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"SNYDER HAS A UNIQUE voice and her work is almost instantly recognisable ... It's rare to encounter a writer who so loves words and the changes that can be rung and the tricks that can be played. Rare and precious. But because of Snyder's versatility, it's difficult to give an overview of this collection. Every piece is different, and every piece demands attention ... Dark, funny, and romantic by turns, Sparks and Shadows is a must read. Go! Buy! Read!" 

— Greatest Uncommon Denominator Magazine

"(N)ot only does Lucy A. Snyder write truly intelligent horror that is both witty and political but her stories and poems tap the feminist potential of horror to illuminate the shadowy extremes of both love and hate... Whether you are looking for dark fantasy or horror or just something to tickle your funny bone, I recommend you pick up a copy."

— The Green Man Review

"The short stories and poems in Lucy Snyder's debut collection range from dark to very dark to sexy to hopeful, often with a wry twist of humor ... Highly recommended..." 

— Sequential Tart

"At times poignant, witty, erotic, thoughtful, chilling and maniacally gleeful, Sparks and Shadows is a delightful collection and book length introduction to an author to watch."

— Horror Reader

"Lucy Snyder's Sparks and Shadows is everything you could want in a short story collection. Elegant, beautiful prose, deep emotional writing and powerful stories. Do yourself a favor and grab this one!" 

— James A. Moore, author of Serenity Falls

Sparks and Shadows
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I WANT TO THANK MY husband, Gary A. Braunbeck, for his love, faith, support, and advice. I would also like to thank Pete Allen (for taking on this project), Nanci Kalanta (for her work on the first edition of this book), Malcolm McClinton (for his wonderful artwork), Mark Lancaster (for his eagle-eyed proofreading), Jerry Robinette and the members of Writeshop (for their story critiques), David Wyatt and Carol Seiler (for all their encouragement over the years), Caitlín R. Kiernan (for inspiring "Sara and the Telecats" via her musings about chaos magic and politics on her blog), and all the editors who first ran these stories and poems in their publications.

And finally, I'd like to thank the snakes of the San Angelo Nature Center for providing the inspiration for "Darwin's Children" without actually giving me tetanus.

For Henrietta Snyder
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I hope that now you know what Ocean really means.
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I HATE Forrest Gump.  Let's get that out of the way right off.  The movie has its charming moments, but there's too much treacle to go along with it, and too many of its genuine moments have become—through no fault of its own—cultural touchstones, taking all of the power out of them.  Any sentimental wisdom or sweetness evident in the "Life is like a box of chocolates" scene has been drained away by that dreaded disease, Catch-Phrase Fever.  Fucking Gump.  It's no Titanic—by which I mean it actually has some decent acting—but it bugs the hell out of me.

All of which is by way of apology for my regretful surrender to the impulse to say this:  Lucy A. Snyder's short stories really are like a box of chocolates.  The absolute best thing about the experience of reading Sparks and Shadows is that as you begin each story, you really have no idea what you're going to get.  Some of the chocolates are sweet and some are sour.  Some are full of poison and others hide razor blades that will leave you raw and bloody.  Quite a few have an aphrodisiac quality...even some of the poison ones.

The metaphor is overworked.  I know.  But if you're rolling your eyes about it, I have one reply—read the book.  Seriously.  Maybe, like those scenes in the movie, the metaphor has lost its power through overuse, but it is nevertheless the most apt comparison.

So, what will you find on the following pages?

Pain and joy, often surprising, though not in equal measure.

Snyder writes with an unwavering confidence and purpose.  There is madness in these pages.  There is profound regret and lingering melancholy to be found in "As Lonely as the Grave" and "Darwin's Children."   Much has been made about the eroticism present in some of these tales—including "Boxlunch," "The Roses of Gomorrah," and the phenomenal "The Sheets Were Clean and Dry"—yet I believe that instead of breathless eroticism you will find an admirably honest sexuality that is just one of Snyder's keenly-honed tools.

Within these pages, you will find women who demand their dignity, even if only instinct has ever told them they deserve it.  You will encounter twists that work even if you've managed to see them coming.  (One of those is in my favorite story in the book, but I can't tell you which without giving it away.)  There is grotesquerie here, there are ugly consequences, and there is sadness.  There are sinister powers lurking just beyond the curtains of our perception.

And there are other worlds.

Perhaps more than anything else, it is Lucy A. Snyder's science-fiction that truly surprises me.  I confess I am not a great reader of science-fiction, but I would consume it voraciously if all of its practitioners brought the kind of dark imagination to their work that Snyder does to hers.  Some of the stories are shocking in that they culminate in at least a version of happiness [as do several of the non-SF tales in the book], and hope.  Others, however, are full of dread.  "A Preference for Silence" and "Through thy Bounty" are two of the best stories in the entire volume, and "Burning Bright" reads like the prelude to a series of novels I would love to read.

"The Dogs of Summer," on the other hand, is not science-fiction but urban fantasy, full of compassion and the woman-striving-for-dignity element that echoes so convincingly and powerfully in a number of these stories.  It is also the only story in the book that seems written by the same author as Snyder's excellent first novel, Spellbent.

Yet there are things other than stories within these pages.  Snyder offers a small handful of pieces that might be essays or arch asides, as well as a number of her excellent poems.  There is an elegance to these poems that is inescapable, and they share the same sense of purpose as the collection's prose stories.  Lest you be tempted to skip these pieces, let me warn you how foolhardy that would be.  Snyder's poems—in particular "The Jarred Heart"—are as effective and affecting as her prose tales.

It was my great pleasure to read these stories, and I'm certain you'll enjoy them as much as I did, and be haunted by them, just as I was.  I'm also certain that you will come away from them with the same inescapable conclusion—that Lucy A. Snyder is a writer whose stories deserve to be savored.

Sort of like a box of chocolates.

Fucking Gump. 

—Christopher Golden

February 9, 2010

Bradford, MA
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"NOTHIN' BUT A ONE-HORSE twin,"

disparages sexy Sheriff Dyslexia,

staring arrogant at the Dustbite Boys

astride their poor swaybacked pony.

At low noon, a Siamese centaur gallops down,

mythic hooves rolling with the tumbleweeds,

corded torsos backed like Janus,

arrows raised in a riot of elbows.

The Sheriff hears "raw!" instead of "draw!"

and while she scans in confusion

for sores in the absence of saddle

the hostile horsey Cupids pierce her heart.

They steal her star and hit the bar,

sling whiskey, then twinnish insults

about who's the horse's ass.

One shoots: they're both scored.

When the monster's cold, the ichor dried, 

enter the janitors: the Dustbite Boys,

boots and guns shined like Sunday,

swayback pony snorting proud.

They'll hire a yellow Yankee paperman

and clean up as pulpbound heroes 

instead of star-stuck survivors who simply 

skipped to the end of the horse opera's libretto.
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VERONICA WAS A SPACEWORTHY lass with a definite preference for silence and a great sensitivity to detail. She'd never lost her tea in zero gee and had always been the first to note when the coffee maker needed cleaning or when the fluorescent lights would flick-flicker in signal of the bulbs' impending death. Furthermore, she seemed to genuinely relish freeze-dried food.

When the other colonists asked her to take the long watch over The Doubtful Guest as it hurtled through space to their new home, she was quietly enthused and declared she'd always meant to read the world's Great Literature. 

But they worried that she would get lonely with nothing but books and the hum of the cryopods to keep her company over those dark decades. And, more important, who would watch the ship's systems while she slept? 

So they chose a lad named Melvin to be her companion. He matched Veronica in most important aspects: religious affiliation, political outlook, favorite dessert, air freshener preference. While not as attuned to detail as she, he did seem like a fairly alert fellow, respected quiet, and was easily amused by a variety of odd hobbies.

The voyage started well, with Veronica reading the Bronte sisters and Melvin building tiny Spanish galleons out of toothpicks, glue and dental floss. They traded shifts, she awake while he slept, and so they seldom saw one another. When they did, they attempted sex a few times, quietly groping each other beside his mother's cryopod, but it never seemed as satisfying as their respective pastimes.

The trouble began two years into the trip, when Veronica had started on the Russians and Melvin had begun knitting long, itchy black-and-blond scarves from all the hair they'd shed. It was not the aesthetic qualities of the scarves that upset her, for she approved of creative approaches to waste management. Nor did the click-clack of his needles bother her as she slept. It was his snoring.

His snore developed slowly, like cancer. When she began The Brothers Karamazov, it was just a soft, throaty purr like the breathing of an asthmatic cat. Barely noticeable. A few months later, when she was on Notes from the Underground, the purr became punctuated with the occasional grunt or snort, and by the time she finished the ship's store of Dostoyevsky and started Anna Karenina, his snore had risen in volume to resemble the revving of a small motorcycle with a bad cylinder.

Veronica, who read slowly because she liked to savor every word, could not concentrate with all that infernal noise. She wrestled with issues of politeness and protocol for a few days, then woke Melvin and suggested they re-synchronize their schedules so that they were awake at the same time. He reluctantly agreed after she promised to program an extra set of monitors to sound an alarm if anything should happen while they slept.

With the snoring gone, Veronica happily resumed her normal reading rate of ten pages a day. But then she started to notice other things about Melvin that disturbed her. The click-clack of his knitting needles made it hard for her to focus on all the nuances of Tolstoy's use of the verb "to be," and the sound of him gargling in the morning broke her concentration entirely.

She did not approach him with her complaints because she felt a bit sheepish for making him adjust his sleeping schedule to salve her sensibilities. After all, he'd taken her imposition with such good spirit. And, as her dear departed mother had always taught her, it simply wasn't polite to comment on others' personal habits.

So she tried to concentrate on her text. But more malignant Melvinisms arose. The crunching of him eating his daily ration of vegetable flakes. The wet slurping sound he made when he drank his coffee. The way the air whistled through his nose when he sighed. The low, animal grunts he made when he whipped himself with one of his scarves behind his mother's cryopod.

Finally, one morning when Melvin was drinking his coffee and knitting in the nude, he belched. Not a mild little burp, but an eructation that shook the whole ship, thundering like the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse.

Her patience snapped along with her concentration. She threw down War and Peace, launched herself across the room and started to strangle Melvin with his scarf. He made quite a lot of noise, but only for a little while. When he was unconscious, she stabbed him fifty-three times with the knitting needles, then hauled him and his scarves, toothpick ships, fungus sculptures and rotifer farm to the airlock and ejected everything into the cold silence of outer space.

Feeling exquisitely relieved, she washed her hands, carefully dried them and resumed her reading.

But then she started to notice the low hum of the cryopods, the periodic hiss of the cooling units. The flutter of the air vents. The raggedness of her own breathing. The lub-dup of her own heart.

Her hands began to shake. 
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ON THE SIXTH DAY THE Libertarian People's Army had the city under terrorist siege, Wendy Banks and her husband Juan Petrov ran out of orange juice, beer, hummus, and condoms.

Wendy, who'd reluctantly resorted to drinking some generic-brand diet soda someone had abandoned at their last party, continued to rummage vainly through the pile of ROM disks, computer cables, socks, and sundry debris around their bed in search of contraceptives. 

"Just one condom," she muttered. "My left tit for one lousy condom."

She spotted a thin patch in a promisingly white medical wrapper peeking from beneath a pair of sunglasses. A hormone transderm?  Oh, that would be entirely too sweet!

"Come to mama!" She snatched up the wrapper, only to have her hopes dashed. "Dammit!  You're a band-aid!" 

Disgusted, she crumpled the Curad and threw it back in the pile.

"Hey honey," Juan called from his perch on the couch in the other room. "Any luck?"

"No." Wendy stomped into the living room. "We are entirely out of anything even remotely resembling birth control."

"Well, there's always your sparkling personality," Juan replied, then dove for the meager cover of the throw pillows at the other end of the couch.

"Die!" Wendy leaped onto the couch, grabbed her husband by the waistband of his jeans and bit him on the ass.

"Ow!  Hey, no teeth, no teeth!"

Wendy sat up, scowling.

"That was a mean thing to say," she pouted.

"But highly accurate," he pointed out, rubbing his rump.

Wendy growled and buried her face in her hands. "You know I'm PMS. I'm so horny I could die, and with my luck I'd get pregnant if a sperm were to jump up and yell 'Boo!' at me. And I've been stuck here all week because the freaking Libbies blew up the freaking gas company, killing dozens of poor freaks working third shift and leaving me freaking unemployed. And my vibrator's burned out. And I can't even spend any time with my own husband because your stupid bosses decided they need two backup sysadmins on premises at all times. Though I don't see how your pulling double-shifts for them is gonna help if the Libbies do their normal thing and blow shit up.

"And when they finally let you take a day off...WE HAVE NO FREAKING CONDOMS!"

She began to weep.

"Aw, don't cry, honey." Juan scooted over beside his wife, slipped his arm around her and began to nuzzle her neck. He'd recently trimmed his black goatee and the bristles tickled. "Maybe Penny has some in her apartment upstairs?"

"Maybe," Wendy sniffled. "She always did take that 'Be Prepared' thing she learned in Kid Scouts pretty seriously."

"Computer," Juan announced. "Connect to Penny's smartwall."

The big flatscreen monitor on the wall facing their couch clicked on. Onscreen, an image resolved of a young dreadlocked woman with pink plastic snakes wound through her black hair.

"Hi, I'm the avatar for Penny Lucas. In this, our sixth day of chaos, the hot conversation topic remains: the Libertarian People's Army. Neither Libertarian, nor for the people, nor an army?  You decide. Let's look at the evidence. So far, they seem to be a bunch of unwashed dorks who figured out how to make bombs–"

"Avatar," Wendy broke in, rolling her eyes. Penny had it programmed to talk endlessly to foil marketers. "Is Penny home?"

"Mmmm, I dunno, sugar. You got the magic word?" The avatar crossed her arms and cocked her head to one side.

"The magic word is 'weenie-roast'." Wendy replied.

The avatar's image froze for the briefest beat while the password authenticated. "Voice and data match!" the avatar exclaimed. "Hi Wendy, hi Juan. How you lovebirds doing?  Sadly, Miss Penny is not at home right now; she's pulling double shifts at St. Anne's. She won't be home for another 14 hours, and after that she's gonna be asleep."

Juan sighed. "Okay, thanks, avatar. Computer, break connection. Find us a music server playing some light trance."

The stereo came on. Wendy recognized the music as being an old Massive Attack remix.

Juan wrapped his arms around Wendy and began to kiss the sensitive spot behind her left ear. Shivers of pleasure ran down her spine.

"Oh, Juan, don't start," she moaned. "We can't–"

"Yes, we can," he whispered. "You just don't get any man meat."

"But I want man meat," she whispered back. "So let's go hit the convenience store, huh?"

***
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THE STREETS WERE A stinking mess; garbage service had been suspended three weeks earlier because the Libbies had taken to firing surface-to-surface missiles at city waste collection vehicles. A pair of National Guardsmen were patrolling the street on foot, automatic rifles held at the ready.

Wendy and Juan picked their way through ruptured bags of garbage fermenting on the sidewalk in the spring sun and entered Halfmann's Deli & Grocery. They split up, Wendy to seek condoms and Juan for orange juice.

Wendy found a single $30 3-pack of lambskins still on the rack in the toiletries aisle. They had expired the previous month. She was still staring at the pack when Juan came up beside her with an elderly-looking quart carton of grapefruit juice. 

"They want $15 for this, can you believe it?" he whispered. "They're out of everything else except a bottle of Clamato."

She tapped the price tag above the condoms.

"Jee-sus," he said. "I guess it's tap water and oral sex for us until this mess is over with, huh?"

Wendy's eyes narrowed. "Ve should not giff up on ze condom mission so soon, Comrade Petrov. Ve still haff Thorn's Pharmacy to infiltrate–"

"I told you I need butter for my kittens!" someone shouted.

Wendy and Juan turned. A street person had come into the store while they were shopping. His gray hair and beard were a wild mane around his grimy face. He wore a stained, peeling raincoat over a mismatched exercise suit.

"Sir, please, we're all out of butter–" the girl at the cash register said.

"Liar!" the man shrieked. "The lady in the colander helmet told me I should butter the kittens to ensure their acceptance into Vishnu's secret garden. She said you would have the butter, but you would hide it from me, because you don't want poor deserving kittens to reach nirvana!"

"We don't have any butter...really," the girl pleaded, glancing out the door past the man. Wendy suspected she was hoping the Guardsmen were within earshot.

"Liar!  Liarliarliaaaaar!" The man scrabbled at the pocket of his coat and pulled out a machine pistol. It looked to be one of the cheap Chinese models, but that made it no less lethal.

"Oh shit," Juan muttered. "I bet one of the Libbies gave him that. It's just the kind of uncontrolled chaos that really turns their crank."

The old man was waving the pistol in the air, and the cashier was cowering behind the counter. "Vishnu wants the butter now!  Now now now!"

Before Wendy could stop him, Juan had grabbed one of the two remaining jars of petroleum jelly and stepped to the front of the aisle. 

"I have butter of the earth," Juan said, holding out the jar. "The dinosaurs made it long ago, and it is very pure. I think Vishnu would be pleased to have it on his kittens."

"Earth butter?" The old man looked puzzled, but he lowered the pistol to waist level.

"Yes, earth butter. Take it. It's all yours."

The man reached for the jar.

Wendy saw movement in the corner of her eye. A Guardsman had stepped into the store, raising his rifle.

A pop and flash from the rifle's barrel.

The old man's shoulder exploded in a crimson mist. He shrieked, his gun hand jerking up reflexively. His pistol vomited bullets right at her husband.

Juan fell.
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THE AMBULANCES GOT to the store surprisingly fast. Wendy refused to leave her husband's side, so the medics reluctantly let her ride with him on the way to the hospital.

She gripped his hand while the EMTs worked to control the bleeding. His belly had been nearly ripped to shreds by the two bullets the old man had managed to fire directly into him. She'd never seen so much blood in her life. Juan's face was paper-white, and his fingers were like ice.

"Wendy?" Juan asked weakly.

"I'm here, Juan," she said.

"Can't...can't feel my legs..." he trailed off, his eyes rolling up into his skull.

"Get me another unit of plasma, his pressure's dropping fast," the lead EMT said.

"We're out, man," the other said.

"Shit!  Well, his microchip says he's covered for resurrection. Pass me the cerebral recorder."

"Oh God, he's not–" she began.

"I'm afraid so, ma'am. Please stay clear," the first EMT replied. The second passed him a fat steel cylinder with a handle and a cable leading to what looked like a hairnet made up of wires and electrodes. The first EMT put the net over her husband's head and flipped a switch on the top of the cylinder.

"Push 9 milligrams of epinephrine; he's gotta be conscious for a good read," the EMT continued.

The second medic injected the drug into her husband. His eyes fluttered open, and the heart monitor started beeping madly.

"He's taching bad," the second said, pulling out a pair of defibrillator paddles.

"No, don't," the first said. "His heart's pumping air. You shock him now, it'll screw up the recording and he'll be gone for good."

Her husband went into a spasm of coughing, bright pink foam spilling from his lips. Then he went limp.

The heart monitor flatlined.

Wendy stared at the cerebral recorder. "Did – did you get him?"

The EMT checked the monitor on the side of the cylinder. "Yep. Got him. Your husband's alive and well in softcopy, ma'am."
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AFTER A NERVE-WRACKING hour-long wait, Wendy was met by a doctor from Community General Hospital's cloning department.

"Wendy Banks?" he asked as he approached her in the waiting room. He carried an odd-looking black computer drive attached to a fabric shoulder strap. "I'm Dr. Smythe."

She stood and shook his hand. "What's happened?"

"Well, your husband is fortunate to have an employer who provides for such excellent resurrection benefits. The EMTs were able to do a full, clean download of your husband's mind in the ambulance. We've extracted his DNA, and have begun culturing a clone that will be ready in about 5 years. According to the terms of his insurance, he must stay with his company for at least a year after he is able to return to work, or he loses the right to be downloaded into the clone."

Wendy nodded, waiting for him to continue.

"Unfortunately, due to the recent trouble with the terrorists, there have been an unusually large number of deaths of people with resurrection benefits. As a result, this hospital currently does not have any temporary bodies to download your husband into. Also–" the doctor took a deep breath "–we are out of the more modern quantum storage units, so we had to put his dynamic data into a Dirac drive."

Wendy stared at the unit in the doctor's hands. The Dirac quantum drives were painfully obsolete and tended to lose data like a cat sheds hair. 

"The drive's lead shielded to make it as resistant as possible to data loss from stray cosmic rays, but our cyberneurologist estimates you have 5 hours to get him to a downloadable body before his data starts getting corrupted. I called around, and there's a replacement body available at St. Anne's. Unfortunately, all our ambulances have been called to the scene of a suicide bombing out in Grandview. I've called you a cab; it should take less than an hour to get across town, so there should be plenty of time to get your husband taken care of."

Smythe pulled a mini-headset out of the pocket of his white lab coat and a small plastic zip bag containing a microchip. "The Dirac is always on, so your husband is conscious in a virtual reality environment inside it. To talk to him and hear him, plug in this headset. The drive also has standard input/output ports if you have a camera or digital device you want to hook up to communicate with him. And here's his ID chip; they'll need to scan it at St. Anne's before he can be processed."

Wendy took the items and thanked the doctor – while inwardly cringing at the thought that they'd stored him in a medium slightly less durable than toilet paper – and he escorted her out to the front doors.

While she waited for the cab, Wendy slipped the microchip into her pocket. She clipped on the headset's earpiece and swiveled the matchstick-thin steel microphone arm into place above her lips. She plugged the cord into the Dirac unit.

She heard a click. "Hello?"

"Juan, is that you?" she asked. "Are you okay?"

"Yeah, I'm fine...a little dizzy." The voice was a flat, generic voice-synth, nothing like her husband's warm baritone. "Where are you?  I came to in this hospital room, but the door's locked and the phone's dead. Or it was, until you called just now. It feels like I've been in here for hours."

A green cab pulled up. Wendy pushed through the glass revolving doors. "I'm on my way to St. Anne's," she told her husband.

The cabbie rolled down the passenger window. "Are you Wendy Banks?" he asked.

"Yes," she replied.

The cabbie smiled and nodded at the back seat. "Hop on in and we'll get you to St. Anne's in a jiffy."

"Who's that I hear in the background," Juan asked.

"Just the cabbie," Wendy said as she climbed into the car.

"Am I at St. Anne's?" Juan asked.

"Uh...sort of..."

"Sort of?  What does that mean?" he asked, then paused. "Wait a minute. I remember you were with me in the ambulance, and I...oh God. I got shot, and I'm not shot anymore. Even if they'd used the fastgrow gel on me, I'd still be hurting right about now."

Another long pause. "Oh crap. I died, didn't I?  I've been boxlunched."

"It's not so bad. Really," she said, trying to sound cheerful. "They got a full download in the ambulance. No detected memory loss. And there's a new body waiting for you at St. Anne's."

"The company will be pleased, I'm sure," he replied dryly. "So what kind of a box did they put me in?"

"Uh." Wendy considered lying to her husband, but they'd long ago promised never to keep the truth from each other. "A Dirac 20 terrabyte."

"A D-dirac?" he stammered. "What, were they all out of papyrus and stone tablets?"

"It'll be okay," she insisted, hugging the unit to her chest. "We have hours before the expected drive failure point."

"Hours!  Woo!  Be still my beating heart," he said, his sick desperation clear even through the synth's mechanical tones.

"Is that your husband in there?" the cabbie asked.

"Yes," she replied.

"Lucky man, gettin' a second chance like this."

"Yeah," she admitted. "But he'd have been luckier not to have gotten shot today."

"Was it a Libbie thing?" the cabbie asked. "Not to be pryin' or nothin'."

"Maybe. This crazy homeless guy had a machine pistol, and a National Guardsman got trigger-happy. I can't think of many places the old guy could've picked up a gun like that unless the terrorists gave it to him."

"Sounds like a Libbie trick," the cabbie agreed. "Heard they were doing shit like putting explosives in kids' toys and stuff. And they still haven't made any money demands or nothin'!  They're just fucking stuff up to fuck it up. They're not even anarchists, they're, like–" the cabbie snapped his fingers, seemingly trying to coax the word from his mind.

"Nihilists?" she prompted.

"Yeah!  That!  Fucked up fucks, ya ask me. I mean, if it was the Indians trying to reclaim California or something, that I could maybe understand, but this trying to destroy society stuff...totally wacko. And they've got a rich guy bankrolling them – what's up with that?"

"I heard he's an extreme environmentalist," Wendy replied. "He decided the only solution to save the rest of the Earth is to wipe out as much of the human race as possible. Funding the Libbies is just a local means to a global end for him."

The cabbie shook his head. "Buncha wackos."

"Well, human overpopulation and overconsumption has caused the extinction of 75% of the species on the planet," her husband commented inside her left ear. "There is something to be said for reducing the population as quickly as possible."

Wendy frowned. "Are you saying you'd rather be dead?  I mean, you're population, too."

"No, no," her husband said quickly. "I'm a man of enlightened self-interest, and I very much want to continue living, if for no other reason than to be able to make love to you every night for the next fifty years. At least."

She smiled and hugged the unit tighter. Nice save, honey, she thought. They'd had some of their worst arguments over ecopolitical issues. Wendy was all for trying to save the environment, but she couldn't agree with the notion of killing people, even indirectly, to save animals. There had been a time when Juan would argue a point until they were both close to tears. They'd both learned a lot about agreeing to disagree in the two years they'd been married.

He paused. "It's gonna take them how long to get my clone up to size?"

"Five years, the doctor said," Wendy replied.

"You wouldn't happen to know what my 'temporary' body looks like, do you?" he asked. "I mean, what if it's got buck teeth and no chin?  Or massive amounts of body hair?  Or a microscopic dick?"

Wendy sighed. "Honey, what's that they say about beggars and choosers?"

"I know, I know," he replied. "I suppose I should just be glad I'm still virtually alive."

They were on the city's interior loop around downtown. Only a few cars besides theirs were on the road; well over half the city's population had fled or been evacuated, and the rest had been officially discouraged from unnecessary travel. Abandoned and wrecked cars lined the sides of the freeway. Wendy could see that at least half of the big glass-and-steel high-rises showed some form of rocket or bomb damage. In the first few days of the siege, the terrorists had bombed buildings containing offices for credit card companies, banks, insurance agencies, utility companies, and the like. Collateral infrastructure damage, the Libbie spokesman had called it in his video to the news sites. Take out the financial underpinnings of society, and society will fall. We will destroy the corrupt and rebuild in the ashes of the old.

Wendy counted herself and her husband lucky that his company's insurance was based in Canada.

"Oh crap, what's that?" she heard the cabbie say, craning his neck up at the sky.

Then he was slamming on the brakes, tires shrieking, the car slewing sideways on the dry pavement. Wendy held onto the quantum drive for dear life as she was thrown sideways in her seatbelt. A car behind them honked frantically and Wendy heard the squeal of tires as it swerved to avoid a collision.

Then the mortar hit not twenty yards in front of the cab. There was a tremendous boom and mushroom of orange fire. Hunks of concrete and asphalt rained down on the cab, cracking the windshield.

"What was that?  What's happening?" her husband shouted in her ear.

"M-mortar attack," Wendy stammered. "W-we're okay. I think."

"You okay back there, lady?" the cabbie asked.

She could only nod in reply.

The cabbie pulled a shotgun from beneath the front seat and got out of the car. Wendy fumbled with her seatbelt, got it unlatched, and pushed open the door to follow the cabbie.

He was standing in front of the car, staring at the smoking hole in the highway. A ten-foot-diameter section had been knocked out, sending huge hunks of rebarred concrete crashing to the road below the highway. Fortunately, it didn't look as if anyone had been crushed beneath the rubble.

"I'm going to have to turn back," the cabbie said. He nodded towards a section of the city outside the loop, beyond the downtown area. "St. Anne's is to the southwest of here; I'd say it's about four miles on foot."

"On foot?" Wendy could feel the blood draining from her face.

"I'm real sorry, lady," the cabbie said. "But I've got to go back. Company rules; a cab gets damaged like this, I gotta take it back to the garage. You could come with me and get another cab, but now that the loop's trashed, it might take a real long time to get back down to the hospital. I think you can get there quicker on your own."

The man went back to his cab and opened up the trunk. He pulled out a big coil of rope and a pistol.

"Here, take this," he said, offering her the gun. "You should be out of Libbie territory where you're going, but you never know. Go on, take it; I got lots more at home."

Wendy accepted the pistol, hefting it in her hand.

"If you gotta shoot it, hold it with both hands, 'cause it's got a mother of a kick. You look like a pretty strong lady, so it shouldn't be a problem. The clip holds nine rounds, and there's a round in the chamber. Safety's on."

The cabbie began to unwind the rope coil. Wendy tucked the pistol into the waistband of her jeans. The cabbie tossed her an end of the rope.

"Tie this around your waist," he said, "and I'll tie the other to the bumper and help lower you down through the hole..."

***
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ONCE WENDY WAS ON THE ground and the cabbie had shouted his goodbye and disappeared, Wendy said to her husband, "Well, this is going well. I have no ride, you have no body, and we never did find any condoms."

"Though the whole condom problem is moot 'til I get a new body," he pointed out. "But, look on the bright side...you also have a gun."

"And I have the sense of direction of a donut," she said, looking up and down the deserted streets. Off in the distance, she could hear someone firing a gun. "I have no idea how to get to the hospital. It looked kind of easy from up there, but now that I'm down here..."

"You have your PDA, right?  Just look the directions up on the 'Net," he said.

She checked her back pocket; the slim, playing card-sized PDA was still there. She pulled it out and flipped it open, then began to unspool the thin uplink cable stored in the edge of its case. "I have a better idea," she said, plugging the PDA cable into the Dirac and tucking the PDA into her shirt pocket. "Why don't you look up the directions, and read them off to me?  I hate trying to read detailed stuff on this little screen."

"But how do I–" he began, then paused. "Wait, there's a video monitor over here in the corner. I tried it before and it didn't work. Maybe...bingo!  Works now. We have 'Net. Where you at, honey?"

Wendy glanced at the nearest street sign. "I'm at the corner of 33rd and Hudson."

"Looks like you just go left down 33rd for about a mile and a half, then hang a right onto Riverside until you reach the hospital."

"Sounds easy enough," she replied. "Hey, could you find some dirty stories online and read to me while I walk?  It's awful quiet out here."

"Sure," Juan replied. "Anything for my little nymphomaniac."

***
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WENDY HAD BEEN TROMPING down 33rd for a half hour when a National Guard truck rumbled onto the road toward her. She was in a commercial section of town; there was a Chinese restaurant, a small motel, an office supply store and an office strip nearby. All were boarded up and seemed entirely deserted. 

"Ooh, it's the cavalry," Wendy told her husband, readjusting the Dirac's shoulder strap for the umpteenth time. The drive had seemed to double in weight since she'd been carrying it. "Maybe they'll give me a ride to the hospital. These boots were not made for walking."

"Just be careful, honey...these guys do seem to be in the 'shoot first, questions later' mode."

"I'll be careful." Wendy began to wave her arms and jump up and down.

The truck ground to a stop a dozen yards away. Wendy ran up to the driver's window.

"Hi, guys, I was wondering if you could..." Her voice failed and her heart dropped to the bottom of her stomach when she saw that the two men inside the cab were unshaven and wore ragged Army surplus combat fatigues re-dyed an off-gray and plain black baseball caps. Libbies. She stepped away from the truck, her pulse pounding in her ears.

"Say, that's a real nice quantum drive you got there. Think I want me one of those for target practice," the driver drawled.

Wendy shook her head. "This one's not for sale," she said, voice shaking, still backing up.

"I didn't ask if it was for sale, now did I, bitch?"

Wendy pulled the pistol out of her waistband and pointed it at the driver. "Mr. Smith and Mr. Wesson say back the fuck off!"

The Libbie in the passenger seat raised a machine gun. "And Mr. Tommy here says hand us your stuff, and we'll consider not wasting your ass."

Wendy fired two wild shots into the cab, nearly dropping the gun from the force of its recoil. She sprinted for the cover of the boarded-up motel across the street. She heard an angry yell from the men in the cab, then the rattle of the machine gun. Bullets whanged into the pavement near her feet. She pelted into the nearest breezeway, stumbled rounding the corner, and took refuge in the doorway of one of the courtyard-facing rooms. 

"I'm guessing they weren't Guard," Juan said. "How much trouble are we in?"

"Tons," Wendy squeaked, getting a better grip on the pistol. "Dial out on my PDA and call the Guard. Maybe they can do something," she whispered.

Wendy heard the truck's doors slam and then the sound of booted feet hitting pavement.

"Ah, just let it go, bro. We gotta get the stuff back to camp," one man said.

"Fuck that," the other said. "She shot me!  Her fuckin' head's gonna be my new hood ornament."

"She grazed you. This is a waste of time."

"Shuddup. She could be anywhere around here."

Wendy held her breath. She heard their footsteps come through the breezway, then turn in her direction–

Anger and panic got the better of her. She jumped out of the doorway, firing the pistol. The men jumped back, surprised, weapons falling from their hands as Wendy's bullets slammed into their chests and bellies.

In seconds it was over. Wendy's pistol was empty and the men lay dead on the motel sidewalk. A wide pool of dark blood was spreading beneath their bodies.

"What's going on?  What's going on?" Juan was hollering.

"Oh...oh God," Wendy said, her whole body quivering. "I killed them. There's blood everywhere. I think I'm gonna be sick."

"Deep breaths, honey, deep breaths," Juan said. "You better make sure there aren't any more."

"Right. Make sure there aren't any more," she repeated numbly. She dropped the spent pistol and picked up one of the automatic rifles, grimacing at the sticky blood on the barrel and stock.

Holding the gun at the ready, she crept back out of the courtyard through the breezeway toward the truck. The men had left it running. No one else seemed to be in the cab. She circled around back, raising the rifle, expecting a half-dozen terrorists to come leaping out from beneath the camouflage canopy–

–but the back of the truck was empty.

Except for several dozen cases of ammunition and what looked like long crates of rockets and rifles.

Wendy stared at the idling vehicle and its valuable contents. A smile crept across her face. "Honey, do you have the Guard on the phone?"

"They put me on hold," he replied grumpily.

"When you do get through to them, please inform them that I have liberated one of their missing vehicles and have retrieved a nontrivial quantity of munitions. They can pick up said munitions and truck at St. Anne's hospital. Whenever they can get around to it, of course.

"In the meantime, honey, we've got a ride!"

***
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WENDY SPENT THREE HOURS in St. Anne's fifth floor waiting room, alternately dozing and reading magazines until Penny came down from the nurses' station on her break. The two women chatted for a while, and then Penny sneaked Wendy into an unused hospital room so she could catch a proper nap while she waited for the doctors to finish downloading and neurologically imprinting Juan into his new body.

Four hours later, Penny gently shook Wendy awake.

"Wha–?" Wendy groggily asked.

"Husband is served!" Penny's broad smile stood out a stark white against her dark face in the dimness. "Juan's D&I went smooth as butter. He's awake, and ready to see you now."

Wendy laced her boots back on, ran her fingers through her hair, and followed Penny down the hall.

Penny stopped just in front of Juan's hospital room. "He's going to be partly paralyzed for the next few days until he can teach his new spinal cord what it's supposed to do. He'll have to be in physical therapy for several weeks before he can function more or less normally. In the meantime, he'll need your help to learn how to use his new body."
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