucking fast. 

“DOWN!”

Somehow I heard Pax
before I heard the gunfire. I was already low to the ground, but I flopped
forward off the steps and crouched on my knees. The guards flung themselves
prone. A hail of scattered shot whizzed over their heads as the truck sped past
and wheeled away.

Pax had hit the
ground even as she screamed the warning, and she was on her feet as soon as the
truck turned. She yanked her nightstick from its holster. “That volley was too
high.  They’ll try again.”

She was right. The
truck was now maybe a hundred metres distant, but as I watched, it spun around,
in a clumsy high-speed bootlegger’s turn.

Pax was snapping out
orders, now that the first shock was over. “Move. Li Shen, Matthews, move. Grab
Casey, find cover. Do not stand staring at me or I will crush your balls to
meat paste. Get under cover!”

Pax grabbed one of my
elbows and Matthews grabbed the other; together, they dragged me into the gas
station. The whine of the engine built in a keening crescendo, and Pax threw
both of us down on the concrete floor. Lying there, crushed down by her full
weight, I heard the second hail of shot, heard it singing through the air and
then blatting against the tin walls.

“Who the hell is
that?” Pax said.  

My face was still
smashed against the concrete, so I spoke to the concrete. “It’s my ride.”

“What?” She rolled
off of me. “No. I would recognize an Institute truck. That isn’t one of ours.”

“That’s not what I
meant.” I propped myself up on my elbows and wiped my face with my shoulder.
“See for yourself.”

Pax stared, then
pushed herself up and crept to the window, bent almost double in a boxer’s
crouch. I tried to stand, couldn’t. Instead, I craned my neck as far as it
would go and just managed to see over the window ledge.

Again the truck had
driven past the gas station, wheeled, and turned. Again it was booming straight
towards us, floodlit by the glare of the hurricane lantern. It was an ancient,
peeling, broken-down dino, squat and balky. Top-heavy, too, because of the
makeshift gun-turret welded to its roof. And manning the turret, screaming like
a gull as the truck crashed forwards, was Malice Hiroyama. She rode the bucking
truck like lightning, and her eyes were flaming lamps.

Pax’s voice was oddly
calm, considering. “That’s the dino that used to be parked outside your place
in Lafontaine.”

I’d eaten a mouthful
of grit when Pax knocked me to the ground. I spat and spat again, not bothering
to answer. No answer needed, really.

The dino howled past,
almost tipping as it swerved; one set of wheels came off the ground. I winced,
knowing why. Malice was manning the gun turret, so Emily had to be driving.

Malice, still
screaming, fired. Another rain of shot rattled across the roof, studded the
thin walls. Then another. Then another.

Pax clawed her way
over to me, practically kicking Li Shen out of the way, and grabbed me by the
front of my jumpsuit. “You mean . . .”

Tires squealed.
Malice howled defiance.

“ . . . that thing .
. .”

More gunshot. I
couldn’t hear Pax anymore, could only see the shape of the words her lips were
making.

“ . . . that thing works?”

“Oh,” I said. “Did I
forget to mention that?”





 

CHAPTER
NINETEEN

 

IN
WHICH I REVEAL WHERE MALICE AND I HAD HIDDEN THE TIRES, ENGINE, POWER COILS AND
GUN TURRET OF THE DINO

 

WE’D BURIED THEM
under the truck itself, wrapped in several layers of heavy plastic. As Pax
herself had said, there’s no sense in tearing down a working truck, even if you
don’t have any immediate use for it.





 

CHAPTER
TWENTY

 

IN
WHICH I HAVE A CHANCE, AND DON’T TAKE IT

 

PAX, STILL GRIPPING
my clothes, was staring at me as if she didn’t know what part of me she wanted
to hit first.

The Rover’s engine
was idling some distance away. That had to mean that Malice was reloading. I
wondered what she was using as ammo for the airgun. Nails, probably, and old
coins and little stones. She must have ransacked my entire workbench, looking
for scraps that would fit in the hopper. I felt pissed about that for a whole
three seconds before I came to my senses.

“What are they here
for?” Pax asked through her teeth.

“To deliver pizza and
spread the gospel. What the fuck do you think they’re here for?”

She hit me. She hit
me with coolly measured force, just hard enough to make me gasp. “What are
they here for?”

“Jesus—Fuck!—They’re
here to get me. Why else would they be here?”

“But how did they
find . . . ?”

Her voice petered
out. Her gaze zeroed in on the back of my right hand, where the tip of one of
my scars poked out from beneath my sleeve, like a fern leaf unfolding.

“I’m an idiot,” she
said, quite calmly. “Of course you’ve been leaving a trail for them to follow.”

It wasn’t a trail,
not really, not exactly. I hadn’t been able to leave a lightning tree at every
campsite—sometimes Pax was watching me too closely, sometimes they didn’t let
me out of the damn truck. So there had been breaks in the chain, miles on miles
where I hadn’t had a chance to leave a sign behind. But I’d done it as often as
I could, burning my branching sigil down into the sandy dirt, a signature
etched in melting silicon and carbon: Hey assholes, Casey wuz here.

Pax gave me a quick
hard jerk. “Did you know they were coming after you?”

“No.”

“Don’t lie to me,
Casey, I am really not in the mood . . .”

“I told you, fucking no!”

I’d
never expected that Malice would come for me. It wasn’t even something I’d
hoped for. Set aside the fact that she had her own life to live back in
Lafontaine, and Emily to protect—I figured it would be practically impossible
anyway. Malice only had a fixed amount of power in the coils we’d saved, and no
way to replace it when it was gone. Any attempt at a rescue mission would
probably end with her stranded out in the wilderness. It made an ugly
picture—Malice, sitting on the roof of the powerless dino, smoking her last
cigarette, while the gangers closed in on every side.

So no, I never
thought that she was following. Leaving the lightning trees behind to mark the
path we’d taken, that was a compulsion and a comfort, but nothing so definite
as a plan. Hell, I guess it was more like a prayer than anything else. Cast
your bread upon the waters, or some shit. 

“They’re coming
back!” Matthews called, and Pax came back to earth. 

She turned
one-hundred-and-eighty degrees, her gaze sweeping the gas station, analyzing
the tactical possibilities of every metal scrap and cinderblock.

“The stairwell,” Pax
said. “It’s concrete. Move.”

I managed to crawl
about a metre, leg irons rasping as they scraped on the floor, but I guess I
wasn’t fast enough. Pax and the guards grabbed me and dragged me the rest of
the way to the stairs that led down to the basement. An arctic calm had settled
over Pax. She hadn’t yet drawn her nightstick, but her hand never moved far
from the hostler. There was another whistling spray of shot, and a single
three-inch nail punched through the station wall and skittered across the
floor.

As Li Shen and
Matthews took flanking positions, Pax spoke to me alone. “Casey. Don’t answer
out loud, just nod. You know that the Institute truck will be here any minute.
You know it will be heavily armed.”

I nodded. Twice.

“Not just with
nightsticks, either. They’ll have rifles and pulseballs and armour. And the
truck itself will be a virtual tank. Malice and Emily won’t last five minutes
against it. At close quarters, they wouldn’t last five minutes against me.”

She was right, of
course. Malice could shoot up the building until Gabriel blew his horn, but she
couldn’t get to me without coming in range of Pax’s nightstick. The fight would
be brutal, dirty, and very, very short. Pax wouldn’t be shooting to kill,
though. The Institute goons would.

Pax knew my silence
for what it was—miserable agreement. “You want to save their lives? Then you
need to get rid of them.”

Get rid of them.
Sever the lifeline. I stared at her.

She hit me again.
Harder this time. I could almost feel my eyeballs rattle in their sockets.

“Do you understand
what I’m saying?” she said. Slow and measured, as though we had all the time in
the world. “If they’re still here when the Institute transport arrives, they
will die. They will be killed, Casey. Do you want to stop that from happening?”

I nodded
suddenly—nodded and couldn’t stop, my head a heavy fruit on a broken stem.

“All right,” she
said. “I’m going to undo your leg irons. Don’t kick.”

“Inquisitor,” Matthews
interrupted. “Is that a good idea?”

“You know what’s a
bad idea? Questioning your team lead in a combat situation. That’s a bad
idea. Keep your eyes on the window and be ready to lay down suppressive fire.”

Pax grappled with her
keyring, almost dropped it twice. Because of the adrenaline, probably. But it
wasn’t like Pax to fumble.

The tight rings
around my ankles suddenly loosened. Pax let the manacles slither to the ground.
“The roof. I need to get her up to the roof.”

 

THERE WAS A trapdoor
in the ceiling, but no ladder. Li Shen gave Pax a boost, then grabbed my legs
and lifted. Pax caught my wrists and pulled me up.

Once up top, we could
see the dino’s headlights, twin stars on the horizon. Malice and Emily had
retreated to reload, to catch their breaths, to strategize. They probably
hadn’t realized before now that they even needed a plan. Their decision to come
after me must have been made after a lot of drinking and a few rounds of
double-dog-dares.

But they could see
Pax and me, silhouetted as we were against the sky in the globe of light from
the hurricane lantern. Away in the distance, the dino roared, and began to pick
up speed.

“They’ll be here in a
couple of second,” I told Pax. My voice didn’t sound like my own. It was
hoarse, scraped. “You’d better tell me what you want me to do.”

“Tell you what I want
you to do,” she repeated to herself, unbelieving. Then, for the third time that
night, she hit me. It was the hardest blow so far, a wallop that threw me down
on one knee and made me bite a chunk from the inside of my cheek. “Why aren’t
you fighting me? For the love of Christ, Casey, why aren’t you fighting? If you
won’t fight for your own damn life, what the hell will you fight for?”  


My head was ringing;
blood slid down my throat. “Fuck it Pax, if you give a damn what happens, why
don’t you help me?”

“I am helping
you.”

“No,” I said
carefully, “you are not helping me, you are hitting me. There is a subtle
distinction.”

My hands were still
cuffed to my belt, but Pax took hold of them, held them. I stared stupidly down
at our twenty fingers, clutched into a single living knot.

Pax shook me. “I’m
trying to make you understand, Casey. Do you want Malice to rescue you? Do
believe you’re worth rescuing? Do you believe that enough to do something
about it, or are you going to lie back and wait to see what happens?”

“The only thing I
understand right now is that you’re a crazy bitch. None of the words coming out
of your face make any sense at all.”

“Oh Jesus!”
she yelled. “Here!”

And with that, she knelt,
with the grace of a squire being knighted, or a lover proposing. Knelt, so that
I could touch her, on either side of the head, with my chained hands.  

My hands closed
around her head—that was just reflex—and I realized what she was doing. I
could, if I chose, smash an electric bullet through her brain, from ear to ear.
Take her out, just like that. That would leave Li Shen and Matthews for Malice
to deal with, but they didn’t understand dirty fighting the way Malice did, and
they didn’t have as much to play for. Malice would win at a walk.

If I could kill Pax.

I pulled my hands
away. “No. Not a chance.”

“This is the only
way, Casey. I can’t just betray my command. If you want this, you’re going to
have to take it.”

“Oh fuck it, Pax,
get over yourself!”

I found that I was
screaming those words. Then I realized why. The rumbling of the dino had been
drowned by the revving of bigger engines. The Institute transports were in
earshot.

Down below, Matthews
was yelling. “Inquisitor Da Costa! Inquisitor Da Costa!”

Pax got to her feet,
it seemed, by reflex, and then muttered very low, “Oh . . . just . . . shit.”

“Inquisitor, what the
fuck is going on? We’re coming up.”

The Rover’s twin
headlights reeled into view. Malice and Emily were going to give it one more try.
Off to the east, the Institute trucks made the earth thunder. A hand caught the
edge of the trapdoor on the roof, and then Matthews was hoisting himself up
through the hole. He leaned over to give a hand to Li Shen. 

Sixty seconds, max,
until everyone came crashing together. Sixty seconds until the end of
everything. There was no way around that. There was no way to change it. I knew
that, I knew that . . . and yet . . .

“It’s
not too late,” I heard myself saying. Hard to believe that I, of all people,
was saying that to Pax, of all people, but there wasn’t time to stop and
marvel. “You can change this. You, Pax.”

“I can’t—”

“Oh, fuck that
noise. That’s them talking, not you. You think I don’t see how this is killing
you? Isn’t that something that matters?”

 Li Shen was
clambering through the trapdoor, weighted baton clenched between his teeth. I
caught my breath. One last try. 

“I wish to God I’d
been there when you were thirteen,” I said. “I wish to God I could have rescued
you then. Didn’t happen, so here we are. This is the only chance I get to
rescue you from the League. And that much I do care about. I may be selfish and
immature and I don’t give a damn about almost anything, but that much I
care about, ’cause fuck it, you freakish genius, that much matters. And
let me promise you something, if I’d been there at the beginning, I would not
have walked away. If I’d been there when you were first taken, I would have
come for you, Pax. I would have come for you.”

Pax blinked, and she
looked around as though the world had suddenly changed colour. Her face
twisted, contorted, and she looked like she might scream or bark out laughter
or sob herself into pieces.  

Then, all in a
heartbeat, her face cleared, and she lunged.  

I drew back, but she
was on me, grabbing my shoulders, my jumpsuit. She forced and pushed me to the
edge of the roof. Li Shen screamed something I couldn’t decipher, and
headlights were flooding the scene from all directions, but she didn’t stop.
She backed me up until my heels were hanging over empty space. Then, for the
briefest of instants, she drew me in close. Her lips brushed my ear.  

Then she threw me
backward off the roof.

 

I WAS ONLY in
free-fall for an instant before I crashed onto the roof of the dino.

Malice caught me. I
don’t know how Malice—a hundred and twenty pounds soaking wet and loaded with
lethal weapons—managed to catch me, hold onto me, as the dino accelerated,
careening away from the trading post at twice the truck’s recommended speed.
But she did. 

Over her shoulder, I
had a perfect view of the roof. Pax was still centred in the spotlight cast by
the hurricane lantern. She stood straight and serene, and her nightstick tapped
lightly against her thigh as Li Shen and Matthews charged her. Then she raised
her arm, and a streak of blue lightning fissured the sky.

I heard howling; knew
it wasn’t Pax. No one, no one, could wield a nightstick like Pax. Li Shen and
Matthews didn’t stand a chance. But the folks from the Institute would be there
in a matter of seconds . . . and I figured that they could give even Pax a
tough time. 

Malice
lowered me through the hatch in the dino’s roof. When strong hands caught my
legs, I caught a glimpse of shaggy greasy hair, and realized that a stupid
boyfriend had come along for the ride. Amazingly, I recognized the face. This
was the same boy who had been macking on Emily when we were all raising that
ungrateful rabbit. And as soon as I thought of the rabbit, I saw the damn
thing—a fat furry lump nosing around in a crate behind the driver’s seat. Next
to that was a cage full of dreamy-eyed toads.

The stupid boyfriend
laid me down on the floor of the van, and Malice knelt to check me over.  

All of a sudden I was
shuddering, my teeth chattering, and I couldn’t stay still.

Malice saw. “Get the
poteen,” she ordered the stupid boyfriend.

He bit the cork out
of the jug and poured. The glass banged against my teeth and the liquor spilt
down my shirt, but I managed to choke some down.  

“What the hell are
you doing here?” I gasped to Malice, when I could talk again. “You’re supposed
to be keeping Emily safe, not taking her on commando raids. We had a fucking
pact.”

“You didn’t consult
me before you made the pact,” Emily called from the driver’s seat. “And for the
record, I think it’s really dumb.”

“What she said,”
Malice agreed. “Pacts are nice and all, but if they mean you have to abandon
your wingman, leave her to spend her life as a human battery for a crazy-ass
cult, they need some rethinking. Em, kill the running lights and floor it.
Somebody’s gonna be after us soon.”  

“Maybe not,” I said.
I thought that the Institute thugs were going to have a more urgent problem to
deal with, in the form of a nightstick-wielding Pax with a new-found sense of
purpose. 

“Get me the bolt
cutters, kid,” Malice ordered the stupid boyfriend. “Hopefully we can get the
cuffs off her that way. Otherwise, I’m gonna have to do some crazy stunts with
a blowtorch, and that’s not gonna end well. Aw hell, Casey, why are you crying now?”

I wasn’t really crying,
it was more like . . . leaking. Pure overflow, from too much feeling.

Malice grabbed my
shoulders and gave me a shake. “Don’t tell me you’re worried about that cunt Da
Costa. Don’t disappoint me like that.”

“I’m not. Worried, I
mean. Malice?”

“Yeah, what?”

“I know you’ll want
to shoot Pax, when she shows up in Lafontaine. But don’t. Please.”

Her head jerked back.
“Okay, how much did you drink? Why would the Bitchquisitor show up in
Lafontaine?”

“Because she told me
she would.” I drew a shuddering breath. “Right before she threw me, she said,
‘I’ll see you soon. Somewhere in the middle.’ ”





 

CHAPTER
TWENTY-ONE

 

IN
WHICH THE WORLD ENDS

 

IT TOOK US eight days
to reach Lafontaine, driving day and night and gunning the truck hard to enough
to smoke the tires. Pax wasn’t there. And she didn’t come that week, or that
month, or the month after that.

The League did come,
just a couple of weeks after we got back. Different Inquisitor, different crew,
but same old routine. Nightsticks, posturing, shouting, swaggering. Doors got
kicked in, possessions got tossed out onto the street. They searched for three
days, and by the time they left, they’d found power cells and fuel, tools and
seed, and some of it they took and some of it they left. But they didn’t find
me. 

I’m not going to tell
you where I hid during the search. Call me nuts, but I’ve gotten a little more
careful about giving that kind of information away. Suffice to say, it smelled
like an outhouse in the seventh circle of hell, and I had to share it with
Floyd. 

Eventually
they left. They made a lot of threats and brandished a lot of nightsticks while
they were going, but still, they left. I watched them go from the roof of the
complex. Frankly, I was surprised that they’d given up so soon. It seemed like
they’d run out of places to look, which suggested a certain lack of
imagination.

Lack of imagination
was never Pax’s problem. She knew every last place that a secret or a wonder
could possibly hide—every nook and cranny of the great wide world, every dark
little corner of the human heart. No matter where something was buried, she
could find it, open it to the air, drag it out into the open. She could unravel
the mysteries of the world, and spin them up into threads, and weave a rug of
them to walk on.

And I was furious
with myself for missing her.

Malice swung up the
ladder. “They’re gone.”

“I can see that,” I
snapped. “They’ll be back.”

“A’ya. For certain.
And next time, there’ll be more of them. Have
you heard what they’re offering for you now? Wait for it . . . Five
hundred pounds of carbite.”

“Jesus!”

“Just wait. Next
year, the price’ll be twice as high. Assuming you stay free.”

South of us, the
League trucks were grinding down the highway, churning up a wake of smoky dust.
It was just a matter of time before I was dragged back onto a truck like that.
A peddler or a pilgrim would catch sight of my clipped ear and send word to
somebody important. Or someone in Lafontaine would finally decide that the
reward was too high to ignore, in spite of all of Malice’s efforts to persuade
people that it would be safer for them to keep quiet.

Malice shot me a
sideways look. “You’re a mess, man.” 

“Yeah, well.” I
watched the distant clouds of dust settle, and the trucks creep over the
horizon. How much time had I just gained? Another week? Another month? How long
before they came for me again?

Malice jabbed a
finger between my ribs. “For Christ’s sake, don’t think about it. You’ll lose
whatever shreds of sanity you have left.”

“What am I supposed
to think about? Long division? Norwegian cuisine? What do you think would work
as a distraction right now?”

“Aw, hell. Has it
finally come to this?” Malice faced me, arms crossed, shoulders squared. “All
right, fine. Fine. For you, Casey Prentice, I will make the ultimate sacrifice.
For the sake of your sanity, to extract you from your dark dreams, I will
commit an act so depraved that it will cause every angel in heaven to weep. I
will do this for you, Casey, and then I will claw my own eyes out and run down
the street screaming. For that is the meaning of friendship.”

“You’re going to do .
. . what the hell now?”

“I am going to do the
sex with you.” 

“What? No! NO!”

“Yes. Oh, yes.” She
began to pop open her fly buttons, her face pale but filled with terrible
resolve. “De-trouser yourself and assume a horizontal position. We are going to
bump uglies like wild doombeasts. We will not stop until your brain is too
fried from orgasm to think about your approaching abduction, imprisonment, and
torture, or until a merciful God strikes us both dead. Now no more talking. I
am about to press my lips against yours squashily.”   

She advanced, grimly,
but she had her eyes squinched shut, so I managed to duck in time. “Malice,
okay. Whoa, whoa, whoa. Not that I don’t . . . um . . . appreciate the thought,
but if we did this, I could never speak to you again and also I’d have to shoot
myself. And, plus? If our uglies actually bumped, there would be a shockwave in
reality which would tear the universe apart. You know this is true. Fiery
snakes would eat the sun and the oceans would boil to chowder and every planet
in existence would be devoured by its own individual black hole.”

Malice opened one eye
a crack. “I usually try to avoid activities which will cause the destruction of
all reality.”

“Totally. I mean,
think of the children.”

“The tiny, tiny
children!”

“Oh, so tiny are
they.”

The tension in her
shoulders eased. “So I guess . . . for the children . . . our uglies should
stay unbumped.”

“The children thank
you. All of them do.”

We slapped hands
instead, awkwardly, and then we both wiped our palms off. 

“You know that I’d do
it,” Malice said, scrubbing her hand fiercely against her jeans. “If that was
what you needed.”

“Thanks. Now please
let us never mention this ever again.” I wiped my hand for the tenth time.
“Have we got any bleach in the apartment? Or steel wool?” 

“Dunno. But let’s go
check immediately.”

We didn’t touch as we
walked to the ladder—that goes without saying, I guess—but we walked side by
side. That was her way of letting me know that she wasn’t going anywhere.

“Something you should
know,” she said out of the blue. “We have to be more careful starting now. For
one thing, you’re not allowed out of the apartment when there are any
out-of-towners in Lafontaine.”

“What?”

“Like I said, we’ve
got to start being careful. And like I also said, the price on your ass is high
high high, and it isn’t going down any time soon.”

“I can’t stand this!”

“Do you have a
choice?”

 

THE TIME CRAWLED past
in Lafontaine, and I stayed inside when strangers were in town. I did what work
I could do in the eco-eco, mainly shoemaking and tool repair, but it was harder
to get paid jobs and the garden suffered. Malice and Emily and Emily’s stupid
boyfriend tried to take up the slack. We didn’t eat as well, but we got by.

I taught Emily poker
and we played a two hundred game tournament. She defeated me effortlessly, and
I wrote her an I.O.U. for a bank truck full of gold bullion. Emily’s stupid
boyfriend cooked dinner once a week. Floyd chewed up the handle of my best
hammer. Malice started learning to knit. 

Day by day, and week
by week, I watched for smoke on the horizon and wondered what destroyer would
show up first. A roving highway gang with simple plans of rape and murder, or a
bunch of UFOs intending to set the planet on fire? Or would it be Pax, cloaked
in her uniform and her principles, come to rip my world away from its moorings?
I didn’t know, but I had this weird feeling like I couldn’t claim I didn’t
care. Not anymore.

 

A
MONTH AGO, when I was reading The Sex-Bots of Space Alcatraz for the
fifty-fourth time, Emily and her stupid boyfriend swung through the apartment
hatch. They were grinning their fool heads off, both of them, like the entire
world was one big damn joke and they were the only ones who’d heard the
punchline.

I put down my book.
“Just tell me that you’re not pregnant, Em. I’m still not helping you to change
any diapers ever. That is still a thing.”

Emily shook her head,
still grinning. 

I squinted at them.
They weren’t drunk, or high, so far as I could tell. What did that leave? “Did
you get married?”

She beamed at me.
“Something like that.”

“You’re too young.”

“Yeah? Well, who
knows how much older I’m gonna get?”

True enough. I looked
the stupid boyfriend up and down. He had been around for a while, much longer
than any of his predecessors. He had helped rescue me from the League. He could
cook. And his eyes lit up when he looked at Em. Funny how I’d never noticed
that before.

I could complain, but
what was the point? Looking at the matter objectively, Emily had better taste
than I did.

I sighed, stood up,
and glared at the stupid boyfriend the way I used to glare at jerks in hobo
camp who were trying to steal my socks. “Treat my sister right, or I’ll beat
you to death with a boot, and then find a way to bring you back to life so that
I can do it all again.”

He nodded. “I have
been warned. I’ll remember.”

“I don’t think I’ll
have to get violent,” I reassured him. “So far as I can tell, you’re pretty
much okay. To be honest, I kind of like you, Emily’s stupid boyfriend.”

“Umm.” He cleared his
throat. “Actually? Since we’re making it official? My name’s Rob.”

Fair, I decided.

“Rob,” I repeated.
And then I shook his hand.

 

THREE WEEKS AGO, Pax
arrived in Lafontaine. She came on foot, and her boots were cracked and the soles
almost worn through. She had been walking a long way. She wore an old jumpsuit,
faded to grey, instead of her slick black uniform. Besides that, she had a
freshly shaved head, a rucksack on her back, a rolled-up blanket under her arm,
and a dusty doctor trudging down the road behind her.

I was there to meet
them, sitting on the tenement steps. Of course I’d seen them coming. We’d
become pretty careful about watching the roads.

Pax stopped a few
feet away from me. “Hey.”

“Hey,” I echoed.
“Amanthi, there’s plenty of water inside if you’re thirsty.”

She was thirsty. No
surprise, since she had white dirt caked all over her face. She brushed past
me, heading in.

Then, for the first
time in three months, Pax and I looked each other in the face. I sat back and stretched
my legs out, waiting. I wanted her to go first.

She swung down her
bundle and wiped her face. “Have to admit, I’m surprised to see you out here. I
kind of figured you would hide when you saw me coming.”  

“I considered it.”

“I’m not here for
you. I mean—not that way. I’m not here on behalf of the League.”

“I believe you. Which
probably proves, beyond all remaining doubt, that I am stupid beyond compare.”

“If it would make any
difference, you could send Malice to Little Juarez, to check with the bounty
hunters. Amanthi and I will be listed as runaways. By now, there’s a price out
on both of us.”

“It wouldn’t make any
difference. If you were still pimping for the League, it would be easy
enough for you to put a fake bounty on yourself. But, at the end of the day, I
guess I’m deciding to believe that you’re not lying. God knows why, but that’s
how things are. You brought Amanthi out with you.”

“I did.”

“Did you do that for
Amanthi? Or for me?”

“A little from column
A, a little from column B.”  She paused. “For myself, too. I think.”

“Well.” I put out a
hand. Pax automatically caught it,  and helped me to my feet. “Let’s go inside.
I’m guessing you’re thirsty too.”

 

ONCE WE’D MADE
Amanthi sort of comfortable on Emily’s bed, which happened to be the cleanest,
with a cup of bad tea in one hand and a cup of worse soup in the other, she
broke down. 

If you ask me, I
think that everything hit her at once, and I do mean everything. Not just the
stress of the escape and the long slow journey on foot, but every particle of
shit that had dropped on her since the moment Pax took her by the arm and
walked her into a League truck. Then, as a super-shitty bonus, there was the
whole thing about there being a price on her head, so she could count on being
hunted for a good few years, if not forever. That couldn’t have helped.

Amanthi didn’t cry.
She just crumpled, her head sinking down into her hands, and her hair spilling
over them.

Pax twitched, as if
she was about to go over there, but she stopped herself. “I nominate somebody
other than me to talk to her. She might kind of want to kill me just a little
bit.”

“Really. What
leads you to that conclusion? Malice, you’re up. And for the love of the
sweet globular buttocks of the milkmaids of Triton, don’t seduce her. That’s
the last thing she needs.”

Malice looked
honestly shocked. “Come on, Casey. You really think I would make a pass at a
chick with PTSD? Even I have my limits.”

She went to Amanthi,
and she didn’t try to touch her, or even speak to her. She just crouched beside
her to wait. She would wait as long as Amanthi needed, and she would be ready
whenever Amanthi was.

Pax and I went up on
the roof, to give them space. She had the makings of a few cigarettes stuffed
into her pockets. Together we smoked and watched the sun sink.

“What’s Amanthi’s
plan?” I asked at last, once I was good and sick of the silence. “Does she have
one?”

“She mentioned going
back to her husband, our first night out. She hasn’t talked about it since. I’m
guessing that she doesn’t want to lead the League there.”

“Maybe. Or she’s
freaked about what she’ll find. You think that her husband waited for her?”

“Why are you asking
me?”

“You met the guy, I
didn’t . . .”

“I was kind of
preoccupied? We didn’t sit down together for a heart-to-heart. It’s hard to get
to know someone when he’s screaming at you hard enough to spray saliva across
your face.”

“Yeah . . . but you
remember everything he said.”

Pax took a very, very
long drag, finally letting the smoke trickle out through her nose. “Yes. I
remember every last word he said.”

“So?”

“So . . . I can
imagine him waiting for her, I suppose. I can imagine a lot of things. For all
we know, her whole town is under water. I don’t know what Amanthi’s plans are.
We’ll have to talk about it.” 

“No doubt. Do you have
a plan?”

She moved her hand,
left and right, and watched the smoke make curls, now thisaway, now thataway.
“For once in my life, no. I didn’t have a plan beyond this. Getting here.
Seeing you.”

“Sweet. But a little
dumb, I think.”

“Only a little?
Better than I expected.”

The orange-streaked
sky was softening, now, into bruise blue and mauve. It struck me that if Pax
and I were on a date, it was our least messed-up date yet. Pretty sad,
considering that we were discussing the last girl she kidnapped, but at least
nobody was armed, locked behind barbed wire, or bleeding. I picked a bright
patch of the sky to watch and pretended that I could see the moon. 

“We can’t stay here,”
I said slowly. “I mean, you and me and Amanthi can’t all go to ground in one
place. The reward money’s too much. I’m temptation enough on my own—add you and
Amanthi to the mix, and we’re a fortune on legs. Somebody’s bound to sell us
out.”

“Amanthi and I
wouldn’t sell for nearly as much as you would. But yes, you’re right.”

“So either you have
to leave Lafontaine, or . . .”

I left it hanging.

“Or we could leave
together,” Pax finished. “We could power up the dino, and just go. You.
Me. Malice and Emily and Rob, if they want. Amanthi too. All of us.”

I didn’t know whether
to laugh or scream or sob, so I ground out my cigarette as a sort of
compromise. Ten months ago, Pax had grabbed me by the scruff of the neck and
dragged me out of town. Now she wanted to do the same thing over again. Only
difference was, the first time around, she was doing it for the greater glory
of the League. This time, I wasn’t even sure of her reasons.

“And what the hell
would we do, away from Lafontaine?” I asked. “Tour mindlessly through the
wicked world? Or dress up in nice green uniforms and thrash some peasants?”

“Neither.” She turned
towards me, a spark of that fanatic’s fire in her eyes, which made me feel
fondness and dread all at once. “We could do something good, you know, you and
I. We could found a new town instead of squatting in the ruins of an old one.
Build it of desert stucco. Learn to work with the world we’ve got instead of
mourning the one that’s gone. Or we could make our way north. It’s cooler
there, and there’s more water. We could join a settlement there, help it grow.
Or we could go after Naturals. Find them. Rescue them if they need rescuing.
Then work with them. See what new possibilities they bring.”

I scrubbed at my
hair. “You see? I knew you’d mention that. How long before you start to clip
their ears, and lock them in trucks, and tell them that they’re too important
to decide what to do with their own damn lives?”

Pax raised her hands,
surrendering. “All right. All right. I deserved that.”

She was silent a
minute, and then asked softly, “Should I just go?”

I sighed. “No. Don’t.
I’m the one who said we should meet in the middle. I know there must be some
space between our ways. There must be middle ground between turning people into
assets and leaving them to die in their own filth. I’m just . . . Well. I
guess, to be totally brutally honest, I’m scared shitless, Pax. It’s hard
enough just to survive. You want us to survive and change the world in our free
time.”

“Between you and me
and Malice and Amanthi, we’re ahead of the game when it comes to survival.
Malice can rip up people’s bodies and Amanthi can stitch them back together,
and you can fix the truck and light people’s heads on fire. And I can memorize
hundreds of thousands of numbers at a time, which might not strike you as a
survival skill, but you’d be surprised. Also, I can cook eggs.”

“Eggs are tasty,” I
murmured thoughtfully. That seemed to encourage her.

“I didn’t leave the
League empty-handed, either. There are five nightsticks at the bottom of my
rucksack.”

I gave her a filthy
look. “You know I hatethose things.”

“Fine. Forget the
nightsticks. I’ll break them. I don’t have to make eggs, either. I’ll make
porridge instead. See, I can adapt. Casey, come with me.”

“Come with you, and
change the world?”

“Well, frankly, why
the hell not?”

Pax took hold of my
hand. She did it cautiously, as if she expected me to smack her across the
face. Which was probably smart of her, under the circumstances, because I kind
of wanted to. But I didn’t.

“Do me a favour,” she
said. “Just for one second, forget everything that you already know. Forget everything
in your life that made you give up. Just for one second, believe this, if
nothing else: You’re extraordinary, Casey, and you were made to do
extraordinary things. In spite of everything, it’s stilla world of
wonders, and you’re the biggest wonder that it’s been my privilege to know.”

I
was a flyspeck away from making some smartass remark. Something like, Am I
extraordinary enough to be locked in a ten-foot-by-ten-foot cell, with
sharpened wires in my skull? But I didn’t do it. I couldn’t. For just one
second, you see, Pax’s words had touched some chord that vibrated down all the
way through me, straight down my spine and right to the roots of my soul.  

Faith is silly that
way. It hits you just when the rational part of your brain throws up its hands
and stalks away in frustration. It was stupid of me to be standing there
in the sun with the woman who had abducted me not very long ago. Stupider still
for me to think that maybe, this time around, everything she was saying was
true. 

I didn’t know whether
Pax was right. I just knew that I wanted her to be.

Her shoulder was
there, so I leaned into it, and her arms came up around me. I breathed the
smell of her. It was the wasteland smell—salt and smoke and sand.

“Okay,” I said, into
her chest.

“What?”

“I said okay.” I
pulled back from her. “What the hell. Let’s try. Let’s launch ourselves into
the breach with nothing but our wacky talents and a can-do attitude.”

A startled grin broke
out on her face, and I raised a warning finger. 

“But! The first order
of business—number one—is Amanthi. If Amanthi doesn’t want to stick with
us, then we’re going to take her anywhere she wants to go, whatever it
takes.”

“Anywhere,” Pax
agreed. “Whatever it takes.”

“Don’t say yes too
quickly. I mean it. If she wants to go to the North Pole, and I have to scoop
you out and use you as a kayak to get her there, then I’m gonna.”

“You say that with a
degree of relish that makes me uncomfortable.”

“I’m serious.”

“Fair enough. I give.
You’ve got it. Amanthi comes first.  I owe you that much.”

“Hell no. You owe Amanthi
that much. When I get around to collecting what you owe me, things
are going to get much more interesting.”

 

THAT NIGHT, A hot
wind blew off the desert. Some people dragged their mattresses up to the roof;
some staked out the basement, which was cool, but smelt of sewage. Pax and I
opened up the back of the dino, padded it with blankets, and lay where we could
see a little patch of stars.

We didn’t talk much.
Words are very cheap, and there comes a point where you don’t want to bother
saying or hearing the obvious. Like I’m sorry, or I missed you.
But there were other things she said in the middle of the night, when my mind
was so glutinous with exhaustion that I could hardly recognize the sounds. And
now, three weeks later, I don’t really remember them. But I choose to believe
that they were beautiful. 

It was near dawn when she started to talk in Portuguese.
Haltingly, jarringly, repeating something long forgotten. I didn’t know at the
time whether it was a poem or a prayer, and when she translated the words for
me later, I was no wiser, but I think it went something like this:

To the four winds/I have sworn an oath

To track your dying light/to the place where it was born;

To stir up the embers/where once burned your faith

And to rekindle yours/from my own.

 

IN THE THREE weeks
since, I’ve been getting ready.

It’s not easy to say
goodbye to your life in three weeks, but it’s easier than saying goodbye to
your life in thirty seconds. At the very least, you have time to give your
plants away, and pack all of your underwear.  

The day after Pax and
I made our decision, we asked the others whether they wanted to come. We tried
to be straight about the whole thing, tell them all the risks and dangers. How
we didn’t really know where we were going, and how the League would probably
never stop hunting us. When we were finished, Emily and Rob glanced at each
other, and something wordless passed between them. 

Then Emily declared,
brightly, “I call shotgun!”

Malice only took a
few seconds longer to decide, though she complained, “It is a big fucking world
out there. And I’ve only got the one knife.”

Pax opened her mouth,
and I knew exactly what she was going to say. Want to learn to use a
nightstick? She didn’t end up saying it, probably because I threw every
pillow in the house at her face before she could made any noises.

Amanthi is on board
as well . . . at least for now. Her face still turns a dull red every time she
sees Pax, and she hasn’t spoken three words to her since the day they had
arrived. In a way, it was the final humiliation of her time in the League, when
she had to let Pax, of all people, rescue her. But for the first time in years,
she’s free to be angry, and I think in the end that’ll help. That, and Malice
Hiroyama, who’s been giving her lots of ways to burn her anger off. Some
require razor blades. Others involve baseball bats and walls. All very healthy
and productive, though not in a way that Pax Da Costa would necessarily
understand.

 

WE’RE
LEAVING THIS evening. The plan is to drive through the night—risky, but hell,
what’s life without risks?—and reach the nearest water source before the heat
of the day starts. Pax knows every well and spring for hundreds of miles
around.

But for most of
today, we’ve been working on a different project. There was something that we
wanted to leave behind. A message for the League, something for them to ponder
the next time they search Lafontaine.

On and off, for the
past couple of weeks, I’ve been collecting coloured earth and old tins. Early
yesterday, I built a small fire in the gravel yard, and turned chemist. I
extracted the coloured oxides from the clay, roasted them to darken the tone,
and I added this and I added that and I ended up with a few quarts of good
hard-wearing paint, in red and brown and smoky black.

That was my main part
in the job. That and the scaffolding. Malice and I, working together, slung
ropes and planks from the roof of the tenement, so the others could paint
comfortably. Pax did the sketching, the roughing out, and then Emily and Rob
daubed paint into her outlines. Amanthi stood by with her medical kit. She said
she wanted to be ready for emergencies. I think she was secretly hoping that
Pax would fall off the scaffold.

We finished the mural
this afternoon, and as soon as it was finished, the six of us stood in a line
on the cracked sidewalk, and stared up at it. Emily held Floyd, and petted him
thoughtfully.

The mural covers
almost a full side of the tenement, the side that gets the most sun. It shows a
horde of rabbits, brown and black and fawn-coloured and tawny, running and
leaping over the weather-beaten walls. They’re roughly done, but Pax has so
much life in her, she gives a bit to everything she touches. Every last bunny
looks like it’s breathing.

Below the mural, in
good-sized if trickly capitals, these words are written: 

 

THE ONLY SALVATION

IS IMAGINATION.

 

“I liked it better
before you put the words on, frankly,” I told Pax, as we stood there
contemplating our efforts. “It looks kind of preachy this way.”

“I am preachy.
You know this about me. You can paint the words out, if you want, but I’m not
going back up there. I’ve already ruined my pants.”

“Paint-covered pants.
Truly, your suffering is without end or description.”

Emily thoughtfully
ruffled Floyd’s fuzzy ears. “You think that the League will get the message?”

“Probably not,” Pax
said. “But at least we tried.”

“Enough with the
rabbits,” I said. “Come on, Amanthi. Have you still got the deck of cards? I
think we’ve got time for a quick hand of poker before we have to leave.”
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