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An Introduction to The Divided States of America:

 


No one can say with any reasonable
certainty when the United States of America began to fall apart.
Many point to the presidential election of 2016, but most believe
the breakup started long before this. Now, in the year 2110, the
former United States is made up of 13 nation-states and The
Wastelands. Some of the nation-states have prospered under
self-rule, while others have declined. Some nation-states are very
accepting of outsiders, while others trust no one…sometimes not
even their fellow citizens. There is chaos in some places, and
order in others…sometimes too much order.

The first state to break away from the
USA was, not unexpectedly, Texas, and from there, things continued
to spiral out of control as the national government tried to hold
on to control that the state governments wanted back, and
eventually, the federal government was no longer able to control
the states, and the break-up came about.

Some of the nation-states kept the name
“America” in their new names. Some did this as a tribute to where
they had come from, while others did it to remind their citizens of
what they were breaking away from. Others adopted new names, or
took on names that were given to them.

Borders in some areas are heavily
patrolled, even walled in places, while other borders have no
protection at all…mostly it depends on the views of the new
government and its citizens, even though sometimes those two groups
still don’t agree. Let’s face it, greed and independence are bred
into the human race, and even allying with others that have similar
viewpoints does not necessarily mean that they will always get
along.

If you’re interested in
learning more, please click 
http://www.nomadicdeliriumpress.com/dividedstates.pdf
to see a map of the new nation-states and to read
a little about each of them.

 


 


 


​
Tested

By Lorelei Suzanne

 


It was two months before launch date.
Seated with her back parallel to the ground, Nancy’s skin grew taut
against her cheekbones and her teeth chattered as the g-force
increased.

“Piece of cake,” she shouted to the
colleague on her left. Her voice was lost in the noise of the test
simulation.

Nancy waited for the seats to return to
their proper upright position before removing her restraints. She
rubbed her forehead as her body readjusted to the Earth's natural
gravity.

The Schaal-Gunther Space Center at
GLASA, the Great Lakes Aeronautics and Space Administration,
sprawled over two acres near the Great Lakes Conglomerate city of
Cleveland. A state-of-the-art building, it housed the space shuttle
program.

Nancy removed her cumbersome helmet and
thick insulated suit. Her boss joined her as she passed the control
room.

“Another successful simulation?”
Inquired Ketsia Dean. One of the highest-ranking officials at
Schaal-Gunther, she was impeccably dressed in a dark blue dress
suit. Her hair fell in loose but neat rows of locks down to her
shoulders.

“Yes ma’am.” Nancy smiled as she shook
Ketsia’s hand. “This is going to be one heck of a mission. A lot
more passengers than the last colony trip.”

“Your work in trade has been so
impressive. Are you sure I can’t convince you to join the Mars
team?”

“The moon will have to do for now,”
Nancy laughed. “I’m not ready to leave my family that
long.”

The rush of the simulation continued
through her elevator ride to the offices on the fourth floor.
Ketsia returned to her corner office while Nancy took a seat at her
desk and continued working on coordinating details for the
mission.

“Nice picture, Cox,” Allen commented,
wheeling her chair next to Nancy's cubicle and pointing to a framed
photograph of a man, woman, and toddler vacationing on Lake
Erie.

“How old is she now, three?”

Nancy looked off in the distance. “No,
four. And thank you.” Sadness lingered in her response as she
smiled at her coworker and turned back to her
spreadsheets.

She had much to do before the
launch.

*

Nancy closed the door to her one-story
ranch home and placed her coat on a hook near the door. Her
husband, Richard, greeted her with a kiss and a steaming mug of
tea.

“Well this is a surprise! Thank you.”
Nancy smiled at she warmed her hands on the cup.

“I figured you've had a long day,
considering everything.”

“We've both had long days.” She kissed
Richard.

He looked grim.

“No news yet on today’s round of
tests,” he sighed. “I wish we had some idea of the scope of what
we’re dealing with.”

Nancy eased into her favorite armchair,
put down her mug and rubbed her temple thoughtfully.

“Speaking of tests, how
were...”

“Physical tests all came back great,”
Nancy said. “Just need clearance from Dr. O'Brien and I'm good to
go.”

“Dr. O'Brien?” Richard looked puzzled.
“Why would you have to see a therapist?”

“They're making us all do
it,” Nancy explained as she enjoyed another sip of tea. “Ever since
the Valiant. I
guess they're worried about our coping skills.”

“Look what I drew for you, Mommy!”
Bella crawled on to her lap, beaming. Nancy emptied her hands and
took the picture her daughter offered as Bella began to describe
every detail of the crayon masterpiece.

Bella wiggled off her
mother's lap and ran to the bookshelf, retrieving a well-worn blue
and red picture book titled My Mommy the
Astronaut.

“Will you read to me again,
Mommy?”

Nancy and Richard exchanged a
significant look. She gestured the child back to the chair and
pulled her into a tight hug.

“Of course I will.” She opened the
cover. “'My mommy is an astronaut. She's going to outer
space...'”

*

To the north of the testing center at
Schaal-Gunther sat the tall glass structure housing the GLASA
medical offices. Every shuttle passenger and crewman was intimately
acquainted with this building, with the series of medical and
psychological tests required for each voyage.

Nancy approached the office building,
trying to set aside everything outside of this mission. It was a
tall order.

“Dr. O'Brien is ready for you now,” the
receptionist informed her.

The door opened to a smiling
face.

“Nancy!” the doctor
exclaimed.

“Good to see you, Denise.” Nancy
returned the greeting with a brief friendly embrace. Dr. O'Brien's
curly, playful auburn hair threatened to escape the bun that lifted
it neatly off the collar of her standard white medical
coat.

“How's your son?” Nancy
asked.

“Doing great! Connor just finished his
first semester of GLASA training. Thanks to your glowing
recommendation,” she added. “You've mentored him like he was your
own. I don't know how I could ever repay you.”

“It was my pleasure. He's a good kid.”
Nancy scanned the room for an appropriately comfortable
chair.

“How have you been sleeping?” Denise
asked as they took their seats on opposite sides of a large
mahogany desk.

Nancy sat silent, playing with the band
of her watch.

“I've...been sleeping,” she replied
finally.

“You know, grief isn't something that
just goes away. Talk to me. Tell me about it.”

Nancy hesitated. “I was
scheduled to go up with the Valiant. I don't know if I told you
that before. I needed my gallbladder removed at the last minute so
Honeycutt took my place.”

“Ah.” O'Brien acknowledged. “Mark was
one of your friends, I believe.”

“Best friend. We were at the academy
together. He always pushed me to work harder and become a better
cadet. This work ethic that's carrying me through the insane
pre-launch hours is because of him.”

Nancy shifted her gaze to the hem of
her jacket and fingered it absentmindedly. They spoke a few more
minutes about strategies to cope with grief.

“How is Bella doing?”

“Oh, she’s a joy. You could barely tell
she’s sick to look at her most of the time. And then she has a bad
day and I’m reminded just how unfair and cruel the world is right
now.”

“I’ll admit I don’t know much about her
prognosis. It hasn’t been in my area of research.”

Nancy took a deep breath. “All of the
testing has come back that it’s degenerative, and on a course to
only worsen over the next ten years. And then...and
then.”

“I'm so sorry.” A pained expression
formed in Dr. O'Brien's eyes. “She's so young. Haven’t there been
any advances on treatment for the disease yet? Surely the greatest
minds in the GLC are working on something.”

“Not any that don't cost a fortune
beyond belief. She's too far along. You'd think between our two
insurances it would be enough, but none of the treatments are
covered. None. We've taken a second mortgage and reached out to
every friend and relative we can think of. And the fundraisers
we've tried were only the tiniest drop in the bucket.”

Nancy raised her hand to rub her
temple. The ticking clock on the back wall became almost deafening.
She knew there were other options out there, other illicit methods
of obtaining the money, but she was trying in her desperation not
to think of those.

“Yeah. I don't know what I'd do without
my little girl. I...” Another minute of awkward silence
followed.

Nancy took a moment. “This mission is
as important to Bella as it is to me. I feel like she's gathering
strength from this. I need her to be proud of me right now. I need
to be the person she can look up to. She's my whole world, and she
always will be.”

“I can sense you're passionate. That's
very encouraging. And Richard?” Denise gently pressed.

“He's fine. Great. He's been my rock
through all of this. Of course he's hesitant about my going up
after the accident even if it's only for three months. I wouldn't
expect anything else of him.”

“Tell me what you're feeling right
now,” Denise said at last.

Nancy paused, deciding where to set her
guard.

“I feel torn.”

“About what?” Dr. O'Brien set down her
tablet.

“About...lots of things.” She decided
this was where she needed to place her wall. She straightened the
skirt of her suit and set her jaw.

“Want to talk through it?” Denise
looked intently at her, as if trying to bore holes in her newly
stoic demeanor. “I need to know you're ready for the psychological
impact this mission might have on you.”

An awkward gap of silence
followed.

“Okay,” the doctor finally replied,
compassionately but firmly. “I'll see you next week.”

 


*

Upon entering the house Nancy hurried
to hang up her coat as she saw Richard's somber expression. She
took his hand as they walked back to their daughter's
bedroom.

“Bella's been having a bad day again,”
Richard whispered as they looked at their sleeping child. The tiny
pale body in the bed appeared so different from the exuberant young
girl she left this morning.

Bella sighed and pulled her stuffed
giraffe tightly against her.

“I’m Jerome. You’re special, and I love
you!” the giraffe exclaimed.

“With all of the care she needs, I'm
working as many hours as I can,” Richard told Nancy. “We need to be
at home with her, especially if...I just wish we could do something
more. She needs treatment now.”

Nancy wrapped her arms around him. “I
know. Every bit we put into savings helps.” She sighed. “I'm so
sorry I'm going away. I'm sorry to leave you with this.”

“I understand. This mission is
important, to all of us. I can't believe neither insurance will
cover this.” Richard spoke helplessly. “How did we end up back in
the twenty-first century?”

“There's hope,” Nancy replied firmly.
“We need to hold on to that. You and I will make this work somehow.
We're going to do whatever it takes. This is going to
happen.”

Nancy fingered a piece of
paper in her pocket containing a phone number. Whatever it takes.

*

Nancy shuddered as she tightened the
collar of her blue anorak. The Flats attracted more wind than the
rest of the city and felt at least 10 degrees colder. She glanced
nervously to the right and left past the abandoned restaurants and
warehouses before stepping into a nearly deserted alley.

She identified her target. A young man
in his twenties leaned against the concrete wall, smoking some
substance, producing a swirl of gray vapors. A clear, rectangular
patch on his sleeveless arm caught what little sunlight hit the
alley. He casually raised his glance as she approached.

Nancy hesitated. She couldn't recall
being this far out of her comfort zone. She cleared her
throat.

“I'm...uh...I'm Nancy. Kazuto said
you're the one to talk to about...about distribution.”

“A volunteer, eh.” The young man put
out his cigarette on the wall and sized her up. “Distribution
where?”

“I'm scheduled to land in the second
Moon colony in a few weeks. I have contacts in the first as well.
As far as I know, this is an untouched market.”

The other man's eyes widened. “I see.
Kaz was right to send you. Must want something awfully bad to offer
to mule like this, clean-cut as you are. This is probably the first
time you've set foot in the Flats.”

Nancy shifted her eyes away
in acknowledgment. More than you can
imagine, she thought.

“Here's a sample so you can get a feel
for what you're dealing with and how to conceal it,” the young man
said, handing Nancy a few patches. “Five times stronger than
prescription narcotics, fresh from GLC's finest labs.”

Nancy stared at his offering. There was
no going back now.

 


*

The next day, Nancy pulled out her
luggage for the trip and placed the patches next to them on the
bed. She had to find some way to place them in a package and
conceal them.

I've lived my entire life
by the books, Nancy thought.
“Just say no.” She
grimaced, wondering what kind of message would this send to her
dear Bella if she ever found out. I'm
losing control. I don't know who I am anymore.

I'll do anything for
her
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