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A Short Glossary of Post-American Slang

bandwidth: catchall phrase for the internet

bladeflick: criminal, brigand, especially the types of gangsters who still use switchblades

Blue: can be used as a noun to refer to the citizens of the People’s Republic of America or as an adjective to refer to their beliefs or policies. Typically capitalized. Derived from pre-revolutionary slang.

Blue States, Blue America: informal (but most commonly used) terms for the People’s Republic of America

bush: nadsat term used in the same way as “bitch” or “whore” to include “son of a bush.” Mostly Blue slang. Origin uncertain.

dash: a euphemism for almost any curse word, as in “dashing” or “son of a dash.” Possibly originated from the custom of replacing written profanity with a dash. Almost exclusively Red Slang.

digrad: digital “radio;” actually streaming music stations

frell: nadsat term used in the same way as “fuck” or “screw.” Mostly Blue slang. Origin uncertain. Possibly fabricated, possibly adopted from pre-revolutionary streamies.

folky: a militia member, especially a former gangster or street tough. Usually derogatory. Compare jur.

gassie: an old-fashioned petroleum fueled automobile

H-E double…[phrase completed with a stand-in for two L’s, i.e. matchsticks, hockeysticks, etc.]: a euphemism for “Hell.” Almost exclusively Red slang.

honeybees: Deseret dollars, named for the symbol of Deseret

illegal: refers to Mexicans or Latinos in general, whether they are literally illegal immigrants or not. Almost exclusively Red slang.

jur: a professionally trained military or police type. Usually derogatory. Derived from “soldier” shortened to “dier” and bastardized. If written, usually just written “jur” from phonetic usage. Compare folky.

knotneck: business type. Derived from those who wear a tie.

nadsat: tongue-in-cheek term for manufactured Blue profanity; derived from Burgess’s use of the same term. Does not necessarily refer to non-profanity, but can be used as a catchall term for Blue slang.

non-breeders: gay, lesbian, homosexual. Mostly Blue slang, derived from normalized political correctness, breeder being a gay term for heterosexuals.

Purple: less common term for Whites. Used almost exclusively by the warbands themselves who identify as purple.

reagans: CCS dollars, named for the lionized pre-revolutionary president Ronald Reagan

Real America: informal term for the Coalition of Christian States. Mostly Red slang, though sometimes used ironically by other factions. Origin seems to be from genuine sentiment of the residents of the CCS.

Red: can be used as a noun to refer to the residents of the Coalition of Christian States or as an adjective to refer to their beliefs or policies. Typically capitalized. Derived from pre-revolutionary slang.

Red States, Red America: informal (but most commonly used) terms for the Coalition of Christian States

Satanspeak: nadsat, or Blue slang more broadly. Almost exclusively Red usage.

Sinomalay: an obscure language used in parts of Sinoasiatica. Sometimes used to indicate obscurity, as an equivalent to “it’s all Greek to me” or the like.

smeg: nadsat term used in the same way as “shit.” Mostly Blue slang. Origin uncertain.

streamie: movie, especially a short YouTube clip. Shortened from “streaming video.”

williams: PRA dollars, alternatively traced as slang derived from “bills” or a reference to early Blue-style leader William Jefferson Clinton

White: can be used as a noun to refer to rebels who eschew both Red and Blue ideals (or subscribe to an amalgamation of both) or as an adjective to refer to the beliefs or policies of those rebels. Derivation seems to be post-revolutionary, but refers to the colors of the pre-revolutionary flag of the United States. Typically capitalized.

White Faction, White Army: can be used to refer to specific White warbands, or to the White movement as a whole. Although White forces hold some territory exclusively, the movement is rarely referred to as The White States, except occasionally mockingly.

zek: a prisoner in a Red conversion camp
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


1.

A shark’s mouth of rusty bayonets and gaping gun barrels grinned at Jack Pasternak. His spine should have been flush up against the brick wall, but his wrists were bound together in a clump at the small of his back. At least the cord was loose and his hands were hidden, so he could struggle against his bonds in relative secrecy.

And struggle he did. Jack had lost weight and muscle mass since embarking on his road trip, but he had never been particularly strong, and he had always had a slim build and sharp features. It would’ve taken a beast of a man to break the bonds, but Jack felt sure he could eventually get the knot loose if he kept working it with his nimble fingers.

His unkempt auburn hair fell over his eyes as he fiddled with the rope. It made him miss the wind in his hair on the open road. That had made him feel alive.

“Stop fidgeting,” said the sergeant in charge of the firing squad.

So much for getting loose. It didn’t matter anyway. Even if he managed to pull off a Harry Houdini, he couldn’t imagine getting more than five or six paces before being gunned down. He grinned, imagining what Grenades would have said about his Vegas odds of survival.

“Ten thousand to one against, Jack,” he could picture her saying. “Maybe worse. Certainly not better.”

In his mind’s eye he could see her broad, smiling face. If someone had told him the first time they met that he would find himself missing that woman today, he would have fallen to the floor laughing.

“Blindfold?” the sergeant asked.

“Sure, why not?”

Why not wear a blindfold? Jack still looked away from his own inoculations. He tried to pretend the firing squad was just a great big inoculation against further breathing but that didn’t calm his nerves any. The sergeant leaned in towards Jack and whispered, “Honestly, we probably wouldn’t be able to get any blindfolds back from the front before sundown. I’d have to fill out the requisition forms. It’s kind of a waste of time to even bother trying.”

A lifetime of familiarity with Blue bureaucracy left Jack unsurprised. He didn’t even bother to ask why the sergeant had offered him something he couldn’t provide. Asking those sorts of questions simply wasn’t done.

“Anything else?” the sergeant asked.

“How about a joint?” Jack said.

There were some general scornful mutters and shuffling of feet from the firing squad. The sergeant pointed up at a sign posted on the brick wall above Jack’s head. Jack couldn’t really step away from the wall, so he cocked his head at an odd angle to take a look. The sign had a green leaf with a red circle and a line through it. In black letters it read THANK YOU FOR NOT TOKING.

“Just as well,” Jack said. “I don’t usually blaze anyway. But I guess this is kind of a special occasion. How long is it until sundown, anyway?”

For lack of a better way of telling time, the sergeant stared up at the sky. If Jack were in a streamie instead of real life he would have kicked the Blue in the groin, wrenched his wrists free from their bonds, and run off amidst a hail of poorly aimed bullets. Instead, he just waited quietly for his captor’s assessment.

“Well, there’s no real reason to wait, I suppose,” the sergeant said, then added tentatively, “unless there’s anything else?”

It wasn’t really a question, but Jack answered anyway. Anything to stave off the inevitable. In streamies condemned men were always offered three things: a blindfold, an old-fashioned tobacco cigarette, and…

“Do I get a last request?” Jack asked.

The sergeant exchanged a glance with the senior member of the firing squad, a gangly corporal Jack had heard the others call Toomey. The scrabbled-together look of what could generously be called Toomey’s uniform indicated that he was a folky—a militiaman—but he had the thousand-meter stare and grim, resigned face of a professional jur. Overall, Toomey looked like death warmed over. He was someone who had been overworked for overlong on too many pointless tasks to even care about ostensibly important things like someone’s life or death anymore. In answer to the sergeant’s look, Toomey shrugged.

“Well, it is almost sundown,” the sergeant said.

“But not quite,” Jack said.

The sergeant looked back up at the sky, as though hoping that staring a little harder would hasten the sun on its path. Despite his angry glare, the sun stubbornly refused to move faster. He sighed.

“Well, what’s your request?” the sergeant asked.

“I want to plead my case,” Jack said.

The sergeant scratched the back of his neck.

“Okay, go ahead,” he said.

“Not to you,” Jack scoffed.

The sergeant’s face turned red, but he avoided letting any of his embarrassment slip into his voice while his men were watching.

“Well, who then?” the sergeant asked, grinding his teeth.

“Well, who signed my death warrant?”

The sergeant reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper. Jack’s death certificate had been hastily scrawled on the back of a children’s placemat. The sergeant scratched his head for a moment.

“Well, it’s got Mayor Fig’s seal,” the Blue said.

“Then let me talk to the mayor,” Jack said, finally excited to get some answers.

“Well, she’s scarpered,” the Blue said, “and I don’t think she’ll be coming back.”

Jack slumped back against the wall, and slid down a few centimeters. Sighing, the sergeant took another look at the sheet.

“Of course, it is underwritten by Commander Graves,” the sergeant said reluctantly.

“Then let me plead my case to Commander Graves,” Jack said,

The sergeant exhaled through pinched lips.

“I probably shouldn’t bother him,” he said.

“A man’s got a right to face his accuser, hasn’t he?” Jack asked.

The sergeant wore a miserable, defeated look.

“All right, wait right here,” he said.

As soon as the sergeant was gone, joints and dominoes sprang as if by magic to the hands of the riflemen. The sergeant was a former cop or a jur, but the rest of the men were clearly folkies. Corporal Toomey began bouncing a tennis ball on the brick wall and catching it after each bounce. Jack tried to be content to be assailed by yellow/green felt-covered rubber rather than lead, but after a bounce that nearly pegged him he exploded.

“Will you stop that!?” Jack roared.

And then the world was silent. Jack realized (too late) that Toomey had been baiting him. The tennis ball disappeared from Toomey’s hand and a switchblade took its place. Toomey flicked the switchblade open and closed.

“You’re pretty needy for a corpse,” Toomey said.

Jack stayed silent.

“You know, we don’t much like being pulled off the gunline for this Mickey Mouse firing squad smeg,” Toomey said.

Jack nodded, trying to appear sympathetic.

“Nothing to say now?” Toomey said, and the others in the firing squad laughed. “How about it, chuckles? You want a filet of fish? Or maybe to frell my sister?”

When Jack didn’t respond Toomey began bouncing the ball again. With each bounce the ball moved defiantly closer to Jack’s face.

“Hey, I’ve got a question,” Jack said suddenly.

In an instant, every eye in the firing squad was riveted on the condemned man.

“Before the war were you all Bloods or Crips?”

Toomey threw his switchblade down on the ground and charged the wall. Two of his friends had to grab him and forcibly restrain him.

“Frell difference does it make?” Toomey shouted at his buddies. “He’s a dead man anyway!”

Suddenly the sergeant’s piercing command voice split the air.

“Attention!”

Jack wasn’t sure whether the sergeant had spotted his men dicking around or had simply assumed and called out to alert them to his presence. Either way, the firing squad members stopped struggling with Toomey, scrambled into place, and hid their joints under their boot heels in less time than it took their sergeant to enter the courtyard. In a different circumstance Jack might have been impressed by their speed and “discipline.”

In the same compelling voice, the sergeant announced, “The Commander of the People’s Militia of Central Pennsylvania.”

Despite bearing such a dramatic title, Commander Sidney Graves was a singularly unimpressive creature. His spectacles were three centimeters thick with black plastic frames that obscured half his face. Jack could hardly believe anyone even wore glasses anymore. Even children weren’t scared to get their eyes zapped these days, but here came Sidney Graves strutting into the courtyard with goggles that could have come out of a Vietnam War streamie.

“It took me five minutes to get here,” Graves said, holding his index finger to his lips. “Stands to reason it’ll be another five to get back. That’s ten minutes of my day wasted.”

Graves wore no rank insignia. His personal standard, a snake cut in pieces wrapped around an AK-47, was embossed on a neck gorget that fell almost to his chest. He had a lean and hungry look, like a man always too busy to eat, and the bags under his eyes suggested he was no more familiar with his bedroom than the dining room.

“Commander…” Jack started to say.

“Shh, shh, shh,” Graves admonished. “My presence was requested here and I have deigned to arrive, so I think I have a right to have my say. Haven’t I?”

“Yes, you have, sir,” the sergeant said when Jack didn’t reply.

“Yes, I have,” Graves cooed.

Graves stopped in mid-step, swiveled, and leveled his finger at Jack’s eyes.

“Right now,” Graves said, “Colonel Palmer and his 71st Red Marine Brigade are marching, crawling, and driving up Route 83. I knew Palmer back in the day. He’s not a political appointee and he doesn’t frell around. Do you want to know what his plan is?”

Jack said nothing.

“Chalk,” Graves said.

Graves held out his empty hand expectantly. The sergeant tossed his leader a piece of chalk as though it was the commonest thing in the world for one man to ask of another. Graves caught it without looking. He scrawled a large letter P on the wall.

“Philadelphia,” Graves said, pointing at the chalk mark.

To the left of the first P he drew another one.

“Pittsburgh,” he added, pointing at the letter on the left.

Between the two he scrawled a much larger H then circled it, underlined it twice, and added some stars for good measure.

“This is us,” Graves said. “Harrisburg, right in the middle. And Baltimore is due south, about 130 kilometers. This morning, Baltimore fell to the CSMC and a battalion of Combat Sons. The Maryland Front is gone. Poof. Vanished. Finito. You get what I’m saying here?”

“We are the front,” the sergeant suggested.

“We are the frelling front,” Graves agreed. “Now the bulk of the Red forces can go east or west. Either way, doesn’t matter. Philly and The Pitt are both ripe for the plucking. Except for one teeny, tiny little infinitesimal hang-up. Whichever way they go we can relieve the siege. So that’s why those reactionary sons of bushes are sending their best unit right for us. They know they can bottle up the entire Central PA militia in the city.”

Graves smashed his fist against the huge “H” on the wall. Jack was surprised the little man didn’t break his hand. Far from broken, a single index figure emerged from Graves’s fist and pointed damningly at Jack.

“Palmer wants to force a siege and a quick surrender,” Graves said, “and if that happens, it doesn’t matter which way the Reds go first. Philly and The Pitt will both fall like dominoes. They can mop up all of PA and then who knows? But if we hold him here, those Red frells can’t get in our front door.”

Graves put his chin to his chest and tapped the piece of chalk against the palm of his left hand like a tobacco cigarette. He was either lost in thought or waiting for something to sink in to Jack’s mind.

“Have I made the gravity of the situation clear to you? Do you understand that the continued existence of the People’s Republic of America hangs on my actions in the coming days and hours before H-Burg is besieged?”

Jack nodded.

“Then why—the frell—would I waste ten precious minutes traveling down here in my staff car and listening to some reactionary spy tell me Jesus saves on car insurance?”

Jack swallowed the lump in his throat. It was now or never. It was this or get shot.

“I’m a physician,” Jack said, his voice squeaking.

“Yeah?” Toomey yelled from the peanut gallery. “Are you an ass doctor or a dick doctor?”

Jack ignored the gangster and said, “If the war is coming here you’ll need all the doctors you can get.”

Graves waved Jack’s words off like horseflies.

“We have plenty of Blue docs here,” Graves said. “I don’t need to futz around with worrying whether one of the sawbones treating my boys is politically unreliable. Isn’t that right, boys?”

In unison, the firing squad barked out, “Yes, sir!”

“But I’m true Blue,” Jack protested.

“Oh, yeah?” Graves said, for the first time bothering to look Jack in the face. “Where you from?”

“California.”

Graves grabbed Jack by the chin, his thumb on one cheek and his fingertips on the other. Jack swallowed.

“I’ve been to Pacwest,” Graves said. “Men don’t go clean shaven there. It’s not done. I’ll tell you where that’s done. The Red States.”

Graves tipped his own face ever so slightly towards Jack, so Jack could see the halo of stubble on the right side. Toomey, the sergeant, and the firing squad all wore half beards, as well. Some dressed left, some dressed right, but all of them shaved in the traditional Blue fashion.

“I had to shave my half-beard,” Jack said, his voice a little squished from the way Graves was holding his cheeks. “I am a Blue, I promise. I can prove it.”

Graves let go, as if it disgusted him to touch Jack any longer.

“How?” Graves asked.

“Just give me ten minutes to explain myself,” Jack said, “I’m begging you.”

Graves laughed in Jack’s face.

“Haven’t you been listening, boy-o? Palmer will be here in days, if not hours. I haven’t got ten minutes. I haven’t got five.”

“Then give me four and a half minutes,” Jack said breathlessly before adding, “please.”

Graves stood silently for a moment. The shadow of a smile cracked his face.

“Well, you’ve got to admire chutzpah. All right,” Graves said, “you’ve got four and a half minutes. Four and twenty-five now, though. Sergeant Kilroy?”

“Yes, sir,” the sergeant replied, depressing the buttons on his wristwatch to start the timer.

Kilroy was well-fed, but not fat. None of the Blue folkies Jack had met had been particularly chubby. In his old life, though, Kilroy might have been a weightlifter or just a gym rat. He had gone to seed, but the hints of a more powerful man hung around the edges of his muscles.

Jack took a deep breath.

“It all started,” he said, “when I got a blip.”


2.

Jack Pasternak had a blip. Normally he wouldn’t have gotten excited about a blip, but this one refused to go away. It was steady. He had a steady blip.

“I have a steady blip,” Jack repeated for what seemed like the eighth time.

“Mmm,” the girl behind the counter murmured.

“Are you listening to me?” Jack asked. “I said I have a steady blip.”

“Hey, how about moving it along?” one of the knotnecks behind him in line called out.

Jack slammed his handheld down on the counter.

“It is my turn here,” Jack growled to the steadily growing line of customers behind him. “How about a little courtesy?”

The knotneck seemed especially sour, and although there was some grumbling amongst the commuters trying to get their morning lattes and blunts, Jack had shut them up for long enough to turn back to the poor barista.

“Where is your hottest spot?” Jack asked her.

She stared at him for a moment and slowly narrowed her eyes.

“You coming on to me?” she asked.

It was the longest sentence she had said to him so far.

“I’m talking about bandwidth. You know I’m talking about bandwidth. Why can’t I get a straight answer out of you?”

Defiantly, the barista began blowing a bubble with her gum. At first it tickled her nose, then gradually it rivaled the size of her head before it popped. She was lucky none of it got into her bright blue hair. She shrugged.

“You can’t tell me every couch in this smeghole gets the same reception,” Jack said. “Some places have to be better than others.”

“Hey freller,” the same jerk spoke up again, “how about you step aside until all the paying customers have gone?”

“What about me?” Jack said, turning to face the crowd. “Aren’t I a paying customer?”

The barista said, “You haven’t bought a thing all day.”

“But I could!” Jack protested. “Don’t pigeonhole me.”

The knotneck shoved Jack out of the way, and began giving his order to the barista. The rest of the queue gladly surged forward, forcing him out of the way. As he skulked away, Jack heard the man order a dime of Panama Red.

Defeated, Jack wandered back over to the plush fireside couch and sank into its billowing cushions. He flipped open his handheld and stared at the half-full series of green bars that made concrete his utter separation from the love of his life.

“Nice threads,” the barista said.

Jack looked up. The barista was standing in front of him instead of behind the counter. He looked around. The place had really cleared out while he had been lost in despondency. It was just the two of them.

“Huh?”

She reached down and pinched a fold of his aloha shirt between her thumb and forefinger. Her hands were small and delicately manicured. A princess’s hands.

“Vintage?” she asked.

He stared at her, straight through her, really, and then shook his head.

“I have no idea,” he said.

She checked the tag. More inappropriate touching. The tag read MADE IN THE KINGDOM OF HAWAI’I, first in English, then in pidgin.

“No, it’s modern,” she said. “Still nice, though.”

“Thanks,” he said, and turned back to his handheld.

“What are you doing?” the barista asked, plopping down next to him on the couch and waiting for the seat cushions to sink down to his level.

“Nothing,” he muttered.

“That’s a lie,” she said. “You were bothering me about a blip during the morning rush. You’re obviously up to something.”

“My fiancée,” Jack said by way of explanation.

“Your fiancée what?” she prompted.

Jack showed her his handheld. There was a single green message bubble attributed to someone named Lara. Next to Lara’s name was a picture too small to make out for anyone who hadn’t seen the original photo. The message consisted of one word.

HELP

“Help with what?” the barista asked.

“Maybe she needs help with a toughie in Trivial Pursuit,” Jack said, “or maybe the Reds have overrun Maryland. She’s at the front.”

The barista’s eyes became as big as saucers.

“Oh,” she said, then, with a little more emphasis. “Oh. You don’t think she…”

The barista trailed off.

“I don’t know,” Jack admitted, “but she’s trying to ping me and I can’t find a spot hot enough to get through to her. So I guess I’ll just have to wonder.”

“Have you tried the roof?” the barista asked.

For the first time since she had sat down, Jack actually looked up at the girl. Her face was eager and burned with the sort of kindness a person can’t fake. Combined with her dewy blue eyes and sharp features her whole appearance evoked the innocence of a doe.

“Am I allowed on the roof?” Jack asked.

“No,” she said quietly, “but I can let you up there. Come on.”

Jack followed her to a mysterious door marked “Employees Only” that he had always assumed led to the kitchen. Although, in retrospect, considering the quality of the baked goods in the coffee shop, there probably was no kitchen. The muffins and pastries tasted like they came out of individually wrapped plastic packages from a bakery a few hours away. That certainly explained the handwritten sign taped to the display case.

MUNCHIES ARE THE BEST COOK

- GERMAN PROVERB (SORT OF)

“Don’t you have to watch the store?” Jack asked as he followed her up the staircase two steps at a time.

He had noticed her shock of blue hair at the counter, but now, standing behind her, saw exactly how she wore it. Just over shoulder length, she kept it in a bob so hastily applied it had to be just for keeping up appearances at work. He could picture it fluttering behind her on a windy day and wondered what her natural color was, though her roots gave no suggestion.

“Yeah right,” she replied. “This place’ll be empty until lunchtime. And if any deadheads do wander in, it’ll just be for the bandwidth like you.”

When they reached the roof, the girl stared expectantly at him. Dutifully, Jack opened his handheld and stared at the bars. There was one more green bar than there had been in the coffeehouse. Not enough to make a difference, but enough to indicate they were on the right path.

“Do you think we can get any higher?” Jack asked.

“If you only knew how often I’m asked that,” she said with a sigh.

She pointed at the horizon. Jack followed her finger out to a hill on the edge of town.

“The old Hollywood Sign,” Jack said.

She nodded. Sure, it was a little far off, and it was pretty wooded, but it was definitely higher than the roof of the Pot O’ Joe. He nearly broke into a run back down the stairwell.

“Thanks,” he said, “uh…”

“Haley,” she said, fingering the hard plastic badge which clearly displayed her name.

“Thanks, Haley!” he said and took off with a sense of purpose.

Jack was down the steps and halfway out the front door when he heard a sharp whistle over his shoulder. He stopped and looked back. Haley was gathering up her coat and keys from behind the counter.

“Hey, wait up!” she yelled. “I’m coming with you.”

“What about the store?” he asked as she joined him.

She looked back over her shoulder.

“Screw it,” she said.

“What’d you say?” he said.

She shook her head.

“I mean, ’frell it,’” she said. “Sorry about my nadsat. Too many old Red streamies, I guess.”

“But won’t you get fired?”

“Eh,” Haley said. “That’s what welfare’s for, right?”

They pedaled away together towards the hill. The air in L.A. was clean and crisp as it always was, except for the occasional sting of acrid cannabis smoke. The few cars on the roads were water-fueled, although they passed the occasional old-style electric model. They passed by a mechanic who was restoring a classic hybrid on his lot.

Then they were in the bad part of town. Behind the fences were the gated communities of the welfare queens. Out on the streets spilled the white on white violence that neither the limp-wristed LAPD nor the local militia could do anything about. And on every street corner the actress/whores held up signs.

WILL ACT FOR FOOD

Finally Jack and Haley reached the bike trail and headed up the micro-hill together. At the top and out of breath Jack jumped off his bike and pulled his handheld out of his pocket. He watched with mounting glee as first the seventh bar, then the eighth filled the lower right corner of the screen.

Haley, sweaty and breathing hard like him, tried to peer over his shoulder.

“Well?” she asked. “Anything?”

“Shh,” Jack said.

He began pacing around the top of the hill, hoping to find that perfect sweet spot. His heart began to flutter in his chest as the ninth bar filled, then the flutter was replaced with disappointment as it disappeared.

“Smeg!” he said. “So close.”

“Why don’t you climb a letter?” she said. “They’re pretty sturdy. The ones that are left, anyway. Except Y.”

“What’s wrong with Y?” he asked.

“Well, they moved it,” she said.

“Who?”

“Hoodlums, I guess,” she said, “but it wasn’t always at the end.”

Fair enough. Intellectually, he probably knew that already.

He gestured to Haley to give him a step with her interlocked hands. With a boost from her he flung himself up into the latticework of D. It was the only letter left with a straight vertical line except for the wobbly Y. He climbed to the top and lifted the handheld toward the setting sun.

He watched with anticipation as the ninth bar filled. Then. Ever. So. Gradually. The tenth bar rose. He was connected! Bracing his feet he slowly freed his other hand and raised it toward the handheld. Letter by painstaking letter he entered the following message:

I’M HERE

He waited. The wait was excruciating. What the frell was Lara doing? Suddenly he saw that she was active. She was writing back to him. The message finally came through, but there were only two words:

SAVE ME

The green bars disappeared, replaced by a blinking red light. Lara was gone.

“No, no!” Jack cried.

He tried to raise his free hand again, but suddenly lost his footing. He nearly pitched off the lattice he was standing on. He wavered forward and backward, and for a brief instant, he was in danger of falling from the letter and crippling himself. Instead, the handheld pitched out of his grasp and he grabbed the latticework with both hands to brace himself.

“Frell!” he roared when he realized what had happened.

He looked down at Haley, who was staring up at him expectantly.

“I dropped my handheld!” he yelled down to her.

“Yeah, I know,” she yelled back up. “It’s all smashed all over the ground over there.”

“Frell,” Jack repeated, then, thinking better of it, added. “Do you have a handheld?”

“Are you kidding me?” Haley yelled back. “I can’t even hold down a job.”

As quickly as he could, taking into account his anxiety and fear of heights, Jack shimmied back down. He looked around for the remnants of his handheld. Not much of it survived. A long breath of steam hissed between his two front teeth.

“Well, that’s it, I guess,” he said.

“What’d she say?” Haley asked.

Jack stared down at the ground.

“Well?”

“‘Save me,’” he finally admitted.

“Well, what are you waiting for?” Haley asked.

“You mean why don’t I just travel through 5000 kilometers of enemy territory to get to Baltimore?” Jack asked.

“Yeah,” she replied. “I mean, if you really love her. Why the heck not?”

Jack shook his head both at the situation and the crazy girl who, for whatever reason, was following him around. He walked to the edge of the hill and peered back down at the cityscape of L.A. He gasped.

“What is it?” Haley asked, running over to join him.

She gasped, too.

It had always been a possibility. It had always been something Angelinos had been aware of, but not so much afraid of. Now it was a reality.

Fires were burning downtown and smoke was billowing up in the air. Civilians were fleeing, some alone, some with families. Some with nothing, some with hastily assembled suitcases and baggage. Troops in shakos and ceremonial uniforms were marching through the streets. Throngs of weeping women greeted the soldiers with flowers and food. Men who had been pressganged into service in the Blue militia threw off their uniforms and joined their liberators. L.A. was occupied.

Over the steps of city hall, an old-fashioned 19th century style Mexican tricolor slowly crept up a flagpole. The reconquista had finally reached them.


3.

Sidney Graves stood in profound silence for the first time that evening. For the bulk of Jack’s story, he had paced back and forth, clapping his riding crop into the palm of the opposing hand. It was only when Jack revealed that the Mexican army had moved into L.A. that Graves had stopped pacing.

Sergeant Kilroy’s watch began beeping incessantly. Graves didn’t move. Jack didn’t speak. After a moment, Kilroy stopped his watch. When that elicited no response, he cleared his throat. Still nothing.

“Sir,” Kilroy ventured.

Graves was lost in thought.

“Commander Graves?” Kilroy said.

Graves turned and fixed Kilroy with a baleful glare. When Graves spoke, his voice was barely audible.

“Yes?” Graves said.

Kilroy held up his watch.

“Four and a half minutes are up, sir,” he said.

“Sergeant Kilroy,” Graves said, “get Philadelphia on the horn. Tell Admiral Weaver that L.A. is no longer politically reliable.”

Kilroy swallowed and nodded, then turned to the firing squad. Toomey and the boys had been staring at Jack. When Kilroy looked towards them for help they all began looking in different directions, as though they had been uninterested in Jack’s tall tales the whole time.

“Moving, sir,” Kilroy said, and stepped out.

“So L.A. fell to the Mexicans,” Graves said finally.

Jack nodded. Graves tapped his upper lip, apparently lost in thought.

“I wonder if they pressed any further north. They might’ve simply stayed and consolidated the city. I’m not sure whether I’d rather keep up the momentum of my march or ensure my crown jewel is safe.”

“Didn’t you know?” Jack asked.

Graves shook his head.

“Don’t you ever talk to Pacwest?” Jack asked.

“News from your side of the PRA is rare at best,” Graves said, “and I suspect the Mexicans have been playing possum, sending out all-clears. We hardly have any way of checking from here.”

Graves drew in a long, fortified breath.

“There’s more to your story, I suppose,” the People’s Commander said.

“Yes,” Jack said, “a lot more. Do I get another four and a half minutes?”

“Well, you’ve got until Sergeant Kilroy returns, anyway,” Grave said. “But you can leave out all the bourgeois sentimentality. I’m only interested in the facts.”

“We never went back into the city,” Jack said. “As soon as we saw the Mexican army we headed east. That is, we did until I got blowed up.”


4.

“Do you have a plan?” Haley asked.

“I’ve always got a plan,” Jack said.

They pedaled on for a moment in silence. As night had fallen over the lonely California highway, they had begun to shiver in their sweaty clothes. Now they were beginning to warm up again from the exertion. A bright, full moon illuminated their path.

“Care to fill me in?” she asked finally.

“Frell you care what I do?”

“I just want to know how you plan to save your girlfriend,” Haley replied.

“First of all,” Jack said, his head throbbing, “we’re engaged. Second of all, I don’t see what it is to you.”

Haley was hardly even watching the road. Her glazed eyes were focused on an indistinct speck off in the horizon, shimmering in the light from the moon and the stars.

“It’s just kind of romantic is all,” Haley said.

“This is the People’s Republic of America,” Jack said. “There’s no such thing as romance. Just two intelligent adults agreeing to a legal union for tax purposes.”

“Well it sounds a lot like romance to me,” Haley said. “Otherwise you could marry some chick that’s not a country away through Red territory.”

“Well, I don’t plan on going through the Reds,” Jack said matter-of-factly. “If you must know there’s a guy in Vegas who can smuggle us through Canada. Me. Smuggle me.”

“Las Vegas? The place is a meat grinder! The Whites…” she trailed off before finally finishing a bit lamely. “Well, you must really care about her to risk going there.”

The highway stretched out before them. It was nearly empty of cars, but that was nothing new. They pedaled past trickling streams of refugees fleeing the Mexican Army. The few cars that were still on the highway flew by, beeping angrily and swerving all over the road.

After a few dozen kilometers Jack pulled over, panting with exhaustion. Haley pulled up alongside him. He took a sip from his canteen, swished it around in his mouth, then gargled it for a moment before swallowing.

“Why are you still following me?” he asked after he caught his breath.

“Who says I’m following you?” she asked, wrapping a shirt around her neck as a makeshift scarf.

Unable to summarize his reasoning any other way, Jack made an expansive gesture. She caught the gist.

“For your information, I’m my own woman,” Haley said. “Yeah, that’s right. This isn’t the twentieth century, you know. I don’t need to follow some man around.”

“Fair enough,” Jack said. “Where are you going, then?”

She stared at him for a moment, then turn and looked down the road.

“Down the highway, man,” she said, encompassing the horizon with a wave of her arm. “The open road.”

Jack rolled his eyes.

“Well, I’m heading to Barstow,” Jack said.

“Yeah, me too,” Haley said, and gestured for him to hand her the canteen. “What the frell’s in Barstow, anyway?”

“Not much,” Jack admitted. “But I figure the Mexicans won’t reach it for a few days. And it’s about halfway between L.A. and Vegas and it’s as good a place as any to stop.”

“Hmm, well, I don’t know about Vegas,” she said. “But you mind if we travel together for a bit? As far as Barstow, anyway.”

“Well, I’m not going to stop you,” he replied. “What am I going to do, tie you up?”

“Well, you could tie me up if you wanted to,” Haley replied coyly.

She laughed to break the tension and shoved him.

“You’re an idiot,” Jack said, shaking his head. “Now give me back my waterskin. You should get your own, you know.”

A gaggle of refugees began to approach them. They might have been from LA, or further south, and had banded together for the journey north. A few were carrying sticks and crowbars. The de facto leader of the group sported a full-on Grizzly Adams beard.

“Hey!” the leader of the roving band called out. “You got any joints?”

Jack clutched the pack of js in his pocket but shook his head in response to the request. He wasn’t usually one to bogart, but who knew when they’d next run across a coffee shop?

“Let’s go,” Haley whispered under her breath, gently lifting the kickstand of her bike.

Jack and Haley hopped on their bikes and began pedaling like mad. The derelicts yelled angrily and a few flung empty bottles, but none hit their mark. When Jack and Haley were a few kilometers further down the moonlit road and the danger seemed distant, Haley put her arms up in the air and yelled in exhilaration. Jack began laughing.

“Man, did you see that guy?” Jack asked. “He had a full beard. A full frelling beard!”

Haley seemed confused at first. Jack laughed and reached up to rub his own half-goatee.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh yeah. Some people.”

She rolled her eyes. Laughing, Jack gave her a shove, causing her to swerve off to the left and then rejoin him a moment later. A bus came flying up the highway at not less than 120 kph. At least the driver had the decency to lean on the horn. The two bikers swerved off the highway and onto the cracked desert sands.

“How far are we from Barstow, anyway?” Haley asked when the bus had clattered by.

“Should be any -”

Jack’s answer was interrupted by an explosion. Jack had once seen a strobe light in a discotheque and been fascinated by how it made seamless movement seem jumpy like a child’s flipbook. As he flew through the air he felt like he was back in that strobe light. The moment seemed made up of a series of disconnected images.

Time regained its unbroken flow when he hit the hard packed dust of the roadside. He groaned and forced himself up on his elbows. The mangled wreckage of his bicycle had landed nearby, totally useless. More distressingly, his boot had landed a few meters away.

“Jack!” Haley shrieked. “Jack, where are you?”

Rolling over on his back and trying to regain his breath, Jack gradually held up an arm into the air to signal his location. He could not yet speak. Haley came running over and fell to the ground next to him, kneeling.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

He stared daggers at her. She jumped to her feet.

“Don’t move,” she said. “I’ll go get help.”

Jack moaned sharply and gestured urgently to get her attention. She leaned down. He motioned for her to come closer. She put her ear to his mouth. Unable to resist, he bit her earlobe.

“Ow! You jerk!” Haley said, grabbing her ear.

Jack chuckled, then instantly regretted it as he felt sure his ribs were poking through his chest. Medically, he knew they weren’t, but they still hurt like a son of a bush. He made the same gesture for her to come closer again.

“No,” she said. “I’m not stupid.”

Frustrated, Jack mouthed something.

“What?” she asked.

“Mine…field…” Jack whispered.

“Minefield? We’re in a minefield?”

He nodded. At last she understood.

“So that’s why you don’t want me to go running off. Darn it all! Why did I follow you? Well, what are we supposed to do?”

Jack forced himself to sit up. Breathing was difficult for the moment, but he was fairly certain that aside from the ringing in his ears he would walk away with no permanent damage.

“Why do I have to come up with all the solutions?” he asked after a few moments of labored breathing.

“Well, I don’t know anything about minesweeping,” she said, exasperated. “I was just a kid during the revolution.”

“How old do you think I am?” Jack asked. “Never mind, don’t answer that. Do you have a pen?”

Haley patted herself down until she produced a ballpoint.

“So here’s what we do,” Jack said with measured breaths. “You’re going to have to make a path for us back onto the street.”

“Why me?”

“Because I’m hurt,” Jack said, “and I don’t think I could do this.”

“Bullbutter,” the girl said.

Jack winced as he lifted up his shirt. She had to lean in close to see it, but bruises from his fall already crisscrossed his side. The sight was enough to convince her.

“What do I do?” she asked.

“Lay on your belly and reach your arms out as far as they can go,” Jack said. “Probe the earth with the pen and make a trail towards the road.”

“And what if I find something?”

“Would you rather set it off with your hand or a pen?”

Sighing, Haley lay down on the desert floor.

“Haley,” Jack said after she had already started.

“What?”

“I’m sorry to ask you this, but I need my shoe.”

He pointed at the errant footwear. It was only a few meters away, but it may as well have been on the other side of the Pleiades cluster.

“I’ll tell you what, Jack,” she said, “when we get to town, I’ll buy you a new shoe.”

Jack shook his head.

“You don’t understand,” he said, “I need that shoe. Or it’s all for nothing.”

“What’s all for nothing?”

“This whole trip,” he said. “Everything.”

“You’re a real piece of work, Jack Pasternak,” Haley said.

Slowly, she reversed her direction and started to make her way towards the missing boot. Jack watched tensely as Haley squirmed forward. For the first time he noticed her body—really noticed it. Her svelte form had never exactly offended his sensibilities, but now, as her tightly muscled butt wiggled back and forth like a metronome, he found himself unable to tear his eyes away from it. Suddenly it stopped wiggling.

“Jack,” she hissed.

“What?”

“I hit something.”

“So go around it,” he suggested.

“What if it goes off?”

“Be gentle.”

Slowly, ever so gently, Haley drew the pen out of the dirt where she had hit the object. She didn’t know much about land mines, but she did know there were antipersonnel types that would go off at the slightest vibration, like the one that had sent Jack flying from his bike. She swallowed slowly and then finally extricated the pen from the dirt altogether.

She sagged in relief and made an almost imperceptible course correction. A few minutes later she took the boot slowly in her hand and ever so gingerly lifted it off the ground. Thankfully, nothing went off. She tossed it back to the ailing doctor.

“I hope that shoe is full of gold,” she said bitterly.

“Close enough,” he replied, coughing.

He pulled his boot on and waited for her to wriggle back the way she had come and then turn towards the road. There was an awkward moment when she was on top of him, spinning around.

There were a few more near misses, but thankfully none were as close as the first. Jack slowly followed her, wincing in pain most of the way. It seemed like it took all night, but in reality it was probably only about twenty minutes after Jack’s tumble when they finally reached the shoulder and stood up in relief.

“Where’s your bike?” Jack asked.

They both turned and looked at where she had left her bike in the desert sands.

“Do you want to go back for it?” Haley asked, sounding none too thrilled.

“Nah, it’s only a few kilometers to Barstow. We can walk.”

“Maybe if we’re lucky the gang of refugees will catch up with us!” Haley said with a big phony smile.

“Yeah,” Jack said, flashing her the thumbs-up.

They trudged on down the road.

The sun was nearly up when they






OEBPS/Images/image2.jpg
=





OEBPS/Images/CoverDesign.jpg
o -
§ Vel

o AT R RS &
- DA IR RS L

ot 5 | gl S

Faoms, 60






OEBPS/Images/image3.jpg
The Former United States
of America

c.2035A.D./ 19 PR.

s

!'g\

The People’s

‘ Republic of
America ‘
Disputed Kingdom
Territory of Hawai’i

EEN [

State of Mexican
Deseret ‘ Reconquista

Canada

of Christian
States






OEBPS/Images/image0.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image1.jpg





