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Forward and Backward
 

The reason for this book was to bring attention to the real possibility that the creator (not God! That would be the creator of the creator of the creator etc) exists and further, that it is time to contact him.
Actually an it, nothing other than a machine could accomplish the splicing in of the intelligence gene thousands of years ago and oversee that endeavor throughout the millenia; a long time but a short time on the time scale of planets.
A machine may be given wide guidelines to accomplish the task but may, unless provided with these qualities, not possess compassion, curiosity or personality.
But if we were created, for what reason?
 

My theory is that we won’t dislike the reason when we are contacted and requested to perform. Duh, we were created for it.
Apparently there is to be a final culling before the selections are made, raptured up as it were.
Maybe we should try to contact this monster before the culling and ask to get on with the mission?
 

Looking back on the book I have decided to leave it as first written. There are some uncomfortable parts and too much personal opinion along with the blueprint for contact. The characters are sometimes gritty and none of them would pass for Jesus. Their sexuality however is part of life, a large part, and although I think it is possible to meet the maker with more appreciation than wasteful adoration it will be necessary to open our minds for a moral and ethical reboot.
I say moral reboot not because we have poor morals but because the inclusion in our lives of something from outside, once proven, will need be accepted at face value or you will be left behind and you know what they say - the meek shall inherit the earth
 

.



Chapter -- Waking
 

Consciousness has always been a gradual endeavor and this enlightenment was no exception. The movement from the dream state to the aware state has always left me to wonder if the aware state is the same but different than the dream state. I wasn’t functioning well enough to remember or process the differences, however. As yet, neither dream state nor aware state was defined.
This awakening seemed to be progressing normally as the first inkling of 'self' made its processing checks – no pain, that’s good and no lingering fear. No memory of pain or even what it is, just the simple Boolean check mark – no pain. Another check is registered for fear. Ditto. The two positive checks register a fogged logical progression that no immediate action is required. The 'Immediate Action' alternative points to a shadow of what movements might have been required leaving a third bit of knowledge - I have a body of capabilities.
Spatial orientation was required for the next process in the boot and I became aware of my body stretched out comfortably in suspension. One realization sparked from one to one thousand others in analog fashion and I am awake. Memory hasn’t clarified yet but I don’t ever remember being suspended. There is no pressure on my body or hunger from neither the stomach nor an itch between dirty (all is relative) toes.
This I realize is peculiar and I feel, while not fully awake, it has earned me the right to command a minimal fear and this is when I find the second peculiarity – fear doesn’t work. I send the command with greater force and sense the rejection. It is like the nerve impulse has gone out to cells that don’t exist. I put the command in a frenzied loop and still get no response and no feedback. I realize this could repeat continuously when I see yet another irregularity – there is no energy required to send the fear signal. I am not tiring so I stop and take inventory.
Some things aren’t the usual and these things are unusual enough to cause fear or panic, at least for me, and I don’t seem to care. Yet I am not apathetic or drugged – in fact I feel really great with lots of energy. I tell myself to try another tack and I imagine holding the girl. The wake up girl I visualize sometimes while preparing to answer the alarm again. Yes, she is there but she is different in that although I appreciate her looks and come-hither attitude, I don’t have the usual lust. That nails it! I am not experiencing the physiological emotional effects of the body. Here I am, it will be OK because I feel fine, but there is no body.
“That’s right. No body.” He says making a startling first contact.
“Come on in when you’re ready to talk and that’s what we’ll do. Take your time; there is a lot of that.”
After a few blinks the afterimage of an ordinary man forms in memory. I peer into a lack of light and can see his form receding, fading into a distance that my weak eyes can not fathom.
My hands slowly appear perched upon my knees and I find myself dressed in shorts and sandals sitting on a sofa from which I recently arose. I don’t remember lying down but it appears I must have. I wasn’t slipped a drug and used for sex, I hoped. Given my physical condition, age, net worth and availability to people that would force a sexual event it seemed unlikely but one can always amuse himself with such a thought.
It seemed I had only begun to rise and head in the direction of the disappeared figure when I found myself facing him. He appeared altogether normal with medium short brown hair parted on the side, glasses, and slightly discolored teeth with one incisor at a slight angle. He is five foot ten with a short sleeved pullover tan shirt and slacks ending in sandals. I saw the floor to be an unusual substance; the floor is similar to what could be a stone texture, with the flexibility and feel of plush carpet.
“Do you feel well?” he asked.
“Yes”.
“Would you like a seat?” He says as he sits in a solid yet soft upright recliner that I hadn’t noticed on my earlier assessment. I do sit in a similar chair facing him but not uncomfortably close.
“Cigar?” he asks while offering one from the top of a table to his right.
“No thank you” I say. I would love one, actually, but my earlier life had left me with some lung damage and I didn’t feel the need to tempt the fates. He declined also.
“Wine?” he asks?
“That would be nice” I chirp.
“Preference?” he asks.
 

“Cold Merlot” is the reply. I am certainly not a wine Conner Sewer but I do like my rotted grapes to have a bite. Oh, I don’t disrespect the cultured wine enthusiast but all I require is a strong taste without the undertones of soap or metal. The merits of the sniff and spit are beyond my scope and endurance.
I missed where he got it from but he does hand me a cool glass in what appears to be a clean vintage jelly container. I don’t really need a goblet or snifter but am amused at how he knew my acceptance would concern the cleanliness of the glass container without regard to the pretense. Besides, real value can be deceiving (and has certainly fooled me a few times in the past!). I hope it doesn’t contain an inordinate amount of lead or mercury.
“Cheers” he states plainly while sampling the twin of my drink. I try mine and find it salable.
Past him I see some type of control panel. The blur continues without explanation but, as I said, there is neither pain, nor eyestrain, nor age creaks.
After a few sips and a study of the blurred panel I ask him what it is.
“It’s a control panel” he states without elaboration. He starts to rock (he hadn’t seen that appendage on the recliner but was adjusting to these irregularities) displaying drowsy eyelids and a half smile. The smile is benign and doesn’t signal that he is in possession of a secret that may be harmful.
“What does it do?” I ask, a bit of the mumble.
“It does nothing really and yet it is capable of anything. Really, anything” He states without enthusiasm, without emotion. He goes on to say “its function, I guess, is to show you there is control in this place and the panel form is one you can relate to”.
“I can relate to?” I ask with emphasis on I.
“Yes, we want you to be comfortable in these new surroundings but you might as well realize your capabilities are infinite and under your control so a control panel is provided”.
“Where the Hell am I and who the Hell are you?!” I attempt to demand but anger seems disconnected also. What I get is a feeling that I should be angry.
He smiles without rancor. “I always enjoy this part. Jack, you have reached Heaven, again”.
Falling for the obvious and bypassing the main event I ask “Again”?
“Yes, you see at the end of every universal cycle every person is reanimated in a sense. You had some foresight in your lifetime with the promise of eternal life, judgment, and other premonitions”.
“More wine?” he asks.
“You bet” I say after gulping the rest of my glass. Why not, with unlimited supply.
There is some motion akin to refilling the glass from an unseen carafe and I take another sip. “Can you change this to Chablis, right here in my glass?” I ask inanely.
“Sure” he says.
“It’s still red” I say.
“Taste it”.
I do so. “It’s still Merlot. I thought you said you could change it to Chablis”?
“I can”.
“It’s Merlot” I say. “I thought you could change it?”
“I can”.
“Will you change it?”
“No, I don’t think so”.
“Why not?”
“Why should I?”
At the end of a short impasse he asks if I am hungry.
“No, actually I am not” I say.
“Nor will you be” he says which brings me back to the situation
 

“So I made it to Heaven and didn’t go to Hell. You must be an Angel, eh?” I ask.
“No I am not an Angel” he says. “I am the same as you. There is no Hell or rather it is the same”.
I’m flabbergasted. I never expected to actually awake in Heaven! I don’t remember my religion.
“I don’t remember my life, only my feelings about that life.”
“I can fix that” he says. This time he does fix something and my memories ease back.
One of the main rubs I had with religion is the definition of Heaven. Serving the Lord for eternity only works on those with a limited imagination. What in Heaven can I repeat for eternity that doesn’t soon seem Hellish?
“Am I to serve the Lord for Eternity” I ask, trying to hide my angst.
“In a way” he states.
“Am I to meet the Lord soon” I ask.
“You are the Lord” he says. “We all are” he adds hastily. “Wine?” he asks.
 

“I want to make peace reign all over the world” I say as a test.
“There is no world” he states. “There is peace here, of a sort” he states.
This dichotomy is beginning to annoy me but my chemical emotions have not returned along with my memories. Actually, my memories of my life seem to drop off after forty or so and I have no recollection of death or what lead to death.
“You were a scientist” he states without question.
“Let me give you an overview. At your time the force of intelligence is overlooked. Everyone sees it but, since it seemed the domain of religion, no one was able to examine it beyond the spark of creation. How can that knowledge diminish the miracle of life?” he adds as if reading my mind.
“This force is affective when the matter is aligned properly. Here, where all matter is crushed beyond individual subatomic particles the force is effective and unhindered. Thus all the force of life that was you is now here and active. Think of it like magnetism, where the force can be manifested in the presence of refined iron.”
He lets that sink in for a moment and then continues.
“During your ‘life’ your ‘matter’ was aligned properly to manifest this force and you ‘existed’ and had abilities. When you died your matter lost manifestation ability of the life force. “
“So how did I get here? Am I a reconstruction of Jack Hopper?”
“Ah, the scientist in Jack pops up. Are you any less because you examine the nature of your life? Is it less of interest because you learn how it works? NO! Not unless you have a reason to defend a faith based system – such as income or power over the lives of others. Oh, I must apologize as I was a scientist and marginalized by the selfish. These unthinking persons tailored a dogma to further their ends at the expense of truth” he states and stops to muse.
“More wine?” he asks.
I assume my scowl provides his answer as he clears his throat and gets back to helping me adjust.
“As you know, atomic interaction is frictionless or the universe would soon run down and stop. So, on the atomic level, all of your actions were recorded as one atomic ball passes momentum and direction to the next atomic ball it encounters. This recording continues until the atoms that were your body fall into the beginning masses or black holes and later into the final coalescence.” He pauses and this time I can see it is for affect.
“As these atoms fall to their end their incoming speed and vector is recorded by the native intelligence active in the attracting mass. After a great amount of them, and their associated life forces, are added to this massed intelligence it can backtrack and recreate each action, each life, with millisecond detail. That is even beyond minute detail!” he states with a crooked smile and waits.
He has to wait for some time before I finally connect the millisecond and minute words, realize it is a joke (of sorts) and release a slight smile of acknowledgement.
“So that’s it. There is nothing anyone can do to change it, everything everyone does is tracked. Soon, I will show you how to move around and you can contact anyone or everyone and know not only everything they did but also their true motivation behind the actions. A few endure in constant disdain but most have normal sins and no one can throw the first stone. Those few who deserve to be honored above others are honored. There are no hypocrites here. The collective intelligence, the enormous intelligence capable to recreating the lives of all, from the in fall of shredded matter, can be called God and so God lives within us all.”
He paused to allow this information to sink in. I did need the time to digest what he had said.
“This universe lasted about 240 billion years and we are now preparing to bang out the beginnings of the next one” he stated slowly.
“More wine?”
“Yes”. I sat and sipped for some time. During that time my memories expanded to include my entire life with its lingering and painful end. No need to dwell on the past.
“240 billion was longer than was postulated” I said. “The atoms were judged to spread thin and eventually cool so, where were they wrong?” I asked knowing that it wasn’t uncommon for scientists to be proved wrong especially with quantum leaps such as speculation on the end of the universe.
“The last universe didn’t collapse as quickly as speculated because the life force came into play. The sentient species reversed the cooling trend with some macro-engineering to extend their lives. Even advanced sentients can not escape the black holes for eternity! Meanwhile, logic and life force sciences pointed to an undeniable rebirth providing some rest and hope. Eventually they always quit fighting and accept the rebirth; they allow themselves to die in order to be ‘reborn’”.
“It seems rather grand and not at all evil.” I say. “So where are the villains, the bad people of my life?”
“They are all here” he says. “The thing is, their intentions and judgments are clear to all and the dislike you may feel for them may be modified. Their actions were based upon their experience and once you see it from their perspective you might better understand their actions. Others that you may have misjudged as good are revealed as selfishly motivated and not so good. This is a striated system and lives cluster with similar lives and a few are squeezed toward the top or bottom of the scale but still buffered by those of their own ilk”.
With that information there was a most amazing sensation. A new sense of my guide was exposed to my mind. I saw the entirety of Joe’s life spread before my eyes. I sensed his pride with his first full time employment and his pride in his first born girl and his pain and anger when she was partially lost to him due to divorce. I sensed his most embarrassing moments and his current state.
Amazingly I found I could coexist with Joe like the two of us were one or I could erect a barrier of varying strengths to separate us. The most startling discovery I found was that he really didn’t differ from me all that much. His major sins had at least some sort of justification and his faults and weaknesses were modified by his conscience behavior. He lived to contribute. He enjoyed the company of some others while avoiding many. He pandered to his own needs but tried not to waste assets or profit at the expense of others.
I have his memory of the lake with Susan. He is almost seventeen and she is fourteen and very happy to have some male attention. Seen through his eyes she is warm with a pretty face. He doesn’t spend much time on her face as her body is bulging with assets. Her rounded hips and thrusting breasts are beckoning him.
He buzzes around her like a bee with need burgeoning almost as rage while in actuality he is awed by her beauty and appalled by her warmth. He senses that she is eager to experience his hands upon her and she has not seen a penis beyond that of her young cousin and that while changing his diaper. His sense is correct and neither of them is thinking long term commitment.
Joe puts himself in her path after third period and busies himself arranging a light book load he is carrying as she approaches. Under lowered brow he admires her form as she glides down the hall. His eyes lock onto the junction of her thighs and imagines what might be under the short skirt and above the moving thighs while attempting to maintain a stolid expression so no one will notice his approach.
Susan’s central regions seem to notice his stare and take on a life of their own as the hips sway a bit more and the top thigh nerves become sensitive to each rubbing step. Her own movement calls her attention to the needs of her sex. She does look up and notice the posture of Joe and realizes he is beginning an initial approach. He is reasonably attractive; he has a clean car and is a senior. She knows she is not ready to maintain a freshman senior relationship but she has nothing better to do so her sway exaggerates further and the grind intensifies; greasing the wheels of life, so to speak.
Joe is encouraged on a subliminal level but is beginning to crack his cool and he wonders if he can maintain his dignity while handling this young woman. She is too young for him but he knows he has no intention of hurting her and he realizes that some girls like the kissing and petting and affection as much as he does. She isn’t a cheerleader or terribly popular or disliked but her figure suits him and he thinks he may be able to arrange some time with her without derision from his friends. He doesn’t consider her friends as other then possible impediments.
“Susan?” he says.
Her poker face turns to him expressing polite interest. “Yes?”
“I saw you leaving the library last Friday and I was hoping you shared an interest that I have with a psychology career. Maybe we can talk?”
It is actually an inane line but it was all he had.
“Sure” she said, maintaining her poker face but angling into her locker exposing a bit of skin. It wasn’t the amount of warmly tanned skin that excited Joe but the way it was displayed. Susan wore a buttoned blouse over a plain white bra that wasn’t extremely tight. This enabled the breast to move freely with her bend and the flesh bunched and rounded nicely. Joe’s eyes locked to the target wishing the garment to dematerialize and wishing his hands would cease their nagging demand to fondle. He tried not to be noticeable while Susan did notice and allowed a growing smile to grace her face.
“Will you meet me at the Burger King Thursday after school and we can start. I have a paper to write on the subject that is due next week.”
“No, I can’t” Susan says without emotion. He sees hesitation and decides not to examine the details.
“What about Friday after school at the library” she counters.
“That will be fine” he says. Joe nods, pivots, and practically runs away from her before something can go wrong. It is Wednesday and he will fantasize twice that evening and once Thursday night and almost runs to the bathroom Friday afternoon.
After school Friday he doesn’t leave directly. Joe has cleaned his car and he goes to the trunk to get his change, changing his shirt in the parking lot to an open necked moderately expensive weekender. He splashes on some High Karate and dabs a blob of Brylcream onto his hair and heads for the bathroom. Joe works the grease into his hair until he gets the medium length kinky black strands to fall just so with the grease guaranteeing that the overall shape remain cemented in its’ coiffure. His excitement does not allow him to drain the hog.
He grows apprehensive as he approaches the library building and does not see Susan. He supposes he must go inside and if she is there it will mean risking ridicule if one of his friends finds he has associated with a freshman.
Once through the thick doors he passes the smoking lounge and reads the overheads. Joe isn’t particularly familiar with the library and certainly not with psychology; he just feels that counseling and psychology are of interest to women and women are interested in a large variety of whiny pursuits. This belies his unknown need for a psychologist to administer his grief counseling after he survives a plane crash later in his life.
He spots her before he sees the overheads in an alcove where she can be seen. She is turned slightly away from him but what drew his eyes in her direction was the quick movement away from him after he was spotted. He knows it meant she was watching for him and that type of interest goes beyond a helpful school mate.
Although her cloths are different, they are of the same type. He has reviewed the seemingly accidental movement in his mind over and over at least four times since he has talked with Susan and is feverishly hoping for a repeat. As he sidles beside her and leers down her blouse he is disappointed as the angle isn’t perfect and he can not really linger. He sits in a seat opposite her. Joe is pleased that Susan has unconsciously selected a covey without a table to block his view of her legs and maybe some cleavage.
“I am so glad you could find the time for this” says Joe.
“I enjoy helping people” she says.
“Here is what I have” says Joe and opens his book to a topic on depression. He leaves the book on his knees and Susan leans in for a look.
His brown cotton corduroys are tight and as he squeezes his knees together he notices the clear outline of his penis and even his testicles under the fabric. Odd that he had never noticed this before now. He hoped that Susan didn’t notice but dropped the thought as he became aware of her perfume.
“Knights of Passion?” he asks.
“No, it’s called Dutiful Submission”.
Joe has never heard of this brand before but the odor isn’t offensive and he doesn’t really care. He doesn’t know that she is making a joke. He does notice her smile although he wants to drop his eyes to check for revealed skin. He returns her smile and drops his eyes back to his book, puts his finger on the sentence to bookmark his spot as he examines her knees that are close to his.
“I’ve heard of depression” she says.
Joe is having a bit of trouble with focus as he can’t take his eyes from the smooth skin of her knees unless it is to browse north up the promising curve of her upper legs and the dark cave of juncture. He is starting to sweat and blood is shifting.
“It is a hard topic. I am having some difficulty with focus” he understates.
Her smile doesn’t condemn his awkward demeanor or even acknowledge that she has noticed his discomfort. Instead, she shifts her body, locking the knees firmly together and leans in with her finger to point out the section on the page.
“It says here that it can be physiological or psychological” she states with her face no further away than one foot. He could reach her neck with his hand and pull her in for a kiss if – if it wasn’t the library, if it wasn’t that he didn’t think she would want that yet, and if it weren’t five minutes after he began talking to her.
“Psychological is what I’m talking about. That is the mental state and not the physical lack of nutrients or something, eh?” says Joe. He yearns to look down her shirt but can not do it while she is looking directly into his eyes. She does have an amused look and shifts her gaze from his face to her finger where it lingers on the book in his lap. His view returns of the soft skin of her upper breast and the lovely orb is suspended in the same overflow mass of the previous period. Susan holds the pose and Joe becomes uncomfortable and squirmy.
“I have an idea” he squeaks out of a tightening throat. “Why don’t I check this book out and we can read it in the park. It won’t be dark for hours.”
Susan has hoped he would work up the nerve to take her bait but, in case her friends should discover her liaison, she would need something of value to report. She has worked this out in advance in the event that her adventure would come to fruition. She has told her parents that she was spending the night with Karen and Karen knows to cover for her if the need arises.
“I am sort of hungry. Maybe I should go home and eat and we can do this another time”. She is testing her capabilities and finding that, built and dressed, smiling and receptive as she is, she has no trouble in attracting men who will do for her.
She practically bats her eyes in an overdone expression that pastes a genuine smile on her face due to her own realization that she has overdone it and it is still working.
“I have a car” Joe says “and we can ride to Frisker’s for a sandwich?”
Joe immediately regrets the offer. He could be easily spotted and although he likes Susan he doesn’t want to endure the ridicule from his friends who are teens and do so on any opportunity. Susan, however, has the same problem.
“We could go to Howard’s and pick up some drive through hamburgers” she offered.
They agreed and left the library and walked to the parking lot where Joe led her to his car.
He opened the trunk and dropped his books into the back along with hers and the book they had checked out on his card then closed the trunk.
She complimented him on his car and reached for the door handle but he got there first. He thought she might be irritated because he wanted to watch her shimmy into the car and she did wear a slight frown. Susan managed to get in without a major reveal and he wasn’t really disappointed but rather charmed with her dexterity.
“Just like home movies” Joe says to Jack.
The reverie broken, Jack looks to Joe and again realizes he knows every detail of his life and that Joe must know all of his. There is the time he is caught masturbating but when compared to Joe’s equally humiliating escapades he can finally release the anguish those memories and others have caused him during his life. Of course, his life is over.
Looking at Joe he realizes those memories are like a movie. They are unchangeable; the feelings he interprets from Joe’s past are not changed by the man standing before him.
“Would you like to meet Susan?” Joe says.
It isn’t really a question. From the edge of the ‘room’ a woman turns to face the men as if she has just entered a door and turned from closing it. She approaches with a smile. Jack senses the approach of a warm human being and extends his hand.
“You must be Susan, Joe has spoken highly of you” he says.
“Wouldn’t that be odd because I only have a fleeting memory of him and him of me” she says. “What you witness is the recording at the time it was made with the full set of feelings at the time it happened. Joe didn’t know it at the time but the one night of pleasure was mostly his pleasure and the decision to part in short order was mine” she says.
I don’t see or feel any emotional regret or shame or other feelings from Susan about her statement and the face of Joe is unaffected. Not amused, not ashamed, not surprised and not irritated.
Susan is about five foot six and has not maintained her figure. She seems to be about middle age and is a bit careless with her appearance. She wears no makeup, her fingernails are clean and neat but not professionally done and her hair style is discount store. She still seems to be a pleasant woman without a strong ego yet satisfied with her lot (in life?).
There is no sensation as her memories flood over me. One moment I was looking at a person trying to perceive her clues and personality aspects using conversation and observation and the next moment I knew her entire life story. There seemed no limit to the amount of information I could assimilate, an understatement if there ever was one.
When her body began to develop Susan was embarrassed and excited at the same time. Her body seemed ordinary and somewhat dirty to her and she could not imagine why men would be interested in a couple blobs of fat and leaky plumbing. Men did take notice, however, and she began to adjust.
She had been educated and knew what the parts were and how they worked. She did know what men wanted to do to her and was almost horrified. She did go to some church activities and they seemed more interested in her sex than she was; a squirrelly young man would constantly tell the young women about the evils of sex while hypocritically angling for a glance down her shirt. She had quit wearing skits to church even though she received the subliminal notion that women were to wear skirts around church men. This aligned with the antiquated notion that she was to signal her available to men (only the churchy ones!) when the men decided who would impregnate her. The logic of this subjective mandate failed her along with other traditional tenants and her attendance waned.
Susan developed a nicely rounded figure and at fourteen, almost fifteen, the attention from men and a few women grew. She began to feel natural about the entire situation knowing the purpose of sexual desire was to attract a mate and have children. This most noble of the human activities often left a warm affectionate girl in a position of paying for the upkeep of those children if they weren’t careful.
Ted lived three houses down the street. He was one year younger than her and mediocre in all respects. He looked OK but didn’t excel in any sport but did enjoy playing a few. He was smart and did well with most of his grades but his parents worked for a living and her parents, who also worked for a living, had told her that the class ladder had been closed for whites for a few decades. They seemed to think that schooling was for the benefit of those teachers and other ‘public servants’ that were already engaged in collection of public funding.
All of these reasons made Jeremy disposable to Susan but there was no reason they couldn’t have some fun. Her parents both worked a nine to five and his had a more variant shift often leaving his alone, as she was from three until five.
During her last few months of junior high school, Susan had worked Jeremy into a conversation. On occasion, his friends would stop over and play computer games or he would take another bus to their home. About once a week his parent’s work schedule and his friends had other activities leaving him alone for a few hours and these were the hours Susan concentrated on.
She had spoken with him several times and had even played in his sand box a few years back. He didn’t have a pool but she had an above ground installment with a cedar deck. It had begun to buckle and the water never appeared inviting. Because of this she didn’t plan on using the pool excuse to dress down to a skimpy suit to tease him with and observe his reaction. The high fence prevented her from interesting any neighbors while sunbathing although it had been installed to thwart the tax man (the agency now employed expensive aerial mapping to further help the citizens by raising government revenues).
“Jeremy” she said this day while he disembarked from the bus.
“Hi Susan” he startled. They usually only nodded.
“Jeremy” Susan repeated “I was wondering if you could help me with history homework?”
As much as he admired the growing femininity of Susan, history was a real drag.
“What do you mean; I’m not good at history?”
“Oh, you are good at computers, aren’t you? I need help formatting my report.”
 

That was actually true as Susan didn’t even own a computer and sitting in the library was a bore.
Jeremy hesitated. He liked Susan but would become uncomfortable around her and didn’t want to embarrass himself. He would help her and maybe she would share some of that body with him.
“Well, my mother is home and we would need to be quiet” he states.
“Oh, I wouldn’t want to bother your mother” says Susan. She doesn’t like Jeremy’s mother. She goes to church three times a week and pays a tithing when they can barely afford the necessities. She provided to a wealthy church but the promises made didn’t pan out in this life and there was no guarantee. Susan felt that the woman mismanages a rigid and ineffective parenting style.
“How about tomorrow” she continues.
“Tomorrow will be fine but neither my dad nor mom will be there. Raymond might come over” he says.
“Great! See you then”.
Susan is quite excited on the next morning in anticipation of her rendezvous with Jeremy. All her panties and bras are white but she knows boys aren’t real discriminating at Jeremy’s age. She isn’t sure what Jeremy is going to receive in the way of her affections but fantasy rules and she prepares for the unexpected.
She has practiced a few moves in the mirror and this is the first time she will be able to judge their effects accurately. There is the obvious short skirt with the various sitting positions. She hasn’t had much luck there, however, as older men will gaze appreciatively without remorse while young interesting men will glance and shy away. It seems that her crotch is too much for a young man to comprehend and she can relate: To her, a man’s body has a beauty and grace similar to her chest, her face, her demeanor and her hips. The actual crotch, however, is oddly folded like so much fatty skin and while she desperately wants to use it and knows most any man would be glad to assist her she still grapples with why anyone would want to deal with that greasy mound.
Susan selects the newest and cleanest of the whites. She picks the panties that fit snuggly and smell springtime fresh. She has bathed with care and shaved her legs to the tops of her thighs to give that special man the smooth ride that she imagines, correctly, is his desire. This activity has been reinforced by the weight of the entire advertising industry supported by the American consumer industry.
Susan puts even more care into the selection of her bra. Her bras have a varying fit with some spilling the breast out of the tops giving a nice cleavage. Others are looser favoring any man she selects with a peek. One gives a nice bounce and exposes the most skin to the point of a possible nipple slip. For this maneuver she sucks her breath in hard while leaning just so and has not been in a position to try it on a young man. She decides on the garment with the most skin potential and lays out the war chest.
Before her shower Susan has opened the heavier drapes and even pulled back the diaphanous fringe so that the window is open to the world of second floors. She turns on the side lamp along with the overhead so that when she emerges from the bath in her towel she can dramatically drop it off. Accidentally posing in front of her window stage she will introduce the world to her treasure chest and spooky bush. She knows no one will be looking unless she makes it a pattern but it adds excitement to her mood.
After slowly wriggling into her under clothes in full view of the window Susan searches in her closet for her twin shirts. One nicely enhances her frame but is demure for school while on the matching garment she has replaced the second button with a smaller twin that allows the shirt to expand her viewing area at the least bit of a twist. Both shirts are wrinkle free and she folds the trick one carefully before including it in the hardened portion of her pack where it will not be wrinkled. She will change into this shirt in the restroom after school and before boarding the bus.
Susan reaches the bus stop a mere minute before the bus arrives. Jeremy is usually taken to school by his mother and there are no other boys at this stop. There are two younger girls whom are on the swim team and talk with each other as if they were the only persons alive. The bus driver, a thicker man in his forties with balding head, watches her legs as she mounts the steps but has never leered into her eyes or attempted anything suggestive. They ignore each other without rancor as she rounds the bend and plops into a hard seat in the fifth row. The ruckus of the younger children is annoying her and she is glad to be moving on toward HS.
She waves to Jeremy as he passes several doors down in the hall but her route between her last class and this one was long so she didn’t have any time to start his engine for later tuning.
Her second period teacher, the tennis coach Bob, also seconded as the history professor. He routinely placed skirted girls in the front rows and she had been so placed before she realized most of the other girls wore baggy clothes in this class. Although he was handsome he certainly knew it and there were rumors that some of the girls had visited his home over the years but she had never been privy to the full story of any of them.
Bob, as he liked to be addressed, stood and called the roll while discreetly examining the legs of the girls in the front. Susan demurely aimed her knees to the side and placed a book on her lap and pretended she didn’t notice. Only one girl cooperated with a reasonable view and that was Ginger. Ginger made no attempt to conceal that fact that she did none of the assignments nor prepared in any way for class. Her exams with scribbled answers were always returned with a ‘see me’. She bragged that she received enough extra credit to carry her and received A's on her periodic and semester grade cards. Although it was strictly forbidden for any students to enter the home of any teacher for any reason; all of the coaches, including Bob, would give out their addresses and telephone numbers at least once a quarter. The reason they used to beard their actual motivation was their 24/7 zealous intent of ‘being there’ for their troubled students. Although most of them were divorced and their own children neglected, they advertised their understanding of parental errors made by non-teachers and their empty homes were always open to the needs of those entrusted to their tutelage. In other words, when a kid was punished and held a grudge that bad boy/girl could approach an 'all knowing teacher' who could pat them on the shoulder, or so, and tell them how special they are, in private. Although the leering attentions of older men with authority creeped the youngsters out it was better than no attention and the kids didn’t know they were abused until later in life.
Even on the prowl, Susan found Bob to be disgusting. She could easily overlook his physical good looks in favor of the conclusion that any idiot could figure out; Bob would treat the person he used for sex badly after he was finished. Not that she wanted coddled but if she were going to give it up while knowing she would be mistreated she might as well try for a rock star or some other conquest she could at least brag about and have a good story.
She ate lunch with Grace and she told her of her plans and the tools she would use on poor Jeremy. Grace, who was skinny and shy, listened with strong attention. Her eyes would dart about to see if anyone had overheard this scandalous report. Grace was a good friend in that she didn’t try to push Susan over the edge into unknown and dangerous territory just to provide her with vicarious thrill. When Susan demonstrated her bra, for Grace, she didn’t notice that the girl looked a time longer that was usual.
Before sixth period, her last, Susan made the decision to change blouses in the restroom so that she wouldn’t be hampered after school and she certainly didn’t want to miss the bus.
Her teacher, Miss Sullivan, was a seemingly nice person without an agenda. Miss Sullivan seemed genuinely interested in providing her students with the benefits of the subject matter and seemed well versed in the material and enjoyed the subject. She wasn’t politically active and believed in efficiency; she once refused to squander her unused materials as was the practice so that the school could receive a greater budget the next year. She was tolerated by the administration because they were short on female math instructors and she was liked by the students once it was know that cheating was not tolerated but that the grades were fairly given.
The only problem Susan had with this class was that it was math. General student math full of recipes and building measurements and other things from the world of work that Susan would rather learn at work and only if she had to. Besides a friendly greeting smile, the teacher ignored Susan and set about her lecture. Miss Sullivan certainly didn’t notice the popping button on Susan’s shirt but the gent beside her did.
Sam was the fat kid and practically retarded. He didn’t like being in class but didn’t have the gusto to cause problems. He sat beside Susan and would occasionally look her over and was attendant enough that she dare not point her skirted knees in his direction lest he become fixated and his right hand disappear into his pocket. Icky Sam the girls had called him since fifth grade.
Since Susan didn’t angle her top in any way as to expose her cleavage Icky didn’t really notice until half way through the period. He then started to lean forward to the full extent his desk would allow and when that failed to reward him with the view he required he pushed his desk forward scraping the floor and getting the attention of the teacher. He quickly settled into his new position pressing his pencil onto his paper but the minute the teacher went back to her lecture he was leaning forward in his seat and leering onto the chest of Susan. Susan was used to Icky and rewarded him with a dry response. There were some creepy leerers, Susan knew, that could start her blood pumping against her logical will but Icky was not one of those. Icky didn’t even have time to pocket his swollen pinkies.
Finally at the bus stop she lingered in the background hoping she could squeeze into the seat next to Jeremy to begin her seduction. When Jeremy did appear he seemed to have forgotten about her and was engaged in conversation with Raymond. They entered the bus and sat together on the same bench while Susan entered a few persons behind them and sat lone upon a seat a few benches behind Jeremy. Jeremy most certainly did notice her as she passed and he nodded enthusiastically but didn’t seem to have anything else to say.
Jeremy continued his conversation as Susan watched him. No one had sat next to her and when the boys rose to leave the bus she noticed that he was spuriously glancing in her direction at once afraid that she was coming or that she was not coming. Once outside the bus he walked a few steps with his friend before gathering the nerve to face her.
“Susan, do you still want to do that report on my computer” he asked.
“I had planned on it but we can do it some other time” she replied, although he didn’t know that it would never happen if he didn’t wise up soon.
“Sure, sure, but Raymond is coming over and we are going to play Halo” he said trying to hide his disappointment. He too had fantasized that Susan may have more that homework in mind.
“Won’t that be nice, if I can’t do it alone maybe the two of you can give me what I desire” she stated with overtones.
“Yes, we certainly will” Jeremy said politely, certain that Susan didn’t mean what she implied. Raymond gave in to a snicker which gave Susan her chance to slip between the boys and put her special shirt into play just for Jeremy as Raymond was on the wrong side.
Jeremy wasn’t that much taller than Susan but when he turned his head to say something to her he was unerringly redirected to her bouncing flesh with eyes that seemed to have a life of their own. He had been about to say something as polite conversation but choked, sputtered and swallowed any words that threatened to rise.
Raymond, noticing that his friend had stopped talking and indeed that he had begun to hem and haw, turned his head to look and one peek at Jeremy’s eyes declared that he had a mesmerizing view. As per boy code, if your friend is making headway, allow him to proceed and only pick up on the girl if he fails (or if she wants you to).
At the sidewalk entrance Susan continues her chatter about unimportant events in her day while noting the effect she is having on this safer boy with pleasure. She is beginning to tingle in the expected places and they make a three person turn onto Jeremy’s walk. Jeremy still has not removed his gaze from her chest other than to quickly view her face to see if she notices while she pretends not to. Jeremy pretends to fumble for the door while adjusting his pack which allows Susan to reach for the handle and turn the knob which has the effect of squeezing the desirable soft flesh into spilling over the edges of the loose fitting bra.
Inside in the small foyer the trio sets most of the books on the waiting bureau while Raymond practically manhandles Jeremy away from the left of Susan so he too can view her bosom. He succeeds and she allows him a short eyeful but her target it Jeremy and she is certainly not versed enough in love to tangle both of them into a triangle. Not yet, she giggles to herself taking Jeremy’s right arm and pressing it onto her breast. The tingle is altogether acceptable but the effect on Jeremy is close to a faint.
“Should we sit at the table to start” Susan asks.
“OK” says Jeremy. Raymond is enthusiastic about everything too.
She guides Jeremy to a seat on her left and sits him down. Susan realizes she is completely in control while Raymond opts for a seat directly across from her so she smiles during a slight bow of encouragement as her focus begins to shift from the stunned Jeremy.
“Isn’t Miss Sullivan the nicest teacher in the school” she says. If she can shift the conversation away from homework she might yet have some fun. At least Jeremy doesn’t slip his hand into his pocket while trying to maintain his composure.
“Yes, she is nice. Did you hear what Fred Clauson did to Regis Abliss? He punched him during gym showers in a fight over Rachel. I don’t think she cares about either one of them and Regis didn’t turn Fred in. I talked to Fred and he said he is trying to find Regis away from the school.” Raymond intones.
“Are Fred and Rachel dating” asks Susan with real interest.
“No” says Raymond. “I don’t really understand the fight. Rachel isn’t allowed to date until she is sixteen and then only with a chaperon”.
“I wouldn’t ask her out anyway” says Jeremy as he finally finds the wherewithal to operate his mouth.
“Why is that” she asks.
“She doesn’t look nice. She has a sharp face and seems to know everything. How can you know everything about life when you haven’t even dated” says Raymond.
“Her parents are strict” says Jeremy. “They have strong opinions that prevent them from learning by way of experience. Her mother has had several children hurt yet never adjusts her behavior”.
No one elaborated about the hurt children. In most cases this was a reference to physical or sexual abuse and not along the topic any of them was concerned with or wanted to pursue.
While she had got the boys off the homework topic they had gotten used to her blouse and did not want to offend her with an unwanted sexual approach. If she couldn’t get some hands on her politely then she would just have to prime the pump for the future. She knew better than to appear too forward. About six months ago she had been alone with a boy she liked but barely knew and, after a few sentences of inane conversation she leaned her body against his and started to whisper her words. She thought he was interested as he couldn’t keep his eyes above her chest but the thought of actual contact frightened him and he practically ran from her with a mixed look of fear and lust. She had seen him a few times lurking about working up the nerve to approach her but the entire incident had grown too complicated.
“What game are you playing on the Play Station?” she asked. Susan knew they had said Halo and that was a computer game but she would go home if she had to lean over them while they were glued to a computer monitor. A joystick and a large television could work to her advantage.
“We were going to play Halo” said Jeremy but Raymond glared so hard that if eyeballs could cast fire then Jeremy would be cindered. Jeremy didn’t get it.
Raymond said “Why, I think we have Dance Fever. I have never played it but we do have a mat”.
“That sounds like fun. Do you two think that sounds like fun” she said innocently thinking step one jiggle and step two sit on the couch with an excited boy while the other jumps about.
The boys took new interest in her bosoms as she helped to set up the equipment allowing her to bend and stretch in this direction and that. She hoped her breasts wouldn’t be sore after all this bouncing and now almost wished she had worn the tighter bra.
Raymond volunteered Jeremy to ‘dance’ the first set and he set a triple repeat to a simple Bette Midler tune and tapped it out while Susan sat on the couch with Raymond who had rushed to claim the seat on her left which offered the greater view.
Raymond had noticed that she didn’t seem irritated with the sexual attention she was receiving and loosed the locks on his eyes allowing them to roam her body from chest to knees and back and forth with a quick realignment down her blouse. Her exposure changed at each slight movement she made and she delighted in keeping his attention. Despite her target of Jeremy and despite her worry about his growing aggression she was warmed by his nearness and didn’t deny him a view of her legs. Raymond was trying to talk with her as he had gestured with his hands and bounced about his position on the couch until his knees were into her thigh and his hand would brush her shoulder.
Susan stood when Jeremy finished and favored him with a flushed eyeball to eyeball exchange; his flush being from jumping about the mat. Susan chose a more difficult tune at a higher level allowing her to bounce out of control and double over with laughter when her steps became too awkward. When her turn ended Raymond rose off the couch and Susan flounced down beside Jeremy, thigh to thigh.
Raymond went through his gyrations quietly and often glanced back at the couch where Susan and Jeremy had ceased to speak. Susan laid her hand on Jeremy’s knee and smiled as she did. She then leaned back into the cushions and extended her arms across the back of her seat and almost across Jeremy’s shoulders, drawing him in. He placed his hand on her knee and her legs seemed to spark, communicating her need to open them as the air filled with their pheromones and clouded their judgment.
Raymond stopped the game and took a seat on the floor directly in front of her, his head level with her knees. Her logic diminished and her lust grew. Jeremy extended a friendly hand onto her other knee and gently glided his palm over the top of her thighs toward her hem and back again, hem and back.
Susan moaned loudly but the anguish was due to the sound outside. The windows were open and they all clearly heard a car pull into the driveway. “Is that your dad?” asked Raymond.
“Shouldn’t be, he works the evening shift” he said but Raymond, in the most awkward position for parental interference, rose to look while the others waited.
“It’s your dad” he said seconds before the screen banged and Mr. Withers stood over the teens.
Mr. Withers glanced at the two boys but his gaze locked and stayed upon the visual treat that was the flushed Susan in her short skirt and popped shirt.
“Well I don’t know what you two boys were doing but don’t let me bother you” he said while standing rooted in front of them still fixing his gaze on Susan and emphasizing the word two.
Suddenly he bolted to the other room allowing Susan the opportunity to give out a couple of hugs and say goodbye. She intends to rush the three lots down the street to her home and lunge for the door. Just as suddenly he is back and blocking her exit. He has a camera.
“It isn’t every day I see such a nice group playing in my home. Say cheese!” he quips while beginning to photograph Susan from every angle he can, not caring how it appears. “What is your name darling? Oh, I remember. Susan. Susan, why don’t you sit between the boys so I can get a group shot” he says, taking her arm and backing her toward the couch. She submits and reaches to lower herself onto the seat but his assistance puts her off balance and she plots down knees apart and one breast spilling from its holder. The camera keeps flashing; he has it on automatic and aimed at her.
“Dad, is something wrong? I thought you worked the evening shift?” says Jeremy blankly.
“Not anymore” dad says. “I have been moved to the morning shift. I work from 4am until noon which allows me to be here every day to make your dinner”.
When Susan hears that she knows her work has been for naught. The dad isn’t annoying her as much as she hoped the overbearing interest of an old man might but he isn’t kindling her fires either; the warmth she had gained with the boys had drained away.
“Oh, I never did get my homework completed.” She says, rising smoothly and making her way to the door. “I had better go home and do it. It’s nice to see you again Mr. Withers. See ya guys” and waves goodbye.
“Oh, call me Josh” says old man Withers. “Can I give you a ride home?” he asks.
“Absolutely not Mr. Withers, it is only a few doors down” and she has to squeeze by him to gain outside air but once on the walk she enters her home in seconds and locks the door behind her.
Over the next several months Jeremy is polite to her and their friendship continues at school but they make no time to be alone together.
Raymond, however, pursues her relentlessly and one day she consents to abide by his convoluted plan of a secret meeting. The rendezvous finishes a Dutch date in the alley behind the Burger King where he manages to release her breast for fondling. She has worn slacks and won’t let him rub her legs. While not a horrible stain on her memory it isn’t the warmth and excitement she is expecting and hopes the next meeting will improve his appeal. Her girl friend Edith hears about the date and an account of an exaggerated sexual conquest that Raymond has claimed about her. Since she has told no one then Raymond must be bragging and lying in a way that makes her look small and subjugated. She rebuffs any further contact with Raymond.
After another Raymond style encounter she reaches the end of the school year and the attention of Joe.
By this time Susan is practically desperate with the need for some hands on attention and Joe is perfect. He will probably appreciate her gift more than her young friends and probably isn’t embarrassed by his own desires to the point where he will treat her badly. Further, their differences in age and clichés will prevent a public relationship unless they really hit it off.
After Joe took Susan through the drive inn window they meandered to an unsupervised pleasant area to eat. They worked together toward the same release of sexual tension. Both had already passed the light conversation and were now sitting on a blanket accenting their contact with a light touch and soon tried a pleasant kiss. From a peck to a lengthy spit exchanger both began to feel the compatibility in their mutual need. Joe experienced a shuddering moment of embarrassment after which Susan backed off. A few minutes later her hands began an exploration of his strong arms and even his legs that earned a reciprocal response. They didn’t have penetrating sex but both found satisfaction in their exploratory endeavors, her without actual climax, and they parted late that night on warm tones vowing a friendship that didn’t develop.
Again brought back from the edge after an all consuming dream Jack was face to face with Susan. He knew that as well as he knew her memories she knew his and he knew Joe’s and she knew Joe’s.
The story is immutable, it is a recording and is not influenced by events of ‘today’” she said. “What I experience now is not influenced by these memories any more than you are influenced by your memories. We are, however, influenced by our surroundings.”
“We are Centrals” says Joe. “All three of us are Centrals. That means that we are not restricted by the influences of incidentals neither good nor bad, good and bad being rather meaningless here, in Heaven” he added with a grin at the end.
“People here tend to gravitate toward their own kind” Susan states.
“A greedy banker that lives for financial gain and wrecks the lives of others to gain it will exist with and continually grapple with others that share his or her deeds and philosophy. A banker that provides a service at a reasonable price and relishes the knowledge that he can help the plight of the financially strapped will exist peacefully with others like him. Actually, altruism is another word for central”.
“So what of the promise of Heaven”? I ask.
“How do you feel”? Joe replies.
“You feel fine, you are living forever and you are serving God. The dogma isn’t an exact match but most stories in religion are remanufactured into guidelines; the promise has been kept.”
“I knew of a ten year old girl who died horribly over three weeks of agony after being burned in a fire set by a neighborhood bully. What does she get out of it?” I asked.
“She is here, she has no pain and she will live again. If she is central she will even plan her own destiny” Susan says. “She is surrounded comfortably, even cradled, by those around her that have the same history. She has privy to the thoughts of her mother and father and the rest of her family who probably loved and missed her. She has no pain or malformations, no lust, no needs, perfect comfort and wants for nothing; the Heaven she was promised.”
“And the bully” I questioned.
“He is surrounded by others like him. If he is indeed evil minded, constantly takes advantage of others, and is unrepentant then that is whom he shares company with. Can you imagine anything worse than being surrounded on all sides by those that would take advantage of you without regard to the pain it causes you? Any mental guard, rap or lie you use to protect yourself would constantly be overwhelmed. Those persons live in agony and contact with their parents or others that may have tried to love them will be rebuffed. Could you imagine worse?” she added.
“Would you like to see this girl” asked Joe.
I assumed Joe was in charge of the seeing machine, for want of a better word. I was beginning to understand – there actually wasn’t any machine here. What I am is purely the manifestation of the life force unencumbered by the physical laws as they had no effect in the compressed deflated matter state we were actually in.
“No, I made up the analogy anyway” I said.
“What about my wife” I asked. We had remained friends but had fallen away from physical love when we passed fifty. I had heard that she had an affair but I never investigated.
“Done” Joe says with a wave of his hand. Marge, my significant other, didn’t enter through the door even as I turned in that direction to meet her. An index or map dimly appeared in my mind then strengthened. Beyond the door were countless halls and rooms and spaces filled with people mingling and milling this way and that. They were engaged in pleasant conversations. Some seemed to fade into distances of any direction and others seemed to fade into existence in various locations even while I watched. Actually, there are six hundred eight trillion eight hundred and fourteen billion seventy four million four hundred and eighty nine thousand six hundred and forty two beings here (including the three of us).
Marge noticed me while I scanned the group and waved. Her essence filled me and I immediately knew why she had done this or that action in life that I had not understood. She did not hate me nor dislike me. I now knew her life like I knew Susan’s and Joe’s and the exchanges were instant and mutual. Warmed, I returned the wave but knew that she was busy and I did not go to her.
On a lark I thought to find Stalin but it didn’t work.
“I tried to find Stalin” I told Joe “but do not see him. Is it because I only know him from history and not the true man?” I asked.
“No, you have just met the centrals” said Susan. “Stalin is a true psychopath and murdered many, caused untold misery and cheated most people he encountered. Many leaders were figureheads and not really to blame for the historic catastrophes that they are credited with. Some, like Stalin, were truly evil and the major catalyst responsible for causing cruel histories and can not be found as Centrals. Other leaders you can find in centrals but most are leaning toward the egotistical and in another section”
“Stalin is in Hell” says Joe. I get a quick glimpse of the Hellish index; 214,383 souls.
“Hell is just another section where those of like mind torture each other for eternity. More wine” asked Susan with a smirk. I noticed that the glass had long gone from my hand: destination unknown. The same for the carafe Joe had used to serve it. The control panel and Joe’s chair shared the same unknown fate. “Let’s go to the park” Joe says.
Joe began to walk and Susan and I followed. Susan took up position on my right and her blouse developed gaps between her ample breasts and the top button seemed to loosen. I noticed, out of the corner of my eye, that Susan seemed to have lost some weight and looked younger; there was a youthful spring to her step. We almost glided down the widening hall and I surreptitiously angled for a glance down her shirt. Susan snickered aloud, almost a snort, and the material coalesced, seemingly on its own, to form a perfectly tailored prim fit.
The hall had morphed into a covered flagstone path with the overhead canopy constructed of a pastel ochre ribbed structure under a light blue clear sky. Benign trees and shrubbery stretched out to cover gently rolling hills in all directions. There is no city nor vehicle and no people. No dogs or noises beyond that of a natural breeze. They took seats about a patio table off the pathway that was ideally shaded. No detritus fell on them from the branches and the supporting chair seemed contoured to their bodies. The ruffling breeze neither caused goose bumps nor sweat.
“I had a dog name Skippy, is she here?” I asked.
In response, I was flooded with memories.
 

Skippy waited patiently for Jack’s return. Her anxiety was insipid. Her internal clock indicated she was to be fed within the near future and there had been a frightening thunderstorm just days ago.
She had been left on the outside of the house when Jack went to work and this displeased her. Although she loved to chase the squirrels her real purpose was to keep Jack affectionate so he would feed her. Skippy lacked many of the civilized traits of her master and operated closer to the soil, so to speak.
Skippy hopes nothing will happen to Jack and her food supply but knows that he smells pretty tasty. She has learned, partly by inherited instinct, that Jack will extract an exorbitant price if she should even express her desire to eat him.
She does have maternal and pack instincts that are functional and these appear to mimic human expressions at times. She enjoys the company of him and would sleep on his bed if allowed. She does utilize a crafty intelligence on those rare times that he has left her alone with access to his bed by napping there wrapped in the warm odors of her fellow.
Her memory is good and she does remember the time she brought him the rabbit. The day was cool so the access door was open and she could move in and out of the house as she pleased. While enjoying the cool weather during the night and watching for squirrels she was astonished to find that a rabbit had squeezed through the fence and gotten into the garden.
The rabbit didn’t have a chance in the enclosed yard and Skippy soon had the father of a few dozen clamped between her jaws. The pain for the doomed animal was phenomenal. As per the plan of nature the rabbits brain filled with paralyzing endorphins allowing his small mind to believe he was enjoying himself to the best extent a rabbit does enjoy life while the predator tears apart his extremities until he finally bleeds to death.
Skippy hadn’t had much experience with actually eating the animals but she had learned a bit from the occasional squirrel she killed. First, the bowels were soft and easy to split open allowing her to roll in the exciting smell of her kill. This instinctively told the rest of her pack that she had earned the esteem of actually killing their food. Next she rooted around in the soft belly and ripped the internals from the body cavity while holding the animal down with her clawed paws. She ate the warm gravy of the insides and pried the stiff animal about with her nose, settling upon a leg. She chewed off the entire foot, then the lower leg and up to the thigh. The rabbit had died.
According to instinct, even inherent training as she was a retriever, she lifted the eviscerated body and lunged through the door to share the prize with her pack mate Jack. Jack was in the living room and Skippy threw the warm body at his feet where it landed with a grayish red flopping thud. Jacks’ rushed reaction confused her but he did not punish her. He did, however, waste this delicious meal by burying it two feet down, not far from where she had captured and killed it.
“Dogs aren’t here” said Susan.
I must admit, I had no idea what the mind of an animal really consisted of. The love that I expected to find was actually a contrived mimicry. Heck, she slept at my feet and didn’t like to let him out of her sight. It wasn’t evil, however, just animal. The mind certainly wasn’t human.
“Rather, they are recorded as you are and here in that way. Their actual atoms are diffuse and part of what we call The Meld. Dogs and animals don’t really learn civilized behavior but instead behave according to their instincts or programming. Your conscience, as you can see, has been reactivated and is associated with free will or fuzzy logic” Joe added.
“Can I have sex while I am here” I asked?
“Surely you can with any willing partner but there is a catch” Joe says. “There is no biological need, necessity or compulsion. So, although it can be done, your partner will most likely be engaged in accommodating you and there will be no actual seduction. Although the mimicry is quite interesting, you will find that it is less satisfying than, for instance, eating.”
While digesting this revelation I took notice of the spread on the table. Somehow, I hadn’t seen the buffet when I took my seat but it was surely appealing. There were many of my favorites including the delicately prepared cabbage and greens that I had learned to do just so for palatability and gastrointestinal health. The chicken and fish appeared steamily delicious and for desert there was pizza or chips and dip. I am not a connoisseur but I know what I like and I knew what was good for me.
I lifted a plate of strong pottery bearing a solid design woven into the material and I wondered how that was done. The silver was heavy and this was acceptable as I didn’t like coated pot metals that tended to leach poisons. Gold was a bit ostentatious but stainless steel was perfectly acceptable if the instrument was stamped as one piece without attached ivoryish grips that tend to work loose from the rivets.
I placed the large cotton napkin in my lap and sampled bits from my plate with growing relish. The food tasted excellent and my companions also ate with relish. The food of the second plate tasted just as yummy but I wasn’t really hungry. I realized I wasn’t all that hungry to begin with nor did I have that sinful feeling of gluttony that I sometimes had after a buffet.
I finished and Susan was looking into my face waiting to speak.
“It was good but you didn’t really crave it nor feel any differently after you had finished” she said. “We all feel that way because, duh, we don’t really have bodies. Sex is the same” she said.
There was that niggling fear or should I say I noticed a growing logical inconsistency and didn’t know if I wanted to broach the subject. As I had said, one of my greatest fears was of being in heaven serving the Lord forever – serving forever and ever and ever. Hell, I could hardly keep a job for over a year before I succumbed to boredom and how was I going to feign reverence unless I lost what I was. I broached it.
“So, we actually have this to enjoy forever?” I asked, trying to seem pleased with the prospect.
“Well, if you want but I would rather be feeling alive” said Joe seriously.
These opportunities of having endless choices were beginning to wear on me.
“OK, spill it” I said.
“Let me” says Susan. I noticed that she had seeming regressed a few years and while her blouse didn’t exactly gape open the cut of her shirt had seemingly altered a bit to enhance the view of her chest. I resisted a look but did notice in the peripheral vision. It registered with me as it was meant to – amusing in a friendly way like a subplot to a movie.
“You have been picked for a special assignment. Of all Gods creatures it is you that has been chosen to travel through time to rescue the human race” she said with a strait face.
“Really” I blurted in disbelief.
“Well, yes and no” inserted the ambiguous Joe. I must say I was a bit relieved to be released from that kind of pressure.
“Let me explain. We are here at the end of the universe and have received the promise of life which usually consists of the dogmatic postulate stating that if we did well we would find reward in the afterlife. This is it and it is everything you could imagine. You could have seventy four virgins if you please but let me warn you that virginity here is not the same as virginity where you came from” he added earnestly.
Joe continued. “The catch is that it is the end of this universe. There were other universes and if we decide to make it so, there will be more”.
The magnitude of his statement confounded me for a moment. I reached for understanding and felt many of the Centrals turn their attention in my direction with a willingness to help me understand. I could give you the exact number of those that honored me with various levels of attention but I won’t. That number however, quelled my concern and answered the question as they had no qualms on the matter.
“We are here, Jack, to design the next universe - the next big bang. When Heaven explodes you will cease to exist and your memories will be dissolved. What, did you really want to live forever” he stated blandly and left some time for me to adjust.
I couldn’t resist the obvious and asked “So what happens to me when this existence, for lack of a better word than Heaven, explodes into subatomic particles?”
“Well, that depends” says Susan with another one of those smirks I was beginning to enjoy.
 

“Time is a bit oddly managed here” said Joe. “The exact time of the dissolution, when we decide to dissolve ourselves, will be when we are ready and not until everyone decides they are ready.”
Susan picked up the beat without hesitation. “You see, many universes have been created through time and we are now seeking perfection. Perfection will be achieved when all of the diverse intelligences that coalesce into beings lead unstructured lives of free will with growth and achievements yet the outcomes are such that not even one individual suffers. It is our universal idea of perfection and the concept has been weaned toward this goal for countless implementations”.
“In other words” adds Joe “we are trying to give everyone a wonderful interesting rewarding life”.
I would really like to just settle down, but I feel the need to ask anyway “So how many universes have there been?”
“We don’t know, the count is in the trillions but there were more, don’t know how many, before the count began” Joe says.
“So that’s trillions of universal instances that lasted almost a trillion years each, like the one I just died in. That’s an ungodly number (but even as I said it the figures filled my mind without strain. I could even count all the humans and aliens (although they were blurry) that ever lived.
“Correct, and you are able to encompass this knowledge because you don’t really exist. Oh, you did and you are in direct contact with what used to be your atoms and your recording is accurate and there is no fraud being perpetrated upon you but your intelligence is a link with all intelligence and time isn’t relevant. That’s just the way of it.”
“So you are able to handle this huge knowledge like a pro without choking on it” says Susan highlighting a shared bawdy memory for amusement. This time the memory wasn’t of her actions but her memories of male friends.
I scowled at her and asked “So everyone lives again”?
“Well yes and no” says Joe fully aware of his habit of couching nothing in a direct fashion. “That is to say, everyone gets to this point but so far only Centrals move on. All the Stalin’s and the greedy and the murderous and even holy bigots, all of these people are here and can relax in the company of any loved ones they may have or suffer with those that are like them.”
“If they have any friends since motives are transparent and free of hypocrisy” he whispers before continuing “but only some Centrals can continue their memory because there is limited space”.
I’m feeling a bit uneasy again as I don’t really want to be special in Heaven and Susan quickly goes on as if she senses my unease.
“Although Centrals aren’t better than anyone else, they have gathered fewer enemies and done less harm. That’s why their memory core drifts to the center of the intelligence and those with writhing issues and a greater volatility migrate outward toward the surface. Each cycle we can save more memories to dedicate to our work”.
“The work of the perfect incarnation” she says to answer my questing look. “Do you remember your death” she says.
I most certainly do. It wasn’t as painful as hers or Joe’s and they all occurred about the same time as the result of the oil wars. Susan had two young children that she watched perish and was unable to save them. They sickened horribly for weeks, vomiting with internal bleeds and tremendous pain as the result of radiation exposure. She lived past them from sheer will power, for the sole purpose of burying them to the best of her ability. She died and festered over their graves without the benefit of vulturous beasts to clear her odious visage.
Joe and his third wife were preparing a barbecue in town when the first explosion occurred. There was no warning or rather there was a private warning to government personnel in the hopes that they could secure their families without general congestion from those forced to pay them. Joe’s wife was blasted against the wall and lost consciousness and wasn’t aware that her skin had been burnt away and she didn’t recover. Joe was facing away from the blast and was smashed against the side of the house in such a way as to spare his head. His eyes were burned and his skin sloughed off which he could still feel with the palms of his hands. His mind registered the event and he knew he would die in minutes. He was able to search around for the unconscious form of his wife and he did his best to make her comfortable in the few minutes that he could shuffle about. He sat with one arm about her shoulders and succumbed to dehydration as his kidneys, his liver and then his heart shut down with an unbelievable amount of pain and nausea.
I got the full treatment. It took an agonizingly long week to die. The first few days I thought I might make it but I was soon coughing blood and felt like someone coughing blood.
Without children to concern me and with a wife that had wandered off, I found myself restless in a small cottage of a home with little of interest. There wasn’t much left of social security, after the USA had bought homes for every unemployed drug addicted gambler in hopes of buying votes. The gang phenomena was effectively spread throughout the land and no longer restricted to the cities. I was known in my community as a man without enough to rob and was basically left alone. I remembered my death clearly.
Jack lived two miles inland from the ocean but public beaches were far too dangerous to visit and no longer held any appeal. Fish were trucked inland under guard. Jack worked the wee hours of most mornings filleting the catch in a processing home just two blocks from his cottage in exchange for three pounds of fish. Thank God he had worked forty years to pay off a mortgage on a home that he could have constructed in one year. The fenced back yard and all sills were planted with beans and a few vegetables for flavor. The living room was filled with potted plants that he could wheel out each day during the winter for sun; they needed to be wheeled in again whenever the temperature dipped. Jack had his own well on a hand pump and managed his own effluent as effluent management was an engineering responsibility. He managed to get the shit mixed with leaves and mulch and into the bean pots.
Abe and Jessica were often there to greet me when he returned home from gutting fish. Their parents were religious and when it was said that God would provide it seemed they mistook Jack for God. The children were nice enough and Jack would trade a few bits of raw fish for their labor. There was always labor in the garden and they did a childishly reasonable job of it.
Before the economic breakdown, which really just put spoiled Americans into competition with the world, children were zealously protected by laws designed to advance the finances of educators and churches. Jack believed in shielding children from the sexual overtones of some adults but not from work if they volunteered. He never allowed children into the house or any other private setting but often exchanged food for their substandard labors. Childless elders always know how to raise children better than the parents who are burdened and blessed with the actual responsibility, it seemed. Although he knew he may be right about some things he didn’t have the responsibility and the insight forced upon any parent so he wisely kept quiet.
The bounteous glory of nature is available to all in one form or another and this October day was clear and held the first promise of a mild winter. It doesn’t snow in southern California and a few blankets were all that Jack had needed for the last few years. His young neighbor Jessica helped him for an hour picking and preparing beans with a few onions and tomatoes. Jack had put them on a pot over a grill and had downgraded from gas to charcoal to wood and he had found the wood fire to have the most versatility. Jessica went home before noon with an entire fish and three tomatoes.
It was said that the gangs would run the police off in the near future and would be visiting house to house to collect property protection taxes. Some people had told Jack that they actually preferred this system but everyone suspected as resources diminished that the collection procedures would soon become violent. At noon on this particular day the street was clear of members, there were people wandering about in a friendly manner and a few radios were plying inoffensive music or news meant to be calming. Old radios, even a crystal set was in use as the newer electronics had been assessed by the tax collectors. The bright flash was unexpected and undecipherable for several minutes.
With the proliferation of nuclear weapon technology only an idiot would fail to prepare. Looking about Jack could only see natural selection at work as no one seemed to set nuts in for a bad winter even after a hard September freeze. Jack prided himself about having his own personal survival stash considering how scarce resources were becoming.
Knowing that four foot of earth or one inch of lead prevented radiation poisoning, he had prepared a ditch under the rear porch enclosure. He had piled a dirt embankment between himself and the anticipated ray of exposure. He had pilfered some leaded drywall from a deconstructing hospital and polyurethaned the sheets for moisture protection. Jack attached them to the underside of the porch planks where it would be shaded from the sun and harsh weathering. He staggered the wood cuts to hide the existence of his trench which came in handy for keeping whatever belongings he had from the current taxing authority. He had a week’s supply of dried bean and fish mash and water. He had a fine particulate breathing mask that he hoped would keep most of the dust from his lungs. Jack had read that one, just one atom of plutonium, of radioactive dust, would cause lung cancer within a year.
He gambled that the fallout would only be in the air temporarily and would cause most of its damage as ground dust. Preparing for ground dust, then, he had made sure that all four sides of the shelter were bermed to at least four feet. Some of the exposed berms were planted, and that would tend to hold the dust but it couldn’t be helped. He had planned on short periods of movement where he would be exposed but not for a lethal amount of time. He hoped that in those periods he could clear the roof and shake out tarps of dust. Jack kept the house as draft resistant as possible, caulk could still be obtained in trade, and there were rags available for door seems. There were no air ducts – they had been removed and sealed a full decade ago. This arrangement was far from perfect but it was accomplished on Jack’s budget and didn’t attract neighborly attention.
He liked most of his neighbors and would hate to see them suffer but you only live three weeks after an 800 Rad. exposure and he figured on being out of site for most of that period. Very uncomfortable but as a species we are charged to thrive during adversity or, as others have put it, to survive through natural selection. He kept a radium gas meter in the ‘shelter’ in case it could help him discover a radiation laced leak. Jack knew that uranium was most lethal in the first three weeks and that decay worked out at 1000x per three weeks. It wasn’t a linear ratio. Radioactive Iodine had a much longer decay rate but the rads/s would be considerably less. Whichever way, over 200 accumulated rads was bad and over 800 was a death sentence.
Jack was certainly surprised when the reality of the flash sunk into his mind on this easy going noon time of a lovely Tuesday. He looked at his wind up mechanical watch and found that the flash had occurred exactly at noon as it was now exactly ten seconds past. It was another thirty seconds before a tremendous rumble was heard followed by a diminished shock wave.
After checking his watch he couldn’t stop himself from turning toward the source of the light. Inland and south lay Malibu but he didn’t have a hillside overview so he couldn’t see the damage directly. He stared for a full minute after the shock wave crashed over him before he saw the beginnings of a dirty cloud and stood another few minutes in shocked silence as it rose, not yet to mushroom. Later he recalled that there was only silence. No alarms, no screams, no crashing buildings (here).
His immediate neighbors were home at this time and had come out into the yard to watch the rise of hell. Some of the radios had crackled to static but a few were still receiving and the stations had switched to emergency. The one that Jessica’s parents were holding was not emergency broadcast and the announcer was receiving information and parsing it to his listeners as soon as it came in. Jack moved over to them with a nod and noticed the sunburn on the front of Jessica. He didn’t notice his own as his backside had not yet begun to sting.
They watched the one cloud mushroom up into the darkening sky and filter dust both east and north. It seemed that the near edge, unless the wind changed, would stay clear of them by at least one mile. Above and to the north, the sky was of the purest blue with a few small clouds that would gather puff through the afternoon while to the south Jack swore he could see the souls of the dead rise into hell.
There was an electromagnetic signature with these bombs, the radio announced about three pm, that matched those that were tested by Pakistan at the turn of the century. The announcer was using a voice that rose in panic until five pm when he was replaced. During his tense replays he reported that parts of the military had decided to forego revenge because the Pakistani president was actually in this country applying for additional aid to secure his weapons and couldn’t have known about the plot. At the time of the explosions he was touring upstate NY and safe from danger.
Washington was caught unawares it wasn’t summer or a holiday week or within two days of a weekend therefore some of the government was in town and was eliminated. Three bombs went off about town apparently secreted in shipping containers that were trucking around the beltway and evenly spaced. Around the nation all of the bombs were ground based, all seemed to have been smuggled into the country, all chugged massive amounts of radioactive dust into the air, and all detonated at precisely noon Pacific time; all 245 of them.
At precisely four pm an automated message was broadcast from outside many cities in the USA that was picked up on many bandwidths. There were a few highly accented sentences in English praising the fighters that perpetrated this hideous action and responsibility was claimed by the state religion of Saudi Arabia and the royal family, in the absence of the US military, stood proud to claim their victory. It seems they had underwritten the Pakistani nuclear weapon industry while extending the hand of friendship to the west. Meanwhile, their senatorial lobbying money had blinded the government who soon led our army into the useless armpit nations of the world instead of attacking the actual problem.
Jack’s imagination pictured many of the mindless in this nation jetting to the azure seas and expensive condos of Bahrain and their vacation homes whose appraisals were counted in millions. His imagination pinned them with some responsibility and he imagined he saw them beheaded, their property confiscated, their wives were killed and their children enslaved into the nastiest of tasks. In actuality, there was an uprising of zealots and most escapees to their plundered treasures met Jack’s imagined fate as soon as they arrived at their secreted homes.
Neighbors grouped together at street ends and intersections, listened to the radios and spoke in subdued voices. The beauty of sunset would ever be marred in Jack’s mind by the reflection of the ugly black cinders moving inland. As night encroached a dull glow could be seen from the direction of the blast even without climbing to a vantage point. People milled around as if waiting for direction while tables of sparse rations and drink materialized in their midst. Even a few precious bottled beers were uncapped. Fires popped up sporadically as if to mark the tenacity of the tiny groups. Jack contributed some fish and ate some chicken with dumplings.
When the quiet should have settled in, around 10 pm, the reverse happened. The highway, two miles inland, began to show headlights of cars that were not in general usage. Gas was far to expensive to purchase for the standard man and only the remains of the government rode about and always in four car armed convoys. From their vantage point Jack could see that the directions were erratic and some lights were alone while some were in large groups. Gunshots could be heard along with the occasional grind of crashes but it was a few miles distant and the night passed. Jack slept in a recliner near his front door with his 38 in its sling.
At 4am Jack automatically rose and headed for the fish house after locking his house securely. He was hungry but decided to save the food as he may need a greater supply and already there were deviations in his livelihood. Since he was laboring at a fraction of a living wage there wasn’t much chance of him being replaced by someone else but he could see that the gutting home was closed. A note stated that one of the fisher providers had decided to try driving upstate with his family; it was the guard that had provided shotgun during the local deliveries. The remaining man, a loner like Jack named George, stated in his note that he would try to ply the trade alone and cart the fish back without his armed escort. Jack and the others waited for an hour but they all understood the significance of his absence and vowed to remember the heroic but vane effort of George.
It was quiet on the return trip. The homes Jack passed hadn’t a candle to spare. The neighborhood used a band of unemployed insomniacs to earn their keep with a look see and a walk about or two. Their number had increased on this day and Jack nodded into the dark at the places he knew they would be. Any newcomers were considered to be strangers for the first year and with those they didn’t exchange nods.
Jessica and her brother Abe came to help in the garden soon after the sun rose as if nothing had happened. Indeed, the dark mushroom shaped cloud had drifted on with its deadly cargo to be replaced by a grayish cloud of greasy smoke that rose over a large area and then elled into the sky to follow the track of the previous cloud. This was smoke from what Jack assumed was the remains of civilization as buildings and vehicles and people burned out of control.
In the dawn sunlight Jessica’s sunburn was more pronounced that it was yesterday evening and Jack was concerned.
“Where did you get that sunburn” he asked her.
“Same place you got yours” she said. Jack’s startled expression caused her impish streak to activate and she ran at him to push her finger into my back. He didn’t generally wear a shirt and hadn’t noticed the tight reddening skin. Her poke stung and twisting he saw that his backside was burnt the same as her front.
He had skipped breakfast but fed the kids an extravagant meal of rice with flour / bullion gravy and beans in tomato soup. None of them ate with gusto and he was feeling a bit queasy due no doubt to recent events. With the gardening patched as well as needed he rested for the afternoon.
That evening was a repeat of last evening as the neighbors grouped around tables set on street corners and engaged in quiet conversations about the fate of the lost. The amount of food served was minimal this time and few people ate. Jack actually forgot all about eating. The emergency channels weren’t working but volunteers provided a varying litany of data. Adjusting the reports to a common ground, it seemed that most US cities were gone and our stateside military was establishing footholds in the corners of the country with the utilization of underground shelters; they could carry the remnants of our government into the future. Most overseas units had not been heard from and it was hoped they were repatriated and not overrun.
Jack had fashioned an arm holster for his 38 which he fastened into place over his right hand. The purpose was to wrap the weapon into his hand so that someone couldn’t knock it away from him during a grapple. His finger was wrapped onto the trigger but there was a safety catch, a wad of cloth jammed behind the trigger that needed to be removed before he could fire the gun. Jack hoped that the improvised safety would prevent an accidental discharge since he was sleeping with his finger on the trigger. This night he strapped it on and tried to sleep in his chair but it wasn’t as quiet at the previous night.
The cars on the freeway had thinned but the fires increased in size and the gunshots were less random and had a more purposeful sound. There were twenty-some volleys that may have announced impromptu executions. Jack hoped that the killings were justified but he realized it was most likely random violence. Several times during the night, cars careened through the streets of the neighborhoods with the upper trunks of wild youths leaning from the windows always brandishing weapons.
The next day started with violence as shortly after dawn as a car packed with drunken thugs stopped at the end of the roadway releasing four young men who clomped down the street brandishing police clubs and heading for the nicest home on the block. The driver dimmed the broadcast of vile thumping lyrics so he could hear any calls for assistance.
Peter’s house is nice for two reasons. The first is that he has an extended family and he keeps them busy and when the food supply is secured he puts them to work on the nonessentials such as trimming and even painting the trim. The second reason is because he is a light sleeper and maintains an armed guard twenty four hours a day helping him to keep what he had acquired – untested until today.
The thugs arrived at the door with a swagger and arrogance that spoke of practice, but they hadn’t practiced on Peter. One of Peter’s sons is always perched into a hammock structure fixed under the eave and masked by a trellised grape vine and today Cory had drawn the duty. When thug1 smashed a window for attention and thug2 kicked at the door and demanded entry their intentions were clear and Cory plugged them.
Cory used a 22 caliber automatic rifle which would jam when overheated but the bullets were easier to get. A few years ago when bullets were still sold, the purchase of larger bullets would earn you unwanted attention from the government. Cory plinked the thug closest to the door and the window breaker with head shots into their ears. The third dived for cover under the steps but caught a bullet into his side and the fourth one stood his ground, drew his Glock and fired two nines that ricocheted but caused Cory to duck his head while the wounded thug drew his handgun. Cory’s mother had appeared at the newly broken window, extended her arm and plugged the two in the back with a short barreled 4” 38.
The last two thugs weren’t as dead as their counterparts and both dropped the weapons and groveled in postures of surrender. Peter emerged through the front door with a handled pike used to split wood and opened the head of the first squirming perp but the second reversed his surrender and pulled his boot pistol forcing Cory to shoot around his father but could only hit the belly. His mother wasted another 38 and messed his head into the porch boards. Jack knew that no matter how that area was washed, it would stink for a year.
Jack would have helped Peter and his family but they dispatched the perps so quickly that they hadn’t needed him. He had risen from his chair and followed the thugs down the street but he knew where to look for Peter’s guard and when he saw the hammock vaguely occupied he knew the family was properly prepared. It happened so quickly that the man in the car didn’t have time to assist and when he did emerge from the car to help he found Cory aimed at his front and Jack close behind him and he surrendered. Jack marched him up to the steps where Cory plugged him and his dad finished him off with the pike. Jack got the car keys from the leaking body and, after destroying the maniacal CD, moved the car to the far end of the block where it would be hidden, stripped and disposed of with first dibs, the generator and battery, due Peter’s family.
Cory’s wife Anne, barely 14, collected the weapons and checked the pockets for ID or valuable trinkets, such as gold or silver coin. She did find one ID, from Malibu, but mother would not be informed. Awakened or aroused by the firefight, most of the men and tougher women gathered about Peter’s home and the bodies were disposed of. The homebodies were told to keep the children away for the day while three of the bodies were carted to the end of the block and buried shallowly between orange trees. There was a pig commune just three blocks to the north and perp four was cut for pig food and perp five, it was decided, would be smoked and dried for possible dog food and possible general food if, God forbid, it was needed.
They erected an eight foot ex frame in Peter’s yard and hung perp five by his feet where Cory split his belly and spilled the innards into a wheelbarrow. Jack helped Cory and the two of them scraped the cavity without art. They then lowered the body onto a wooden picnic table where Peter axed off the head, which was added to the load in the wheelbarrow. Tracey had taken the 38 back into the house and emerged with a heavy knife, a mini machete. She cut through to expose the joints at hip and shoulder and held back the meat while Peter axed a separation. When the man was cut to manageable parts, they were loaded into a second wheelbarrow along with the torso and Jessica’s father volunteered to wheel it to the pig farm.
The second body was treated next and filled the refuse wagon so that Jack volunteered to walk it to the grove and bury the insides. They had not become odorous yet and they slopped wetly into the shallow hole he had dug with effort. He was back within a half hour. Jessica’s father, Jessup, had returned and reported that the pig farmer was grateful and had offered to smoke the second perp in the event that his meat was needed. The chest was discarded wastefully without trimming and Jack made a second trip to the orchard while Jessup made a second trip of human hams for the smoker.
The smoke from the large cooker could be clearly seen but fortunately it was downwind and the smell didn’t reach the street. Jack was informed that human meat doesn’t smell much different from roasting pig and he didn’t want his mouth watering in anticipation of cannibalism. He helped Peter clean up a bit and returned to his home a few doors down around dinnertime. It occurred to him that he hadn’t eaten all day so he forced down a bit of dry fish but still wasn’t hungry. It wasn’t even sundown but he flopped into his chair for a rest but the friction fired his sunburned back. He realized it must be peeling and worse than he had first thought but pushed it to the back of his mind as something he could do nothing about.
Cars continued to careen to and fro on the adjoining through street with a mixture of youth and thugs but both making a lot of noise. There were two to three per hour when one eased onto Jack’s street and stopped. The car windows bristled with armament and sober thugs peered about warily. The negotiator emerged from shotgun and stood ahead of the idling Cadillac waiting for someone to confront him. He didn’t have a weapon in hand, as his backups did, but had twin 45 handguns in cross draw holsters suspended below chest hung bandoleer belts of ammunition, just like the Mexican Banditos depicted in Westerns of history.
A 22 wouldn’t do much good against this squad of killers and Jack hoped Peter would hold fire. They stopped in front of Jack so he rose, without removing his 38 from its hand strap but he kept it lowered although he had quietly removed the trigger guard when they first pulled onto the street.
“Hey, what’s up with you” Jack said merrily as he approached the talker.
“Allo Amigo, we are looking for our friends, have you seen any strangers here?” the Latin asks although the men in the car sport various nationalities.
“No one here today” Jack says. “What would they look like”?
“We are assisting you with your protection” he says “Have you heard that? Some of my friends have come to these streets to spread the good news”.
“Did they come to this street” Jack asked, looking as stupid as he had ever felt himself to be on his worst day.
“They been to 23rd Ave. The people there welcomed them and gave them silver” he said slowly, never taking his eyes from Jack’s face.
“On 24th, there was no one that had seen them and now on 25th avenue you have not seen them” he says with meaning.
“Were they to visit each street in order or were they to befriend persons here and there?” Jack asked willing empathy. “I thought I heard gunfire a few streets up. Were they here early in the morning?” he asked.
“Early, yes. Do you live here?” he asked, placing his hand on the gun stock and gesturing to my home with a nudge of his hip.
“I will leave Steve here with you and visit up the street. Is that OK?” he asks.
“Certainly! We could use some protection with the world as it is and would welcome his attention” Jack bluffed while one of the thugs emerged from the right rear. The speaker reentered the right front and the car turned about and headed up the through street.
Steve and Jack walked to his front lawn, Jack nonchalant and Steve watchful with a loaded automatic pointed at Jack’s middle. Jack hoped his neighbors were alert and would react swiftly because when the thugs returned they would unleash their weapons. Their firepower would saw through the homes and the perps would kill half of the street just to get the attention they wanted from the survivors. The street had about three minutes.
Many of the young girls had gone Hawaiian and five of them converged upon Jack from various directions. They had their most seductive smiles plastered to their faces and being the young wives and knowledgeable of men, they were easily able to convince Steve of their arousal for him and distracted the man in spite of himself. Steve convinced himself that materials were becoming scarce and these chippies considered him a viable hunter and gatherer. Several of the men gathered behind the girls wearing benign faces with Peter being among them but Cory was not. The press of bodies slowly and innocently moved Steve to the corner of Jack’s house where Cory was able to energize a swing on his heavy pike and guide it around the corner and solidly into the back of Steve. He wasn’t dead and Cory finished him with the butt of the pike and took the automatic from the body.
Most of the men, a few boys and women, and all of the elderly rushed to the corner houses where the car would return from the through street and propped what armament they had on anything handy and dug into cover as best they could. They pointed their weapons into a veed kill zone from either side of the street and hopefully they wouldn’t be shooting each other. The thugs would return soon and they wouldn’t be talking. Jessup and Abe were both to Jack’s immediate left and he wished the best for them.
The thugs careened around the corner both in anger and hoping to catch everyone by surprise. Their ferocity was wasted because as soon as they entered the vee everyone opened fire. Jack had to give the thugs credit as they didn’t flinch or duck and opened fire from their car windows in full automatic. The negotiator riding shotgun was also firing an automatic on full and so was the driver. The entire barrage only lasted 20 seconds before they were beyond the fire zone and the neighbors had to cease fire or shoot each other. The car slowed and banged a curb all the while losing momentum before smashing into a log some of the wives had rolled into the street. Jack knew that several of their bodies would be kept for future use and that the corner houses would need to be fortified against further attacks. There was no activity from the car but cries and whimpers rose into the air from all around.
Abe had stood tall in his brief moments as a man but got no further. Jack liked to see him working in his garden and had assumed he would grow up well but he had taken three bullets across his chest. Stitched in a vertical slant he had been pierced in the liver, the lungs and the heart and must have died instantly as there wasn’t much blood. His eyes stared up into the sun as the glaze set into them; his slingshot had loosed a fine hard ball. His face was determined and peaceful and not the least bit surprised. Jessup was unharmed and allowed the anger to overtake him and strode to the car where he loosed several shotgun rounds at close quarters, ending the whimpering from that direction but damaging two of the automatics that Jack felt might come in handy in the near future.
Jack hadn’t witnessed the aftermath of a battle before but felt he could handle it, especially after the horror of the recent blasts. He did have trouble and had vomited during the action and had experienced difficulty keeping his arm extended to fire the six shots from the revolver. He noticed that half of the other participants had had problems too. He was feeling very nauseated and crapped his pants which surprised him. He realized that he hadn’t eaten much and decided he must have contacted a bug while his system was depressed from anxiety and exhaustion.
There were about forty people defending the corner and three were obviously dead and it looked to be five more with wounds. Peter and Cory helped and half carried a man that had been eviscerated to his home while he wept loudly and tried to stuff himself back together. The men came back out of the house and I knew that Etta, his wife, would be listening to his final statement and preparing him a quieting potion that he would not wake from.
One man had taken a liver shot and would die within minutes - his blood pumping fast and staining the ground he had defended. His wife wept while holding his hand; he lay quietly and would not be moved until he died. Another critical man lay unconscious after a bullet had grazed his head taking an ear. His eyes were strange with streaks of floating red and Jack doubted his recovery.
One man had a bullet shatter his leg bone on its trip through his leg and he would probably go the next day if blood flow couldn’t be restored or if infection set in. The trick was to rinse often with clean water and to use something living as a natural antibiotic – tree bark or freshly crushed leaves would do. The water needed to be boiled and then filtered as particles have a tendency to invade cracks and enhance a fester.
The other man wounded, a young boy, had suffered an arm shot that exited cleanly although his muscle tone would never recover. Clean water and a living poultice administered by his mother should do the trick but young Jessica had arrived first and was assisting him.
As shameful as it seemed Jack was left with no choice other than to remove his slacks and wipe himself as best he could on the lawn grass and weeds. Around the back of the corner house he stole a clean cotton pillow cover from the line and wrapped it about him, knowing the owners wouldn’t mind. He certainly didn’t feel well but helped in the search of the offending car and it’s occupants after pulling their bodies onto the street. The weapons were removed and Jack was given one of the automatics, a damaged one, and some ammunition. To the victor go the spoils. The only items of value these fellows carried were weapons and a radio phone. It was assumed they had made a report and preparations were planned for the return of the next bunch.
Some of the other people, men and women, removed the barrier log and rolled the car down the street closer to the grove which was becoming over fertilized. There once was a killer in Cambodia that assigned the bodies of three dead intellectuals or Westerners to each of his trees as the proper proportion of fertilizer and Jack was hoping he didn’t favor him. The second car was more difficult to hide as the first was still being dismantled but it would no longer drive so they buried it under a canopy of branches. That night there wasn’t as much gunfire from the highway in the distance and the glow of Malibu had dimmed.
Barriers were placed into the street and the blocks population waited in positions at the corner homes for the next day. It was very nerve wracking as most people now vomited several times a day with some type of intestinal flu to increase their misery. Jack’s sunburn wasn’t healing properly and seemed to be getting worse even though he was being careful not to expose the skin any further. No one arrived to accost them although they waited for the entire day and half of the next. The radio stations were becoming fewer and the noise from the highway dimmed. That night Jack felt even worse and laid on his stomach in his front yard; heedless if the thug army showed this unguarded night and killed them all.
The morning sun rose gloriously with no heed as to Jack’s misery. Jessica was on the street and wandered over slowly to ask valiantly if Jack needed any garden help. She wasn’t looking very well, had dropped some weight and her sunburn was still with her. Jack gazed through thick lidded eyes at the skin on her front where small cracks had begun to ooze at the joins. The flat surfaces appeared flaky and for the first time, ever, he saw her display discomfort. The neighbors agreed that the report from the band of thieves must have been a bluff or the receiver wasn’t interested as no retaliation arose for a third attempt.
Jack staggered to the corner of his home and placed a hand on the roughly surfaced wall for support. The skin scraped too easily on the surface and he looked at a hardened palm whose surface had split and oozed scabbing blood. He wiped his forehead, vomited and removed the swaddle he had fashioned earlier as they had become soiled with what appeared to have been a bloody discharge before it congealed inside his thighs and on the pillow cover. Everything ached and he eased himself over to his chair where he dropped, barely conscious. His thoughts swam and he was soon unconscious and didn’t awake until evening.
Jack saw a few people that were also outdoors and with one or two exceptions they all seemed to have the same flu that he had. A very few people seemed to have energy and they were assisting what children they could find outside; he couldn’t determine if they were going inside each home to clean people up as they were doing on the outside. As far as Jack knew they didn’t come to him but that was as it should be because there were only two people that didn’t seem to have the flu. Not a muscle was moved voluntarily that night and the dreams were so horrible that he chewed on his tongue. He no longer expected or tried to survive this flu but awoke in agony the next morning wishing he had not.
There was a man standing over him adjusting what appeared as a light stand and he drifted slowly toward consciousness. Like coming up from a heavy sedation after serious surgery he awoke among several hallucinatory states for longer and longer periods. Jack finally reached the conclusion that he was alive and feeling a bit better. The man did exist beyond hallucination but had moved on down the street.
Jack surmised that a medical team had arrived, and since he felt a bit better, they were helping. The med was dressed in cutoff jeans, no shirt, and a raggedy beard and was not clean as Jack would expect a medical person to be. He was with another patient. He had friends and Jack counted a dozen strangers dragging carts, some of which held stands similar to his and some of which appeared to be empty. Looking over the stand next to him he realized it was a plasma stand.
On the street was a horse cart with several unused rigs in the bay and a side panel loaded with small plastic baggies of liquid. It was a large cart and the rest of it was packed with odds and ends of worth; almost treasure. There were car generators, car batteries, car air conditioners (as the electric that was available was self generated from steam boilers and 12 volt was the normal) and silver ware and weapons. The weapons were piled and not in use by the strangers and consisted mostly of bows. There was a well made loom, axes and shovels, and a violin case that Jack assumed held an instrument.
Jessup and his wife were on their feet and looked relatively well but in deep distress as they stood over a prone Jessica. Jack assumed it was her as the profile was small and placed on a patio lounge chair in the cool morning air with the sun on her face. She wasn’t moving but her father was weeping openly with his hands clasped together and seemed to be praying feverishly. His wife was stoically holding the hand of her child and the stranger was administering the IV and talking gently. When he noticed Jack was aware he looked towards him and excused himself to walk over and speak with him.
“How are you feeling today?” he asked without emotion.
“I feel better. What’s in the bag” Jack asked, referring of course to the drip bag.
“You are dehydrated” he said. “You are receiving water, glucose, and morphine”.
“Who are you”?
“We’re your neighbors” he said adjusting the IV and not looking directly at me. “We come from the beach area over the bluff” he added with an odd emphasis on the word bluff as if he were guilty of it. Sea level is ninety feet where I am sitting and the beach community lives at twenty foot above the sea and the bluffs rise steeply blocking any view they may ever have of the inland.
“My name is Al. The bandits are occupied and we were able to follow the road up as long as we convoyed but you were all exposed to the explosion. The bluff gave us protection”.
Jack said “We were lucky too. I checked my radiation counter and we aren’t receiving fallout. I have a shelter that I thought I would never use.” He paused then “What’s the matter with Jessica”?
“Jessica. The girl that you were working on next door before you came over here?” Jack explained.
Jack wasn’t thinking clearly but did realize that morphine only handled the pain and didn’t kill the flu.
“What in the world do we all have?” demanded Jack but Al didn’t answer that question directly.
“Jessica is dead. I had to put her down” Al said.
“Dead” I asked inanely while looking at her small lifeless form not more than 50 yards west. Her parents wailing in grief with disregard for their own physical state while hovering over her while the IV still offered some hope.
“But the IV is still attached. Maybe she will recover” I asked aloud to Al who had stopped meeting my eyes and waited this time with a pencil and a pad of paper.
“Where are your belongings kept” he said. “The good stuff” he added readying the pencil over the paper.
“I don’t understand” Jack said as the day began to lose all hope and the horror returned.
“What happened to Jessica?” Jack repeated.
“You were exposed. She is dead” he stated while poising a pencil over a note pad. Al looked agitated.
Al’s patience was running thin but Jack really didn’t understand.
“My counter said we were not” Jack said again.
“I’m guessing your counter was in your shelter when the bomb went off just above ground. I assume your shelter is like the others using earth berms as radiation shields” he asked but it was a statement.
“You were exposed to the gamma burst at the moment of detonation. That’s why you have that burn and your exposed electronics don’t work. I’m sure you realized but you didn’t want to connect the dots” he said and added with some feeling “understandably.”
Al continued “My friends and I were sheltered by the hill, the bluffs. We aren’t doctors or medical nor even good Samaritans. I hate to break it to you but we have literally hundreds of victims to work and I have to get moving. Where do you keep your good stuff?”
“My shelter is under the back porch and I have some stuff in there. There is a loose board behind the front door where it jams against the wall.” Jack said. “There are some silver rounds hidden there along with a Beretta and nine ammo.”
Al motioned the cart man from the street to come onto my yard and they retreated for a short quiet conversation after which he went into Jack’s home and Al returned. He replaced the empty plastic fluid bottle with another that Jack could now see was not at all sterile but was a plastic baggie fit for a large sandwich.
Jack’s status began to sink into his weakened mind. There men weren’t some type of government relief or hospital workers on a charity weekend. These men were his distant neighbors from the beach areas that were normally cut off by bandits. He didn’t understand about the looting, however.
Jack had heard rumors from the fishermen who had so recently journeyed up the bluff to sell their catch. They had told him that years ago the lower bluffs were home to grow houses as California taxes grew so great that they allowed pot growers to break laws in favor of higher taxes. The growers branched to opium and soon supplied the west coast with pain killers which put the tax takers in conflict with the medical community and their monopoly in common controlled drugs. Because the beach was comfortable and they had enemies the residents didn’t venture out much. The beach was a natural fort and the residents did shut themselves off from the tax collectors and the medics a few years before the general public tried to do the same.
“Are you going to kill me if I don’t cooperate” Jack asked. Even he knew how stupid that question was but he was having a bad time and didn’t care.
“It wasn’t me that killed you” Al said, tired of dealing with Jack, tired of the situation and ready to move on.
“Poor Jessica, she went down fast” Jack said half aloud.
“The girl I did kill” he said flatly. “There is no reason to allow the children to linger without hope. She got a much higher dosage of the morphine after we revived her parents and they agreed. They can give her a proper burial”
“Why?” Jack asked the universe in general although reality was sinking in past hope. These few minutes he was hoping that the information before his eyes was a dream. He was hoping that he wasn’t really sitting in a pool of his own fluids and excrement. He was hoping that his loose fingernails and teeth, the oozing cracks in every skin joint or web, and his bleeding armpits would magically heal.
“Why did you help me?” he asked.
“I didn’t do this to you” said Al “but most people have things that I or we can use. I have to move on. I need the IV holder so if you could hold this bag in the air until it’s finished. That should keep you for the next few hours in which you can make what arrangements are needed.”
Al looked Jack over to measure something Jack didn’t understand before he handed him a golf ball sized wad of black fish eggs. “Take this when you are ready” he says “it will help you sleep”.
He watched as Jack put the wad into his pocket.
Al’s buddy withdrew from Jack’s home of fourteen years with a pitiable amount of materials to show for what Jack had felt was a productive life. The man tossed the goodies in the back of the wagon and Al joined him as they pushed the cart up a few houses and went onto the porch of Peter’s home. Jack noticed the guard swing was empty. The men knocked, received no answer, and carefully pushed the door open. Al entered while his buddy went to the wagon and filled a couple of plastic bags from a jug. Jack turned his attention to Jessup, rose to a wobble, tossed the remainder of the bag onto the ground and removed the needle. Al’s friend saw him do so and trotted down to him holding out his hand for the used works. Jack handed them over and he turned and trotted back without a word.
Jessup and his wife were in an agony of loss so profound Jack couldn’t consider his own situation in the face of their grief. With legs like noodles he returned to the back of his home to get the shovel and wheelbarrow and returned to Jessica’s home.
When her parents saw Jack coming with his burial tools they both embraced the girl and lamented their fury and pain to an unyielding sky. Jack waited for twenty of his last minutes before they settled down and helped undo the works and transfer her light body to the wagon. Jack set off for the grove of trees at the bottom of the hill and they followed.
There were two men already engaged in grave digging and it looked as if they had three fresh small shallow grooves opened and then filled with youngsters from my street. They didn’t have one for pretty Jennifer although her brother had been placed by her parents when they were feeling better and the diggers were led to a hillock off to one side and shown the recent disturbed earth that marked the grave of gallant Abe.
They worked quietly together, the two unknown diggers and Jessup and Jack. It didn’t take long even in our weakened condition for a four – five foot tube eighteen inches veed into the sandy earth. They placed her there and the parents said a few words that Jack didn’t believe were necessary as he felt a bit vindictive toward a higher power and would go to any dangled reward with the chipped shoulder proudly displayed.
Jack stayed at the graves thinking maybe he should dig his own now while it was possible and actually started to do so as the parents disappeared up the street. As soon as they were gone the diggers returned to Jessica’s grave and dug at the top of her head until her forehead was revealed at which point Jack abandoned his own chores and prepared to defend the remains of his young friend. His body and face had postured into the most threatening stance he could muster and his snarl demanded an explanation.
“That IV sleep medicine don’t always work” the one digger said. Jack didn’t comprehend what he was leading up to but his behavior, aside from running interference for the other man, didn’t have an evil overtone that Jack could decipher. He barely saw the second digger raise an ax over the head of Jessica and bring it down mallet end first. Jack heard a wet thudding plot that could have been smacked dirt but probably was not. Jack couldn’t look as the man recovered the body top with dirt. In the wildest parts of the world a tiger may be dragging a child into the bush and gnaw on the unimaginably terrified person for hours before death provides some relief. As loathsome as Jack found the act of the diggers, it was a human kindness.
Jacks’ time had come. It has been said that most men welcome the release of death after the burden of the cross. Jack began to understand although giving up had never been an option for him. Walking away from the diggers with his shovel he found a nice spot that wasn’t in use and sat to rest.
He took the sticky wad from his pocket and removed the wax paper covering. He had never seen raw opium before but it looked like black caviar except it smelled of earth and not the sea. It wasn’t less dense and dry than a wad of chewing gum but he lost a canine tooth as he pried away the first of three bites with squishy gums. One of the diggers had followed him and offered a flask which he took gratefully. It turns out that the beaches were also dabbling in hooch because this was the best corn whiskey he had had in a decade. Using it to wash down the rest of the goop was a fiery affair for his peeling throat but the morphine allowed the flavor to register while the pain was only noticeable. He passed the flask back, stood, and nodded to the digger who also nodded and then left.
Jake planned to dig until he reached a good two feet but had trouble with the roots. The sun was high overhead when he was as finished as he was going to get. He might have borrowed the ax from the other digger (to clear the roots) but blanched at the thought and really didn’t have the strength to swing it. Jack ended his effort with a crooked hole reaching two feet for the most part with dirt piled unevenly to one side. Not really sure if it was two feet but trying it out for comfort seemed an impishly novel idea that was accomplished with some difficulty but finally he found himself laying on his back in a hole in the dirt that he could still not admit to myself was his grave. Even as mentally challenged as Jack had become he knew that he was lucky to have a grave and that over the next weeks the entire area would be plagued with undesirable carrion eaters both flying and on padded paw. It would be a scene that most humans could not endure.
Jack found amusement in the fact that his fresh dirt grave was much more comforting than he had imagined and he seemed to have dozed until evening and was distressed to find that he had awoken. The diggers had kindly placed a blanket of dirt over his lower body but the pain had begun to return. He had some difficulty breathing and even while anxiety grew and expressed itself as a growing urge to run he drifted off again. His last thoughts were of lovely Jessica and the unfairness of it all and finally, he hoped he was gone before the diggers returned to assist him with the finish.



Chapter -- Mission Defined
 

My eyes focused across the table on Susan. She was eating a Reuben sandwich with gusto and didn’t mess her shirt even without a napkin. She took no notice of the emotional toll of my trip because we didn’t have the biological emotion whose chemical dump would require hours to wear off; a simple logical ‘I’m over it’ was sufficient.
Joe wasn’t eating at all but lounged back in his chair watching the scenery provided by other people that had appeared to enjoy the visage of the park at sunset. The mix of costumes was exotic. There was nudity to body paint to skin fit metallic covers to flourishing plants worn in rows. There were present day and chaste religious from all cultures to lion skins and dirt. Their life stories hung about them like books but I didn’t have the time or the inclination to read them.
“More wine?” Joe asked and I extended a hand with a newly imagined goblet. He filled it with a golden elixir that left a changing taste in my mouth from steak to macaroni and cheese to spinach to peaches and back again within a minute.
I extended my mind for Jessica and was pleased to find her. She acknowledged my presence with a friendly nod but I knew then that what I had imagined she was thinking was often off the mark. I still loved her and was warmed that she not only knew it but that platonic love from lonely old men was expected. Now that we knew the truth of each other the truth was that we had little in common and the link was dropped without rancor.
I extended a link for Jessup because I now knew that his love for his children was deeper than anything I could imagine and I respected him for it. I also respected his stand with me on the corner. Him I couldn’t find. I tried harder and found a guarded wall of religion. Abstractly the guard told me that Jessup was within but did not want to be disturbed. The guard was as much of a construct as was the wall. He wore long hair that appeared to have just been in a tornado. He wore a robe of white homespun that didn’t have weak, see through or knotted spots and held a sword that was five feet from tip to butt with the scabbard left leaning against the wall. He did not threaten with the sword by pointing it at me but the raised stance was intimidating.
Knowing that Joe knew what was going on with the guard I wasn’t surprised when he leaned forward with an explanation.
“Religion isn’t Central” he said. “Followers often take the stance of a pleasant improvement then do just the opposite. One common flaw is judgment; they often preach inclusion and open minds but the practice is usually glaringly the opposite. Jesus, for instance, married a reformed prostitute and lived happily with her but over time millions of people were killed to first change history and the story of Jesus and secondly to enforce the peaceful views of the leaders but distorted the message over time to serve their own ends however they justified their actions”.
I knew the exact number persecuted by Christianity but there was a blur of overtones and shared responsibility so that many of the victims could only name their accusers to a percentage of probability. Was it the church hierarchy that killed John Doe for blasphemy because they believe they were doing good or was it the church that did it for amusement or was it John’s friends who accused him so that they could enslave his daughters into prostitution. What happened is that John was burned as a witch and his daughters hanged because someone filed a complaint with the church and the parishioners judged him to be guilty.
“But evil doesn’t really exist as other than a byproduct of probability” Joe explained. “Things happen causing other happenings and some things are out of control and crushed. It is a byproduct of free will”.
“Are you saying I freely willed my death at the time it happened” I asked.
“No” said Susan taking up the exchange. “What we are saying is that your era was out of control and our charge is to deliver peace and happiness for everyone while still operating from free will. That way your incarnation can enjoy hope, discovery and accomplishment in good health and spirits”.
“There is more I have to show you” said Susan and an ever evolving 'looks of Susan' were revealed for me. There were several dozen lives placed one behind another and they differed a good deal. I saw her for what she really was – an angel. For several instances now she had been born with a mission and had been successful at it. The way she liked to work was to have a normal insertion or life and midway through she discovered her task and often some tools to work with. She had lived many times.
“Centrals” she said while I continued to dig through her memories “use the core to store their past lives because it helps them with the work. We only allow the Big Bang when all souls, not just centrals, are in agreement. We all come to agreement on who maintains their identity and on the shape of the next incarnations”.
“There is only so much space that can be dedicated to storage during the bang” she ends with.
Joe picks up the conversation. “So you see that centrals aren’t special or being rewarded but with all in agreement it is those that have the most benefit and the least enemies whom retain identities. After their entire lives are opened to all, along with their hidden motivations, is a poll taken on who will maintain their identities and it will be those who honestly agree to benefit all” he said.
“What is it, a vote?” I sniggered. Imagine a vote by all in Heaven or Hell.
“Yes” Joe continued without taking the bait.
“The Promise, for every being during his life, which can be challenging, is that there is a reward in Heaven or that something greater, glorious and good exists. The Promise has been kept and all will enjoy it until they are ready to provide more life and a better life for others” he said.
“What if someone decides not to end or go on? What if someone is a holdout?” I asked.
He smiled without scorn and asked “Why did you not want to go to heaven”?
“I didn’t believe organized religion because there is nothing I could do forever that wouldn’t grow tiring. The trouble, I thought, with the faithful is that they spend their entire lives trying to convince themselves that they are special because they have a key to that ‘something more’. I always knew I was something special, that life was special. There wasn’t any need to be more special than the next Joe” I added with a wink.
“All around the sides of this centralized globe people have special needs. They want their religion, tribe, government, or single family unit to be important. The only way they can meet these needs and have the promise fulfilled is to construct that reality here and live in it. But, after awhile the same thing happens to all of them and you tell me, what is it?” Joe asked.
I didn’t need to think about it. “They get bored serving the Lord” I said.
“Yep, adoration can only last so long especially if you construct a Lord with a lot of wrath. Sooner or later, one by one, the worthy withdraw and join the rest of us. They are still more toward the edge than centralized if heavenly history counts. When we all agree to go on and all agree on what we want in the next Bang, it happens”.
“Are they evil?” I asked concerned for Jessup and the many persons I knew that lived in constructs.
“Oh No!” exclaimed Susan. “Even some of the ethnic divisions that preach hate do so for motives that may have started as benign. Many others continue along the ‘do no harm’ route”.
“There is an interesting thing about race” Joe adds. “Do you know why there are racial divides”?
“Just to make things difficult, I guess”. There was no racial distinction about the ‘people’ that were still walking by. As far as I could decipher, no one looked askance at any one else and no one affected a superior or inferior stance due to their race. For the first time I noticed that everyone looked very healthy. There were no limps, shortness of breath, glasses or even obesity among the crowd. I resolved to ask about this at a later time.
“It’s due to the design. There is some inherent animosity built into the system. In other words, to keep the breeds parted until the correct time there is some hardwired coding built into your circuitry. Genetically, like a retriever will fetch a bird for his master, the races have some preference for their own breed.”
“In your time, blacks were a physically strong race due to compensation for a harsh environment wherein the weak don’t survive to breed or can not find a mate. All races share this heritage, of course, but blacks were converted to civilization only recently meaning it was only recently that the weaker persons even survived to breeding age. All persons and all races share this sadly efficient selection process until civilization supplants it with a greater ability to share.”
“When well meaning people allow physically weaker people, that may have gifts in other areas, to multiply they lose a competitive edge where brute strength and cunning are the measurements. You, Jack, lived among people that had been civilized from between 100 years back to 8000 years and before that it was all wild”.
“You can see it in older races where the deformed can develop competitive talents and survive while benefiting their societies. Soon you have a larger share of genetic birth defects like club foot or poor eyesight and the society physically weakens. It is inhuman to weed out living people and eventually the defects prevent the tribe from warding off attacks by stronger yet more primitive neighbors. If their new skills are not fully developed the survivors sink to barbarism again and strengthen”.
“In your time, Jack, genetic engineering was invented and the timing is such, ‘call it a plan’, that the races did eventually interbreed to a common mix. There is no savior of the genetic inbred breakdown beyond this point except for a general decline until the breed reclaims its strength through barbarism and then there is no mechanism to elevate the mix back to civilization. Just at the point of breakdown people began to choose their coloring and eyeshade and general abilities. After some trial and error and many mistakes, much old code errors and imperfections were deleted”.
“At this point, cross breeding with its formidable barriers was no longer needed as people begin to design themselves for durability and intelligence” Joe crowed, pleased to make his muddy point.
‘You see” Susan helpfully says “the timing was such as to point to a creator. Human civilization was only 8000 years old and this pointed to a creator. The gaps in evolution and the convenient timing and logical conclusion of racial tensions resulting in genetics led many to believe in an overseer. All evidence pointed to the overseer working within the laws of science and logic and people began to think that the creator was somewhere close. People began to realize that our creator wasn’t necessarily God. Of course God, in the long run, is the 'creator' but they realize there may be an intermediary. An intermediary may not be as unapproachable as God and therefore our creator may consent to contact. At this time religion and its stories, however well intentioned, lost their relevance and the notion of logical benign oversight began and the search was started for the provider of that oversight.”
Joe picked it up again with excitement. “And he does exist”!
“He’s here” I asked? I hadn’t seen anything like an overlord yet nor an alien for that matter.
“No” Joe said flatly “because he or she may have been a misnomer. An AI isn’t alive”.
“But I had a hard time with the racial issue myself. I never did any harm but certainly received a lot of abuse in the name of racial equality” said Jack, backtracking a bit.
And at this the memories, categorized under racial slights, flooded back to the surface where Jack couldn’t miss them.
 

Joe was exceptionally bright but his parents worked for a living and the faculty and staff of his schools did not afford him any privileges. Joe enjoyed his studies and was pleasant with all but only received encouragement from half of his teachers. He didn’t know it but jobs were becoming difficult to find and those in education or with a gender bias or a racial bias were out to promote their own while ignoring their professional oaths regarding equal grading.
Integration was less than 50 years old when Joe attended his first Head Start classes. He was chastised unreasonably and when he told his mothers of his fears they listened and kept points. At the end of his second week his mother was called into a conference and was informed that Joe needed to be trained properly as during coloring class he hadn’t colored all of the authority figures black. He had colored the policeman yellow. On the second week the windows of his bus were shot full of holes with a pellet gun right where he, being one of two whites, sat. He was withdrawn and his parents were not provided with the free training day care provided for some of the neighborhood but he would prosper in any event.
Joe hated his window. It was wood and had drapes and a twist lock at the intersection of single hung panes. He was almost eight feet from the ground but an untrimmed birch tree wound a heavy branch beneath it almost like a walkway. Leaves from the branch brushed against the house and the window making it seem as if someone was always there and would mask the warning sound of actual danger. It was dark outside without a street light and he was close to the neighbors house which contained a mixed couple with whom he was neither friends nor enemies. The family was of a young black man with a good build and an older skinny woman with two young white daughters aged 10 and 12 from a previous marriage. The girls seemed sheepish around him and wouldn’t even say hello while the man nodded stiffly but politely when seen.
Three burglary attempts were made on that window during the year Joe’s family lived in that home. The first attempt was at two in the morning while Joe was sleeping but there was a scraping sound that woke him. As he had done countless times before he steeled himself and pulled the curtain back expecting to see the dark but instead saw a black man working with a pry bar working at the window lock. When he saw Joe, apparently unexpectedly, he dropped from the branch and ran but it left a lasting impression upon Joe who wasted no time before waking his parents. The second attempt, six weeks later, involved a different man caught by the frightened Joe but this time the thief pointed at the young boy and threatened to kill him if he should call the police before he dropped and bolted through the side yard.
A large vicious dog was made part of the family and Joe was witness as the Rottweiler was unleashed on the ‘sucka’ during a third attempt. The mutt obtained a ‘lock yaw’ on the perps’ lower leg which was finally freed but must have cost some skin. Joe’s dad had to chase the snarling animal for half a mile before it stopped its snapping pursuit and loped home as if nothing had happened.
Joe remembers when his father would pick him up after school and stay with him and his two sisters during the afternoon while his mother worked. His father would remain camouflaged behind the living room drapes as the spotter youths from the public housing project arrived. On bicycles they would clump over the sidewalks in a mindless pattern but my father said they were spotting nice homes occupied by whites. When a nicely dressed student or parent would drive into their driveway the youths would gather about, remaining on the sidewalk. If they tarried too long Joe’s father would whoop and say loudly and meaningfully to his son “Targeting Solution Locked!”
Joe’s father had 60% accuracy and claimed it would be higher if it hadn’t been for ‘crook inefficiency’. Sixty percent of the time within the week we would see several copper cars in the driveway of the white home my father had pointed out. Joe didn’t have a friend in the world he could talk to about it.
“Is crime bad here dad?” Joe asked.
“Well, we're about 40% minority and that’s when some of those black people who were your friends realign themselves with the more militant newcomers” he said.
“The more militant one’s have a chip on their shoulder blaming whites for all their failings. I haven’t caused them any harm but we still bear the brunt of their resentment” he lamented.
“So yes, it isn’t good for you and the girls. I find it impossible to protect you”.
“Why don’t you get a gun?” I asked, thinking about protection.
“You’re in the city limits and gunshots are quickly investigated. All the cops are black and they certainly aren’t solving any of the burglaries. My dead grandmother could solve those crimes from her grave” he exclaimed with gusto.
“If I shot a black criminal investigated by black cops I am afraid I would be charged with murder even if it was clearly self defense” he said. “Actually, I’m pretty sure they would just kill me outright”.
“The cops would kill you?” I asked.
“They aren’t solving any crime that blacks perpetrate on whites around here” he said “and I watch!” he added.
It was just days after this conversation that Joe’s mother was mugged immediately outside the grocery chain where she worked. Her newborn girl was two months old and she had taken the child to see her coworkers. She locked her car and headed for the entrance when she noticed that the parking lot was loaded with customers and not a white face in the crowd. City living had earned her the right to caution if this circumstance should occur. It was a bright Tuesday afternoon.
As Joe’s mother bolted for the entrance, her purse on her arm under the tightly slung baby, a new Cadillac pulled alongside her bearing a driver that didn’t belong with the car. The driver was around forty, in poor physical shape and dressed the same. He needed a shave, he had the runny eyes of the rummy and Joe’s mom imagined he may be leaving a stain where he sat. His leering smirk of a grin matched the expression of the younger man who popped out of the passenger side before the car came to a stop.
In contrast the younger man wasn’t a match of the older driver. He was clean shaved, nicely dressed, tall, athletically built, and about twenty years old. Along with the smirk he wore an angry look of determination as he grabbed for the purse and gave it a hard tug to break the strap. The strap didn’t give and Jean, Joe’s mother, clamped her other arm across the infant and pulled back while kicking out with her opposite foot.
The snatcher was unaffected by her kick and lashed out with a foot of his own catching her in the side while still holding the strap of the purse which finally snapped. The sudden release sent Jean backwards onto her backside and despite her best efforts the infant was loosed to fall face first onto the concrete where she landed and rolled. She didn’t cry but Jean lost interest in everything besides her baby and quickly stood to snatch her back up into her arms. She was intensely aware of her situation and did a threat analysis while her senses were heightened.
The contents of her purse had been scattered about on the blacktop but her wallet had been scooped up by the crook. The wallet contained her identification and phone book along with fourteen dollars and no credit cards. The heister slipped quickly back into the passenger side of the car which had come to a stop and now eased forward, both men laughing and slapping hands.
Jean was easily able to grab a pen and paper from the litter on the ground and she began noting important aspects for the police. The car was practically new, a large Cadillac emblem emblazoned across its rear as well as the showroom of purchase. The tags were clearly in view and had not been tampered with. Jean had had some police training and noted the height and weight and facial features but did not see any distinguishing marks or tattoos. She watched as the car rounded the turn in the lot and eased into traffic without noticeable haste.
There were at least one hundred witnesses in the busy parking lot and all had turned to watch the excitement. Many had approached closer to see how badly the baby had been hurt and spent some time eying the contents of her ruined purse. Although these had been her friendly customers previous to today, she felt a chill. The looks she was receiving she felt to be of a smug nature, as if she got what she deserved, although the logic of that thought process was indecipherable to her.
Jean needed to rest and despite the danger she sensed, she had to set down upon the divider curbing and administer to the baby and collect her thoughts. She had finished gathering her belongings by nudging them together in a pile with her foot. After a moment she realized she was hurt.
The curious now drove by her in their cars as the police might soon be in the parking lot and no one wanted to stay as witness. Even though she was a woman with a young child that had been savaged by a man the racial divide overcame any common ground the surrounding women may have felt – at least that was Jeans’ sad conclusion. She hadn’t done anything to inspire racial wrath in her life and indeed, she had an Irish heritage and her ancestors had also been enslaved.
Her lineage endured recent British enslavement yet she had no desire to separate her friends by heritage nor retaliate for what some had done generations ago. The potato famine was as cruel as anything she had heard about in the America’s; her people had been forced to provide copious amount of food for the British while the only crop they were permitted to eat had failed. Jean’s ancestors had been forced to manhandle carts of food for export along they Road of Tears while the majority of their children fell, by the millions, to the wayside and died from starvation. Maybe the Paddy Wagon will be called for her, she mused.
She had scraped her palm badly when she was pushed backwards and she looked for some tissues to staunch the blood. The baby, Jeanette, had suffered scrapes upon her forehead but wasn’t showing any signs of concussion and her minor squawks of displeasure were a comfort for her mother as she tried to keep her bundled without messing the coverlets with blood. Shortly thereafter the manager ran from the front of the grocery store at full throttle. Jean hoped the run wasn’t dangerous for an overweight white man in his late forties.
He had already called the police but had not witnessed the event and was very concerned about Jean. Honest employees working his store were at a premium and he was very pleased with her honest work. Mr. Samples had not thought to bring any tissues for washing her wounds but did provide comfort until the police arrived.
The two young handsome black officers were friendly with the pretty young mother and took all of her information but concluded that the car had probably been stolen and the likelihood of capture would be slim. They told Jean that they would be in touch, that they had her phone number and that if they needed any more information they would contact her.
And contact Jean they did for the next two months. Black officers, black detectives and seeming interested black officers trooped through Jean’s home for a total of eight visits and all along the common theme. All visitors were black and came alone when Joe’s father was at work. All visitors accepted coffee and one even had breakfast and was able to chat for one to two hours. All visitors were polite and Jean reported to her attentive husband that none of the officers had made her sexually uncomfortable. All visitors had nothing to report except for the second one. The second home visiting officer was a detective and he told Jean that she had to have been wrong about the plates.
It turns out that the license plate was owned by a booster club for a nearby university. This booster club supported the basketball team that was having a stellar season. It was suggested that she withdraw her statement for if she didn’t she would be accusing persons of importance which, they had assured the investigating officers, would certainly invoke a civil suit for slander. Also, they had informed the investigation officer that they would use any political clout that they possessed to attempt prosecution for providing falsified information to the police aggravated by hate crimes charges that may result in Jean’s imprisonment.
Joe remembers the parental amazement clearly because he had always been told that the government worked for him, a citizen, and he was very upset that his mother had been hurt and was sure that appropriate punishment would follow.
“Dad” Joe asked “mom said that the man who robbed her was under protection at the school”.
“It sure seems that way” was the reply.
“Why would you say that?” Joe asked, believing in the system.
“Because when I heard about the boosters I went to the school and bought a sport paper that had information about the team including pictures. We have a winning basketball team this year, national, and your mothers accoster is first string and leads in scoring” he said.
Joe stood there letting the information sink in and adjusting his naivety levels. He didn’t need more elaboration but his father, expending a life lessons father and son topic, felt he needed to go on.
“I also picked up a non sanctioned paper that was available in the off campus bookstore. There were articles in it about a campus crime spree and cover-up. The article lists names of cheerleaders, not just one, that claim rape. The article says they were given a paid education at a northern upscale school if they would just leave. Princeton I think” he finished.
Joe didn’t know exactly what rape meant but did know that there were several degrees of aggression.
“Maybe all those girls wanted to be girlfriends and it didn’t work so they tried to hurt the guy” Joe said.
“Maybe” said his father “and who can trust an article written by a student that isn’t validated by any authority? The article says that the boys would show up late at night and knock on the door and the girls would open for the one sheepish looking sport on the porch then others from the team would rush her and drag her back into the trees alongside their apartments.”
“But they are having a winning team. That means tens of millions from alumni, and we do have the details from your mother to know what kind of people we are dealing with” he spoke with hushed concern.
Joe knew that it was over but he was as upset as his parents were as they received sexually explicit calls from the thieves for the next months. They had garnered all of his mothers contact information of course. Joe’s dad was training at the university and when he graduated the next year they moved the very same day.
Joe’s parents never let him express any racial bias and would only say that you have to look at people as individuals. When they moved 50 miles north of the city, it was to another fixer upper in an older neighborhood. Deed restrictions weren’t excessive yet all the yards were reasonably tidy. Some people seemed to have excessive outside storage but it was their home.
Joe was interested in the late night trips that his parents made to the area. When they left their home in the city there was always people milling about and late night stores were always frightening. Dad had a no loitering rule when he lined up his children behind closed curtains at the door. He asked Jean several times if we had everything and then waited a few more minutes with us all at the door. Then he would open the door and we would all walk quickly to the car and enter without banging the doors while dad locked the house door behind them. The car's overhead interior lights had been deactivated and the bulb kept in the ashtray for use only beyond the city limits.
They drove through the all night stores near where they were to live and dad didn’t like the ‘feel’ of them much better than the city stores. He made it a habit never to stop late with the family unless certain criteria were met.
The street and neighborhood of the new home was a bit of a disappointment after the long drives (checked out once on Wednesday and once again on Saturday) as there was nothing to see. The homes weren’t barred and there was no one to be seen milling about. Joe’s dad even parked the car in a recess and they sat quietly for twenty minutes (cost him an ice cream cone for each) with the light off and still no activity.
Within a month after we moved there the nice lone elderly lady across the street died and gave her home to some religious people that had converted her and garnered her home apparently at the same time. They ‘gave’ the house to a minority ‘couple’ in exchange for babysitting services.
This ‘couple’ had male friends that moved onto the front yard and lived in a disabled van. They spent the day sleeping until the elementary school bus parked at the next lot to disgorge about a dozen youngsters; at this time they would busy themselves with yard work of a sort while wearing Jamaican wiener slings and engaging in friendly conversations with the walking students.
They sold drugs until the wee hours of the morning as they were on pager call. If the pager went off they would ride a bicycle up to the telephone booth at the end of the street and wait for their customer. Since Joe’s dad left for work at 4:40 am he would see them winding up their evening with a group steal. They pilfered the area for a radius of a mile and brazenly pulled whatever could be found into their shrubbery enclosed back yard.
Joe’s father investigated one weekend day by braving the swampy woods behind their home and counted over one hundred bicycles and a dozen grills piled about. The police were called but instead of looking into the crimes the government sent a hate crimes investigator who focused on Joe’s father.
Joe’s parents had bought the house to upgrade in a neighborhood that could have been upgraded. After several months living with the new neighbors, Joe’s parents realized they could not sell the home and looked for another abandoning their investment and materials and the labor they had done.
Joe had made friends in the neighborhood as had his parents and they kept in touch. A year later the entire babysitting household was arrested on drug trafficking charges. Joe’s father stated to his children that he was pleased that we could donate our home so that police could procure investigative funding, providing a good living for themselves, instead of just arresting some obvious crooks.
To his credit, Joe’s father had always demanded that skin color didn’t always point to character traits and that anyone who was considerate of others should have that consideration returned regardless of the prevailing bigotries flourishing at any particular time.



Chapter -- Jerome and His Sister
 

I slid back into ‘reality’ at the table facing Joe while Susan finished her meal to my left with some exaggerated smacking sounds followed by a backhand swap across her lips not followed with a napkin.
I knew the hardened criminality of the sports wouldn’t result in a centrist personally but I made conversation.
“So what kind of construct did the sports make for themselves here” I asked.
“In their view race is very important and they make up for their perceived inferiority in a perverted fashion. Generally, bigots rationalize a heaven where they can abuse others and that’s what they have constructed – others they can abuse” said Joe with a non caring air.
“So bigots don’t get what’s coming to them?” I asked amazed.
“They live in a construct of their own design” he replied as if he were tired of explaining it to me.
“So God’s Celestial Shore allows those that have hurt others” I demanded as if I had the right.
“They live with other bigots; isn’t that punishment enough?” he said then continued “Besides, we don’t judge”.
“They live in a construct where they can hurt others and sometimes other bigots find a reason to hurt them so they are constantly hurting and being hurt and the pleasure of abuse is a false warmth” he continued.
“But what about the people they abuse; what about the victims!” I cried out too loudly.
Patiently Joe added “It’s a construct” he said. “They construct their own victims and the victims are no more real than Gabriel who stands forever at some gates, sword at the ready.”
“Oh” was all I could think of until inspiration hit me.
“And that man across the street, who ruined your father’s investment, does he live with the bigoted abusers too?” I asked but there was a nag, something not right, about my feelings.
“You mean Jerome Anthony Williams” answered Susan with a grin from attractive but greasily smacking lips. With the question came another place holder I sensed belonged to the man. With somewhat of a surprise, I also sensed it to be a ‘local’ address.
My brush against the memories of Jerome offered more surprises than the revelations I had received from young Jessica. Jerome had not been raised in the ghettos of America.
Jerome had been raised by his parents in Jamaica until he was fourteen. He was a middle child in a family of eight and proved to be a source of pride for his parents. His life had been the same benign routine since he had turned five years old and went to work under the tutelage of his two older brothers, Elijah and Ralph (Ralph being an odd name in Jamaica but his father had befriended a tourist with that name and grew to like the sound of it).
Jerome liked school from his first day of attendance. Two or three days a week he would now join his four older siblings as they bolted four miles downhill to the Catholic mission house timing their odyssey. He didn’t have the least bit of separation anxiety as he fled his mothers skirt for a life of adventure with his elders.
Often they waited for neighbors that lived further up the hill. His older sister Callie, all of 8, had an interest in Jacob, aged 14 and if he wasn’t available to her (he was blind of her interest) she would turn her attentions upon Freddie, his friend, who was also blind to her intent.
On their first week of school of each year, all the children had spent hours washing, ironing and darning their clothes, fixing their nails and hair, and neatening their shoes. Makeup, pilfered from tourists and traded from other children, was stashed along the route and applied for display along the journey. The matrons would surely chastise their wanton ways if they were to wear it to classes.
Jerome didn’t really care for Jacob as the boy had a superior or uppity manner about him and although Jerome was too young to understand he did know that he didn’t like to be made fun of and Jacob was full of mean spirited barbs and jokes.
Jerome knew his father didn’t care for Jacob or Freddie Anderson either. He had heard his parents talking about the local Voodoo activities and knew Jacobs mother to be involved in those festivities. His dreams were occasionally marked with fear from the tales he had overheard of walking dead men and ghostly appearances but his father’s scoffing of their practices lessened his troubles.
Although outwardly polite to the Andersons, he knew his parents didn’t engage in those backward practices. Jerome had been privy to a few exchanges between his parents softly mocking the ways of the ‘bone readers’ as ineffective and this conclusion was logically backed by his experiences. He had received a pill from the Catholic mission for an ear infection that had seemingly worked miracles after two days of excruciating pain. Several months after that incident, he developed an intensely irritating rash between his toes on both his feet that seemed immune to the usual balms and unguents as the skin continued to itch and crack. Everyone advised him to pee on his feet to kill the germs which he did with gleeful help from his older brothers but with worse aim and this too had little effect. His parents finally broke out their ‘stash’ of modern fungicide from their hidey hole of valuables and white medicine was again emblazoned across his minds eye as categorized under ‘sent by the Gods’. He was no scientist but was amazed at the effectiveness of cures manufactured in the civilized world.
Approximately ten times a year his father hit the local rum, which they all helped to make, and became boisterous and carelessly playful. He mouthed crude stories that Jerome didn’t understand and grabbed at his mother whom neither seemed to mind but neither was she pleased as she was when he became frisky without the rum. His father announced that he was off to see what was up at the Andersons because he had worked hard all week and needed a break.
Jerome’s mother, Francesca, was having none of it. She physically barred his emergence from the house, hands on hips, and began to berate him.
“You can’t go over there, you know better” she stated, trying to keep a civil tone.
“Why do I know better, I just want to dance and you can hear the drums from here” he stated and indeed, the Andersons only lived a mile further up the road and their ‘festivities’ were located only another half mile behind their home in a dried clearing that had washed out decades ago.
“Dance!” she said as if there was something wrong with dancing “What they do isn’t a dance and you know it. If you want to dance then dance with me” she said and tried to sway a bit in front of the door while guarding the exit at the same time.
Jerome’s house wasn’t on the high end real estate market and his father made a clumsy feint for the door before charging off to the right and the boy’s room which was defined by a blanket wall draped from the ceiling. The walls were planks that had been whitewashed with scrounged acrylic indoor eggshell which did increase the woods lifespan by several years but the older planks were located under the window. Jerome’s father knew that the boys had loosed them so that they could slip into the night without using the front entrance and he followed suit.
His wife was waiting for him outside and actually chased him up the path for several hundred feet before the liquor got to his father and he sat down in a clumsy sprawl after his foppish attempt at a freedom he would regret tomorrow.
“You know what they do there” she stated from her perch several yards uphill from where he stopped. She had given him breathing room knowing he was not feeling well.
“All they do is eat chicken, dance, and shout mumbo jumbo” he said.
“I know you. All you want is the girls. You’re a good father, don’t do it” she said.
“What girls?” her father tried but it didn’t work. Jerome’s mother got him down the hill and into his bed which consisted of box springs and a mattress she had painstakingly recovered. Having shared their huge bed as an occasional treat, Jerome knew it to be comfortable and knew it had their odor but mom aired it weekly and it was a warm odor and not an acrylic stench.
In the years that followed Jerome would traipse up the hill with his brothers and they would sit in the woods where they couldn’t be seen. Other boys joined them and some of the older ones sought a spot by themselves or with what seemed to be close friends. A few young girls would come with their boyfriends and Jerome knew that they had snuck out. Jerome’s sisters were not allowed near the clearing on drum nights and his older brothers willingly enforced that mandate.
The young girls always looked good when they did their dancing, seeming possessed by spirits that allowed them to parade about in wanton abandon. These girls were not his sisters but often worked in town delivering drinks onto the spa beaches and some even engaged in what seemed to be lucrative tourist trade that Jerome didn’t realize was prostitution until he turned ten. At that time he found out that it wasn’t organized prostitution but were poor girls making themselves available to men with enough money to provide them with some of it. Some girls sought out heavy drinkers that would leave an opening for muggings or stomps.
The story at the dance was, Jerome had heard, that the girls were taken by the spirit and the spirit would enjoy sex through men believers using the bodies of the girls. Later, the girls and even the men would remember nothing of it so no guilt or wrongdoing could be levied. Even at ten Jerome didn’t buy that one and by twelve he had it pieced together. The girls would provide sex which they could leverage later for favors; the usual favor would be to target disrespectful or non-generous tourists. The cult did inspire a few innocent believers and Joe often felt sorry for them as he watched them engage in sexual acts with older lay-abouts while trying to pretend they were possessed and didn’t have any memory. Jerome noted that the men would always try to impregnate the young woman only to laugh over their deeds if the girl had been caught with child.
Jerome did find a girlfriend that attended his school when he was twelve. She came to school down a path on the far side and lived several miles away and out of the range of the twice monthly drumming. Jerome quite liked her and was shy at first and she had to encourage him which she did by bringing him a corn cake once a week on the days he would be in school. He never mentioned the dances and did not take her there but instead they went in groups to the beach where they swam and held hands, months later to kiss and hug.
Ebony found another lad later that year and Jerome’s heart was broken. He dropped out of school and helped his family in their field. His older brothers grew some grass in the far corner of their fathers cleared two acres and sold the proceeds to tourists for a little money. Their father had the entire ground planted in melons, beans, tomatoes, cabbage and grains for the birds.
Depending on the weather and the time of the year Jerome would perform one of the duties that his father had trained him to do. At shady times they would weed between the plants and if it were summer, they needed to gather large leaves from the wild banana plants in the surrounding wood and use them to cover the melons and tomatoes in hopes that they wouldn’t split. They always had to gather insects and these they crushed between their fingers and added to a bag where they would be dried to add to the chicken food.
There was a small body of water, not large enough to be a lake, about a mile along the hill at their elevation. This gave them a water table at a reasonable depth yet the flow was away from their home and the water rush of summer downpours usually did not flood their field. Jerome’s father had sunk a hand powered well in the field center that Jerome was to use on those days it didn’t rain. Jerome and his younger sisters would pump water into clay pots or flexible flasks and attend each plant by feeding water to its roots then carefully adjusting the mulch to prevent instant evaporation in the summer heat. Just to water the three plots took four hours and they did it nearly every day and they were careful with their responsibility because if the roots of the plants were allowed to dry out the plant would die within days and there was no way to recover it. Jerome was the eldest of the garden crew and took great pride in his responsibility and reported the achievements of his younger siblings to his father, along with their lesser failures.
The garden was divided into quarters with one quarter being fallow for a full year. This was not simply left, however, as the entire time of its non productivity the soil was being turned by shovel to work in the fertilizer. The mulch pile consisted of a garbage line from young to old garbage and garbage being defined as any degradable food, green or animal and fish substance. Of great importance was the contents of the family toilet; the significance of this great nutrient wealth would not be entrusted to the younger children but imposed upon one of the elder children or even mom or dad. At the head of the line was a lidded fifty gallon steel drum where all new materials were added to compost in the sun until the can was full. Often, after broiling in the noon day sun for weeks, when it was dumped over and emptied, the materials were ready to be turned into the soil. The heat would have neutralized any acidity of the contents. Banned from the garden were soaps, bath runoff, and modern sanitary materials aside from toilet paper.
Jerome’s older sister, Samara, helped his mother with the food preparation and household chores involving laundry and had left that garden work on her thirteenth birthday. Along with preparing excess food for storage or trade, Samara also had to help prepare and store the chicken food. Chickens provided the greatest supply of meat and protein for their twice daily meals and were maintained with care. Along with the daily cleaning and feeding of the dirty animals, of which they kept three dozen, they also had to be protected and their coop was a source of great pride as it was surrounded by wire and when the flock made a fuss in the night the perpetrator was shot with the prized 22 or the Crossman pellet. The raccoon, a fox or other varmint was added to the dog food or dried into the chicken food. The family possessed two small dogs that had been trained to leave the chickens alone but would alert the family to the approach of strangers.
Samara had caught the interest of one of the lower food preparation workers at one of the beach buffet restaurants about six miles down slope from their home. The worker was first noticed when he had positioned himself along the upside trail outside of the school and nodded to her as she passed. Samara had treated him to a withering look but her actual feelings were revealed as she bragged to her friends and siblings for the next several days. She embellished the young mans looks and sophistication both to her friends and in her mind as the boy did not show up again along the path. We all remembered the work shirt with its Angel’s Buffet labeled across one breast and Simon across the other.
While sleeping, Jerome had pulled over onto the dirt floor to escape an unconscious discomfort with the closeness of his brothers and he hadn’t been able to commandeer the better part of a blanket. He half awoke before the dawn of the mid September, Tuesday, cramped and dirty. Since he didn’t eat beef or pork inundated with unhealthy growth hormones he hadn’t developed a stink but instead had a mild earthy odor shared by his surrounding brothers. Ralph was already alert, washed, dressed and standing over him, ready for the big day.
“Do you want to do the trade run with me?” he asked.
Jerome had never before done the trade and was excited at the prospect. It was something to look forward to beyond the garden and school – it was the next expected step that he would achieve if he managed the gardening properly.
“What are we taking” he mumbled as he rubbed his eyes and made for the toilet.
Samara was in the central area of the house and when she saw him she started the gas under the camp stove and he could smell both an omelet and rolled oats. It wasn’t often that someone cooked him a hot breakfast and he rushed his toilet.
Even though he was only gone a minute his parents and brother were both now seated at the table while Samara spooned hot breakfast onto their plates. Jerome reveled at the prospect of eating with the elders but also feared they had jumped his food claim.
“I think Samara has saved some just for you” his mother told him while he sat to her right. It was as if she knew what he was thinking. His father nodded a sleepy greeting.
“What do we have to walk in with” asked Ralph to the table in general.
“There are six dozen eggs, less than a week old” stated his mother. “Start them with the man at Angel’s Buffet. Jerome can carry them”.
“Besides the café, everything is the usual” mumbled Jerome’s dad and the three day traders finished their breakfast and exited the front to turn uphill twenty yards where they entered the wired fenced storage area.
The chicken and fish meat that they ate didn’t trade very well, even when salted and preserved, but the fresh vegetables and plantains had some worth and fresh eggs always made the walk worthwhile. They would return with salt, vinegar, any loose tools and garbage. Hopefully they would get the cast offs from the buffet which was their goal.
Jerome was too excited for himself to notice the shine of excitement and soap at work on his sister while they set about preparing the load. The excess beans were kept in jars of 20 pounds which could be emptied into bags and shouldered for the journey. The gourds, cabbages, melons and plantains were shelved in rows and counted before secured into bags for shoulder carry. The eggs were packed with hay and carried in both hands before the body. Jerome was able to secure a bag of cabbages without endangering the eggs while Ralph packed a hefty load of gourds and crushed one of the five ounce bags of pot into his rear pocket just in case. Samara practically dropped her new lucky charms out of her peasant blouse while mustering a minuscule 20 pound sack of beans.
“That’s hardly enough to make you sweat” remarked Jerome in an attempt to get the attention of Ralph focused critically on his sister. Instead he got a bemused look from his brother and they started out of the front path and onto the trail just as the sun was rising. It was too early for the school crowd and they walked all the way to the school without speaking but with a springy step and anticipatory hearts.
They had passed the school and were on the approach to the beach when the conversation began with Ralph.
“You look real nice today Samara. I like that pretty white blouse on you. And it is so clean, is it new? Those shorts are they new also?” Jerome asked.
“Mom got them both from Cousin Renata last month when she got married to that Dominican tourist Jason Williams. He took her off the island to live with his folks” she replied.
“Well they sure are clean, Renata must have taken good care of them” he persisted while they walked.
“Mom said that his parents shipped a dozen of such to her after they heard of the wedding. There were so many she couldn’t take them all with her. Shoes too, Imagine!”
All three of them beat their bare feet along the path while contemplating more than one pair of shoes.
“So, do you think we will find the fella of yours at the restaurant?” Ralph asked. “Simon?”
“Siiiiiiiimonnnnnnn” Jerome teased with much exaggeration.
Usually the younger sisters didn’t attend these journeys but the garbage concession at all the tourist restaurants, where they wasted such great quantities of food, was much prized.
Putting these facts into his head grinder along with his sisters ‘boyfriend’ and her fetching attire allowed the light to dawn with such a start that he uttered his conclusion aloud.
“You’re going to flirt the dude into giving us the overflow!” he said to the side of her face.
The smirk she leveled at him as she turned for a moment, careful to maintain her footing, was more befitting a woman than the child she still was.
Ralph continued as if he had never heard it.
Jerome knew that his mother would never allow Samara to spend any time alone with the boy and he realized he had the role of snitch while his brother Ralph would be the physical enforcer in the slight chance that physicality would be needed to protect their sister; there were no outward signs that Simon wasn’t a normal boy of his age.
Jerome wondered if his sister would be shocked by the role of vamp and then quickly decided that, on the contrary, she would enjoy it immensely. They were after harmless garbage and not trying to solicit insider information. They had no need to learn who carried the days proceeds from the restaurant and when. No one was getting hurt and it would give his sister a chance to be admired by an eligible man away from the school where such activities were cataloged by her fellow classmates to be remembered and reviewed and commented upon in excess. The juicier tales, of which this sojourn might qualify, were relayed to the over attentive Sisters who would use the information to counsel her endlessly and privately on the sins of the flesh and especially the evils of men.
With the mission set into all their souls they journeyed onward and the jaunt returned to their steps and a comfortable silence returned with an implied camaraderie. Soon the trail emptied them onto the beach road where the paved surface burned their hardened feet while the breeze provided contrast with the wafting of fresh welcoming scent of brine. Soon, they turned off the roadway and onto the private drive that serviced their targeted restaurant. The restaurant was closed to patrons but a food service vendor truck had preceded them and they watched as the driver was admitted to a side entrance and followed to the door where they received a hard eyed challenge.
“What do you buggers want?” asked the cleaner who had just admitted the food vendor with his food loaded onto an industrial hand truck.
“We’ve come to see Simon on business” said Ralph while adjusting his beans.
“Simon is a busboy and doesn’t have any business” said the man requiring more explanation but his stance had softened to mild suspicion.
“He’s my friend” said Samara.
The man barring the door was aged, about thirty, and wore the standard white of a prep cook with a red scarf used by the cooking staff and the obligatory Angel’s Buffet stitched to his right shirt breast and his name tag on the other; his name was Stretch and he was tall, weighed about 260 pounds and was a native Jamaican black. With Samara’s remark his attention shifted to her inquisitive, innocent, and pleasantly formed face. His body grew less relaxed and more rigid as his glance at her young ripening body enabled an extension that he didn’t try to resist.
The man’s face shifted to a leer as he eyed young Samara. With her statement she had leaned forward pointing her thumb at the middle of her chest ‘sailor style’. No one had paid much attention to her body before, none at all around her home, and the man’s eyes seemed to inhale every aspect of her breasts from the smoothly oiled skin of her cleavage to the fresh upturn of bottoms unchanged by gravity and time. Her exposure didn’t included her nipples but they were clearly outlined by her thin white cotton blouse and she swore she could sense the man’s hands on her as he imagined them to be cupping and fondled her chest in an overly friendly manner.
It was a new feeling for Samara and the intensity of it caused her to shudder visibly. The man wasn’t unattractive with his strait clean teeth, large hands, neatly cropped hair and solid stance, but she was on a mission and forced herself to stay on track. Nothing would come of it, of course, as her brothers were present and he wasn’t near enough to her age for her to risk a private liaison; something she had never tried. She suppressed her giggle and squirms and stared at his face until his eyes returned to hers and then to Ralph.
“I’ll get him” said Stretch and wheeled around to the interior shutting the door behind him. Jerome missed the entire transaction between Stretch and his sister and Ralph didn’t seem alarmed so Samara tried to settle her raging blood with some success. She looked at Ralph to find if he were displeased with her filthy thoughts, her manner, or the way she conducted herself during this endeavor. Ralph flashed his usual wan smile that signified ‘nothing is wrong’ and ‘what do you want’ and ‘why are you bothering me’ at the same time.
It took several minutes before Simon stuck his head around the door edge and looked at them while they shuffled about with their burdens and their own thoughts. Ralph was satisfied that things were going as planned, Samara was pleased that her appeal was stronger than she had anticipated, and Jerome was vague on the sexual overtones but waited patiently enjoying the view of city life. ‘City Life’ differed greatly from primitive agricultural and the newness of it was interesting for him and for Samara.
Simon was an adult but barely past his teens. He had wavy brown hair that was cut in a medium preppy side combed fashion. His nails were clean, his teeth were white, his roman nose was hawkish, and his eyes were bright blue although enhanced by contact lenses that were noticeable if one looked as closely as Samara was doing. He seemed healthy enough but slightly overfed and physically under worked as the three children judged such things.
“Yes, what is it?” Simon asked with caution and seeming not to recognize them as they stood expectantly, not sure what to do or say.
“What is it?” Simon repeated with greater force.
“We met outside the school house” said Ralph, not elaborating on the reasons that Simon might be there, other than to look for a girl.
“Oh, I remember, you passed me and I said hello” he said directly to Ralph pointedly ignoring Samara.
“Actually, you said hi to my sister Samara” said Ralph and there followed a short silence in which Simon was the only one who felt awkward.
Simon was confused. These people looked normal enough; in his world, though, older brothers didn’t pimp their too young sisters especially to young men of limited means. Maybe his pass had irritated them or broke a family taboo that they hadn’t got around to addressing until now.
“I am sorry, really I am. I can see now that she was too young for me to speak with. I didn’t mean any harm, really. She just had a nice smile and, well, you know” he droned on almost in a self conscious stammer, not knowing what to do. He hoped he had offended them compared to the banality of what he suspected they had in mind and in spite of his desires he didn’t want to see a seemingly nice young person condemned to a life of prostitution.
“Yes we know she it too young for you” agreed Ralph “but she and we have work to do” with a noncommittal look on his face that Simon couldn’t fathom.
Afraid to know, Simon asked anyways “What kind of work?”
Ralph didn’t react to Simon’s self conscious confession of interest in his sister; no harm done. It would have been different if he had come creeping around their home in the dark or exhibited some other unsavory behaviors beyond speaking to a girl that was too young for him.
“My mother makes the best chicken food for miles around and gets the best eggs” he started his pitch. “See” he said pointing at Jerome’s bucket of eggs. Jerome had been standing patiently with most of the nuance passing unnoticed as he gazed with interest toward the dock at the back of the restaurant. He adjusted his package so that he could display the eggs tucked into the matting.
Simon looked at the eggs which Jerome had transported successfully and then questioningly at Ralph.
“At night my older brothers gather stuff from the refuse cans” he continued. “But I don’t want to travel down here at night. We would like to trade eggs and beans in exchange for your castoffs”. Samara leaned forward, perhaps not realizing how tantalizing her form was to the eyes of Simon, and proffered a look at her beans. He looked a bit longer than he should have and she pulled back without hiding her smile.
Simon now understood that this was the usual benign sales call with operatives that were younger than usual and wares that were more recently plucked from mother earth than was usual and a plan popped into his head. Simon was the nephew of the owner and had just arrived after high school graduation in New Jersey, friendless and bored, for a years worth of restaurant training. The boys had brought their sister because she was appealing to him and, like the sales operations in the USA, just because there was business that might be done didn’t mean that the girls physical attentions were part of the deal.
“What are your names” said Simon to the trio.
“My name is Ralph and this is Samara and Jerome Williams” said Ralph.
“Williams is it? I’ll see what I can do about a trade. Here, make yourself comfortable” he added while leading them to the back of the building where the employees had a private picnic table placed with an umbrella sun screen. There was no one attending the table at the morning hour and the children set their burdens upon it with relieved animation and smiles.
“Sit. Sit!” Simon demanded as the children lingered but hadn’t availed themselves of the seats.
“I’ll be right back, let me see what I can do about this trade” he repeated and entered the restaurant through the unlocked back door. His uncle was not there until early evening but he did find the lead prep chef Treat.
“Treat, some kids I met have brought some home grown food that I think we should look at. They seem to have a lot of it and they want to trade for it. Why don’t we trade them breakfast for what they have today and discuss terms over the meal?”
Treat was preparing the sauerkraut and he also had a tray of oysters and another tray of clams with shrimp that he was readying to broil for lunch. He could easily turn this usual and dull work over to the salad chef (salad girl) which he did and had done in the past at any excuse. Treat was a medium height black man with a trim mustache, short hair, a pleasant manner, and a native Jamaican. It was no secret that if he had his druthers he would wear long braided hair called dreadlocks and a full beard with loose colorful clothing. He already allowed himself to move with the native Jamaican swing and affected the speech dialect but he benefited from his work and didn’t want to endanger it by adopting a facade that may be seen as unprofessional.
“What you say mon, kids?” he asked.
“Some kids I met want to sell us their produce and it looks clean and tasty. What say you have a look at it”?
“Ya, well, why don’t they call Irish and talk it over wid him like the rest of the vendors” he asked. Irish was waiter staff that came in two hours early to handle business for the house.
“The kids are fresh and don’t know how things are done. They seem nice and the food looks good. You know how the customers are beginning to question the source of their greens and you know how organics get the price. This is organic without the price! Everyone will make out” finished Simon, seeing that his argument was winning over Treat and not realizing that the man would do anything that the owners cousin asked; especially if that anything broke up his day and even better if it all worked out for better.
“Well, lets get the food in here” offered Treat while making room on a prep table where the trade would be examined. Simon could see the kids waiting expectantly at the employee table through the back screen and rushed to them.
“OK” he said as soon as he reached the table into three eager faces “our chef has agreed to look your stuff over and if he likes it we can deal”.
No one moved so Simon continued “so bring it inside and we will see” he said and moved to open the screen door leading into the damp tiled floor of the mop room at the back of the kitchen.
It was the first view of the kitchen of a modern restaurant the three native Jamaican children had witnessed and, as ordinary as it was, it enthralled them. The few early workers, all wearing the company insignia, nodded politely and some smiled knowingly.
Simon rushed ahead and hurriedly cleared a few tools from a stainless steel preparations table that was not currently in use and gestured for the group to unload their wares upon it. As they did so, Samara noticed the two men were paying close attention to her movements as she gingerly unloaded her minor burden and smiled largely into the face of Treat then turned her face to Simon who met her eyes and smiled.
Four people unconsciously moved back from the table as the expert, Treat, leaned over the food and lifted several eggs from their bedding with his right hand while simultaneously adjusting the gourds, cabbage and beans with his left as he examined for worms or bugs and tested for freshness. He thrust out his lower lip and gave an approving nod to Simon and shifted it to Ralph, who grinned broadly.
“I have an idea” said Simon to Treat. Loudly, for the benefit of the five of them, Treat said “why don’t we have breakfast on the house while we make the deal?”
Simon was asking Treat because it would be him that would excuse Simon from his duty, temporarily, of cleaning the walk in cooler. Treat would also be responsible for managing the complimentary bill. Treat looked once again at the naive faces of the three young traders and nodded.
They left the food on the preparations table with one last worried glance back at it from Ralph as Simon lead them into the dining area and to a corner table. He sat and gestured the others to follow suit, which they did, except for Treat who closed in upon a chair but didn’t sit.
“You’re cabbage is perfect, the beans are crisp, the gourds are the right size and nicely colored, and your eggs are superb” he said “Shall I have a few of those cooked into one of our famous recipes and we shall have eggs Benedict with minced cabbage” he asked and retreated after receiving hypnotic nods from the three and silence from Simon.
Jerome was in a state of exultant shock to be accepted so abruptly into such plush surroundings and examined all the accoutrements of the establishment with minute detail from the mounted plastic fish to the never used for fishing rope netting. There were actual windows, one immediately to his left where he could view the busying street, and a large door to his right made completely of glass. The table had a clean red cloth on it and there was silverware rolled into a white cloth napkin to the left of a small plate and the water glass to his right was filled by a pretty girl with a matching smile before Simon and Ralph could begin their conversation as to amounts and needs.
Jerome was hugely satisfied with life during that moment and he was flung into ecstasy when, shortly, the food arrived. He had never tasted eggs so tastily prepared and the thick cabbage, barley soup with cheese served in hollowed gourds made him squirm with delight. The toast, butter and honey were rarities that he took full advantage of by eating his portion and Simon’s when he had offered it with a gesture.
Jerome listened with one ear while Ralph talked with Simon about numbers of provisions and returns expected. He heard that, while Ralph had expected to walk the provisions down the path for the restaurant along with his siblings and a family wagon, Simon would be pleased to pick up fresh produce, eggs and chicken from them each morning. He had a personal all terrain vehicle and could pull a wagon up and down that hill daily if it were profitable.
 

Jack was back at the table with what were now his friends Susan and Joe. There was no time consuming disorientation to contend with this time; he was back and looking at them.
Not because he couldn’t summon the information himself, from Jerome, but more to make conversation I asked “So what became of Jerome”?
“As you might imagine, the food for garbage program took off very well with the help of Simon. It turns out that Jerome’s mother had a knack for grinding, drying and pelleting leftover food into chicken and animal food. Simon’s infatuation with Samara spurred his daily visit and over time he was befriended by the family, allowed to date Samara and they married. He moved her to New Jersey and they were pleased with each other” filled in Joe.
Susan continued. “Jerome helped his family in their new prosperity until he reached the age of 16. His maiden aunt Tasile lived in a small town north of Tampa, Florida and made arrangements with his mother to continue Jerome’s education in the USA if she could rely on his services as she was aging and desired a young man to help with her daily burdens”.
Susan continued. Jerome was shocked, not so much by the racial tensions and peculiarities of living in the USA, but by the attitude of his aunt. He was raised in what was considered a world wide normal wherein hard work was usually rewarded and respected and now lived in a world of entitlement; his aunt had never held a job but had survived on welfare. She had had three children, two which were dead and one of which was in the military and she hadn’t seen her or her grandchildren in the last decade. Her daughter had renamed herself both given and married names and was now Debra Hamilton, lived in Germany and planned to retire there with her husband and family of two children.
Aunt Tasile received food stamps, rental assistance, health benefits, and a cash stipend from social security for her bad back. Her sense of entitlement was inflamed each week at local community meetings where demands for reparations from the white devil were shouted into the air and vows of bloody revenge were uttered with less gusto and greater malevolence and met with the understanding nods of those within earshot. Aunt Tasile was even angrier toward the end of the month as her stamps and money would be long gone by the way of lotto, the local numbers boys, and dabbles with any available drugs. At this time her suitors were liable to be charged rent for their overnight or short term trysts (but few paid).
Jerome’s mother had been prospering, in a relative manner, from her chicken food production and had reestablished contact with her sister and was shocked by her sisters’ tales of oppression and sinister treatments. She gasped at the tales of murder of her cousins sons by forced drug entanglements and the ruination of her only daughter by a government that wouldn’t allow her to have contact with her only surviving daughter. Jerome’s mother suspected that her sister’s tale wasn’t entirely true but offered Jerome as a support which was readily accepted. The truth was that Tasile’s sons were encouraged by their mother to sell drugs. Her daughter had allowed one visit after enlisting but Tasile had been left alone in the barracks for a short time and used the opportunity to steal cash from her daughters’ locker and Debra reluctantly disowned her in favor of her legitimate life.
Jerome was thrilled with the chance to ride an airplane and to see the USA. Although he didn’t have a television he had lately been able to see some MTV during restaurant deliveries and Treat had befriended him and provided him with a thrilling if older IPOD. His music selections were limited to Bob Marley and other upbeat Reggae successes but he was also exposed to gangster rap which both appalled and fascinated him.
His family had been to the airport several times and relegated the activity of seeing him off to his sister Samara and Ralph and Simon, who would provide a borrowed car. The bonjour party his family provided was tedious as it consisted of a cake and a few back pats but Jerome couldn’t sleep the night before and packed little as his aunt had promised to provide the best of fashions for him upon his arrival. The smoke filled ride to the airport, the first for Jerome if not for his family, was fascinating for him. He was lost in the terminals and amazed by the obvious wealth of all those surrounding him even though he and his family had moved up to store bought clothes (good thing as his sister had become oddly shy and wouldn’t leave the family compound without a store bought shirt and brassiere).
After hugs all around at the security gate Jerome, 16, moved into the flight passenger staging area to face the world alone as a young adult. He found everything to be extraordinarily exciting about flying but determined he would never be an astronaut due to the extreme fear he felt when he was finally seated and thought about what was to happen. The only way he was able to endure was to look at the people around him and see that they were not afraid and if they could do it, he could do it.
The Tampa airport was a tremendous maze to young Jerome and he was required to ask directions of the maintenance and janitorial people he encountered and still had trouble pulling his one used bag from the round about and exiting onto the pickup ramp with its six lanes of traffic. He didn’t have a cell phone and waited there for a full twelve hours before airport security intervened. They took him to a room where a few severe faces, some white, some black, looked upon him with softening features as they heard his tale. They called his aunt but could not connect, fed him a sandwich (on a par with the Angel Buffet!) and pooled their money to buy him an airport limo ticket which would travel him some sixty miles north to the door of his aunt’s house where he arrived at four am.
His aunt was awake as was her gentleman caller named Abdul.



Chapter -- Back to the Fog
 

“This is so typically sad” I said “but how in the world does it relate to Joe’s home?”
“To make a long story short” said Joe, again taking up the story after Susan’s contribution “Jerome was introduced to a life of crime. Tasile turned out to be a regular Fagin and the young man didn’t eat and slept outside from the start until he began to produce.”
“Tasile was visited by some pilgrims that offered her a house in exchange for babysitting services and that’s how Jerome moved in across from my dad” Joe said. “Tasile parked a dealer / enforcer in the front yard and put him in charge of Jerome and showed him how to steal. Jerome was stuck. He didn’t creep around the neighborhood girls and was only interested in a relationship developing along the lines of his sister and Simon’s relationship. His native dress was inappropriate but he didn’t know. On his arrest the system found him salvageable and he lived up to those expectations.” Joe said and then shrugged his shoulders.
“So Jerome’s a centrist and will be retaining or regaining part of his memory in his new incarnation and have his own assignment” I asked and Susan nodded in the affirmative.
“So this is like reincarnation and we all come back with the chance to improve until we reach a state of grace or nirvana? Like some kind of agent?”
Already I knew the answer for as soon as I asked it I received an echo from many of the other centrists. All of the religions resulted from contact to agents of change like Joe and Susan and now Jerome and himself. The observers become prophets but they don’t get the entire story and it is filtered for the perceptions allowed at the time of the insertions of the agents. Some of these observers witness technology miracles and the agents can talk at their discretion but the recipient still filters the information to suit themselves. Hence reincarnation, Wicca, Scientology, Christianity, spirituality and all the other disciplines have some of the story but have not related it to the actuality and many have used the information to provide a moral framework that some find helpful.
I felt or perceived a smirk at the edge of my perception and I wondered what it must be that the group found amusing. It appeared something was important and I didn’t have a clue.
“Let me get this strait, again” I said into the air. “My memories of my past life and this timeless training event will be provided to me during my next life or incarnation and I am to use them to assist those around me to make the right decisions. Each decision moves us one step toward utopia which doesn’t lessen people’s lives but enriches circumstances for all. And you know this how?”
“It’s already done” says Susan who had finished her meal and looked directly at and almost into him. “Your incarnation is 18 billions years after you lived on earth and that’s four million after we lose our way and we lose our way eight billion after the initial bang. For eight billion years the universe expands, life ensues and lives are meaningful and loving. Then corruption begins to creep in. Corruption can be viewed as easily as your school system making a decision, any decision, either against the best interest of the student body or without thought to the best interest of the student. For instance, if a position is created to accommodate anyone for any reason other that it is the best and only the best option for the student’s education it is a corruption. The school system of your day is only one example; it could be anything”
“If a janitor is hired for ten years and two are now needed and two fresh janitors which will both work for 1/3 of the working janitors pay and both can do a better job than the one in place then it would be a corruption to maintain the working person because it is not in the best interest of society” said Joe with enthusiasm. He continues “It may sound cruel but cleaning is only worth so much and in such a system the replaced janitor may have invested some time in skill acquisition and is able to move on to an advancement. It only sounds cruel but it is fair and thus balances out as the best for all”.
“It sounds almost as bad as Communism” I said not realizing I was repeating a simple mantra I had been programmed with my entire life until I heard the undertoned smirk voiced telepathically, you might say, by the entire ‘clan’.
“Communism Smomunism” Susan smirks openly.
“It doesn’t really matter” explains Joe slowly “what the mechanism is. What matters is the people involved and the corruption they allow. As soon as the normal person gains power he or she grabs more than is needed and rationalizes their grab. Force is deemed necessary often enough to permanently silence any criticism; even valuable criticism.” he stated flatly.
“How is this affected again” I ask in a subdued tone.
“At the time of creation many small boxes are created that contain data and can weather the activity of creation. When this period ends, when we part, the strong force that binds all the protons and all the neutrons together, the hardronic force is used to link nucleons in a triple thickness lattice without interstitials or spaces between atoms. This material fashions the exterior faces of an oblong box with uptech sensors and abilities. These are located in such a fashion that they wait the billions of years necessary to be in your path when the time is right.” Joe says with hand movements describing the size of a small box.
“It’s your own personal box mon!” pipes Jerome from close over my shoulder. I hadn’t seen Jerome approach and as I instantly recognized his voice I rose to greet the man but he had his hand on my shoulder as if to say – No need to bother -. There was a seat to my left that I hadn’t noticed earlier and he took it and began to finger about his blackened mullet and papaya plate that I also hadn’t noticed previously. Susan and Joe both nod and smile at him and he grins all around and continues my education while munching the fish and fruit
“Within the box” he says “is your history, your centrist history that begins with what you know now including your last life. The interior is packed with protons and neutrons making one large nucleus all within the bounds of the strong force which is very strong but only active within the confines of a nucleus. The strong force exerted by one proton, for example, only extends slightly past the radius of the exerting proton so the next nuclear particle needs to be almost touching to be bound by it. The strong force is charge independent so neutrons or protons are equally attracted allowing for a binary code of heavy particles and that is how your data is stored”.
Susan, whom Jack realized liked numbers and computed things, was eager to pick up the data flow so leaned earnestly in his direction and did so. “First, of course, you need the operation system to interpret the data and that is linked to one data collection point on the cubes surface that monitors continuously for you, Jack. Once found the OS loads initial vectors and your data is accessed and provided to you, whether you want it or not, by one of a range of tools that project sensors to the surface of what will transform into a regular object; in your case a shining bar. Since there are 25 trillion bits in one row, about one with forty zeros when cubed, and your encoding is done with some compression, like a jpeg photo, there is room for all of our data and whatever tools we select”.
“Does it weigh a lot” I asked with actual concern as I may have to lift it.
“It has the magic powers of MoJo” chimed a delighted Jerome.
“Yes, it does seem to have magical powers” added Joe. “You’re talking the densities of a neutron star. It does contain a micro power source which powers the sensor and the antigravity generator making it appear to weigh about a pound compared to say, a continent?”
Joe continued. “You might be wondering if it takes a lot of energy and the answer is yes. For the first 10 billion years it absorbs hard radiation from space and remains gravity neutral but after that it needs to be on the surface of, well, we’re going to Earth so it needs to be where we, actually you, Jack, can find it. During that time it can profess no gravitational or magnetic signature that can be detected so it relies on internals and absorbs an insignificant amount of sunlight which also helps it stay out of sight.”
I remembered what Susan had said about all of us in the box.
“I round the rest of you up after I find the box?” I asked and they all three nodded affirmative.
“The box will find you. You will have no memory of this until the box finds you. Sometimes it doesn’t get to the owner and in that case you, we, will not be able to play our part. Are we ready to go” chirped Susan blithely as if Heaven and Earth didn’t need to be moved, at the least, to get us going.
“No I am not ready!” I exclaimed. This was all getting to be too much for even Jack’s supercharged mind to handle. He needed to think so he tried a stall. Always ambivalent about aliens he asked the question “What about aliens”?
His three dining companions didn’t blink an eye and Jerome supplied the useless answer “What about them?”
“Do they exist?”
“Of course they exist. The universe teems with life” and with that my mind expanded to include them and indeed they far outnumbered the human men and women he had been linked to. Even as he existed now he couldn’t fathom all of what he saw but was witness to a million differing races evolving in millions of differing ways. He glimpsed thought processes of centrists and outsiders of some of them and found the central theme of righteous behavior, the Golden Rule, existed among all races of sentience. Their mating habits, marriage constructs, and religions would take him decades to link into but all the centrists were agreed on the basic theory leading to the reality of this existence; as many as possible needed to find the Golden Shore at the ends of their meaningful material existence.
“Did we evolve or are we children of aliens?” I asked.
“Both” said Susan as it seemed a technical answer of the type she liked because she obviously intended to stay on it but Joe pushed her aside, figuratively.
“Yes, what planner would design a system as complex as the human body and not supply it with a self improving condition?” Joe asked in a pretend question that he would answer himself.
“But consider the math” he continued. “Here you are on a planet that has existed for billions of years when, separated by millions of years, life groups blossom seemingly on their own. Suddenly, over 8 thousand years, less than a drop in a large bucket of Earth time, humans change into artistic tool making creatures that evolve at an exponential rate into rugged explorers that can wrangle the unknown into a manageable undertaking and can visualize technologies that would have mystified all just a few centuries earlier. Have you ever heard of root stock?”
I nodded yes; citrus trees are famed for their root stock as they have poor roots, natively, so the fruiting part of the tree is grafted onto a set of tougher roots and the whole provides more fruit.
Roses are also famous for their root stalk adaptations. Growers will take a promising bud and graft it to a set of roots that are acclimated to the soil of the region where they intend to grow and market the new and lovely breed. A plant that thrives in one particular region and provides good nutrients, water, and food to its flowers may have no value but when grafted onto the bottom of a delicate rose the entirety may prosper.
“Well, monkey man, your lovely self was grafted genetically into a thriving native” said Jerome with a smile.
“It blends into our project which is quite important. Sometimes you will just enter a family and prevent catastrophe, snowballing good fortune up the time line, but this time we are to confront our alien makers to prevent the world war that we died in and, incidentally, condemned the survivors to a decline that ended with the extermination of the species only four centuries later”.
“We were made?” I quizzed.
“Yes”
“Why?”
“For what we are” said Jerome “tough explorers and adventurers”.
 

There was a long pause while I faced three knowing smiles.
“I don’t get it” I said.
“We were designed by the Thill” said Susan.
“They send out the genetic code with a computer expert system and grow inquisitive beings from the native population provided it isn’t already sentient or intrinsically dangerous. The dinosaurs, for instance, were very dangerous and cunning, as planned, and just a step from sentience when they were destroyed by the Crarthips, a lizard styled race that was populating that section of the Milky Way at that time. The Crarthips were in need of soldiers and when their war was concluded so was their need and the sentience portion was reversed”.
“So which ones are in the flying saucers” I asked.
“Un-Huh, I always wondered about that myself; who are they?” followed Jerome to the other two who shared a knowing glance before Joe spoke in his usual slow manner.
“Well, there are very few flying saucers and they don’t hold people or leave wreckage” he said.
“You just said there were aliens” demanded Jerome.
“There are, there are” replied Joe seeming to wave our ‘onslaught’ back with his arms, “but they don’t come in flying saucers; it isn’t the way of civilized space.”
Jerome and I just waited dumbfounded and Susan took up the explanation.
“Space faring races, whether they meet another race or not, tend to become long lived at the same time they move into space. Space living has many advantages over the planet bound; there is a lot of room, with ultra majestic views, where gravity and other planet bound regularities can be varied; housing units of one square mile equipped with gardens, wildlife, rivers, lakes and automated necessities are the normal. With all forces and dangers more calculable than can be achieved planet-side longevity becomes a species goal and space travel begins too look risky”.
After pausing for effect, she again takes us the charge. “There is no magic bullet faster than light transfer; no folded space or matter transporters. Once you exist as a living being with a chemical body you are subject to travel dangers and near the speed of light collisions with isolated simple ions or photons wear away any hull with unbelievable aggression. Even the collapsed matter cones under curtains of electron gravity wave shields shake, rattle, and roll apart. Space travel for races that have achieved longevity poses a higher risk than they are willing to take as minor as it may seem to you, by design. They subcontract to the willing and the reward is unlimited. The new space faring races embrace longevity in short order and cease to explore but only after they have had their fill which pushes out the boundaries.”
She had seemingly finished and appeared to be turning to Joe for a private conversation but we waited expectantly as we both realized the open ends. There was ‘they don’t use spaceships’ and ‘with a chemical body’ and ‘subcontract’ along with the knowledge that we were not now but would be, during our mission, living beings.
She paused and turned back as we knew she would.
“The Thill, for instance, lives between the stars in congregations that span millions of miles with each family unit capable of self containment and only loosely attached to the entirety. If a rogue molecule zips through the colony at near light speed, for instance, each unit is capable of detection and can disengage from the entirety and move to safety along a predetermined path. There is always a AI charged with calculating dangers and escapes assigned to each congregation and the thousands or millions of escape paths are always updated and logged with the individual unit control systems”.
Joe decided to add some information and Jerome and I waited with high expectations.
“Matter and energy are both pirated from solar systems and each sun has a comet cloud which varies in distance as a function of the size of the sun. Sol, for instance, has a comet concentration extending further than a light year out and, if there was a Thill concentration near Earth, they would send out mining drones to farm matter and energy from the system and return. Fission and fusion and recycling provide unlimited building opportunities for the aliens and their community centers are fantastic beyond your imagination. They move out slowly and send out advance teams to make it safe”.
“That doesn’t sound like it happened to us” ventured Jerome.
“Oh, but it did!” exclaimed Joe. “We are the adventurers! The lead ships carry AI’s in pods no bigger than peas. This programmed core contains the necessary information to construct a base of operations. They make the farm, program the life form most adapted to their needs and protect it inoffensively. The AI will construct a fleet of interstellar ships and nudge the constructed race toward them but there are rules; if the race doesn’t muster the science and logic to reach the ships or find the AI then they will be abandoned. If they fall from civilization on the way they will not be saved and could suffer their extinction. Although the new race has to deal with the psychological adjustment, a major blow and often with angry undertones, most fulfill their destiny and sail off into the sunset. The reward is, after the race has moved out the boundaries, freedom and the knowledge to build their own space cities or live on planets or continue the advance. The payoff is total freedom and, of course, your life”.
Eventually I said “So we have been bred to do what the aliens want by doing what we like to do best?” I answered my own question. “Has logic to it”. Jerome nodded in agreement and then asked Joe “So we had our own artificial intelligence watching us?”
“Why didn’t it stop the final war?” I demanded.
“Why don’t we ask it?” said Jerome and we waited.
 

Susan obviously enjoyed our weak illogical outcries (we didn’t have emotions to outcry with!) and let us wait a few seconds before expounding upon the obvious.
“Do you remember your favorite watch?” she asked. After a moment we nodded in the affirmative. I thought about mine then willed it to be and there it was upon my wrist.
“Is it real?” Susan asked me as she looked at my new favorite watch and I knew from the outset that it was not and where this was going.
“No machines are recorded” said Jerome with slight sag to his posture.
“Well, they are recorded or their actions were recorded when they interacted with you but a programmed machine can only be recreated as it was; the machine did not have the capacity to encompass this reality and function properly.”
“So AI never became life?” I asked.
“Correct” said Joe. “They can’t encompass the life force. I don’t understand it myself but, even designed by manipulated DNA, you hold a life force while a machine can not”.
“So who created the initial beings?” I asked but Joe only shrugged.
“And warp drives were never developed to exceed the speed of light?” I asked.
“None that could carry a life form” said Susan.
 

“How about a change of scenery” asked Susan? “We could continue this discussion beachfront at a table in The Alien Lounge.”
Firstly the proposal sounded queer but Jack quickly adjusted as his interest grew along with the other men and they all rose, leaving the debris of their meal on the table, and followed Susan from the park table along the sidewalk onto the grassed acreage. They were quickly aside a steep wooded slope which they followed around a left turning curve. As if by a miracle, the grassy slope gave way to powdered sand warmed by a sun setting over an expanse of water that disappeared into the distance as an ocean does over the horizon. Susan sashayed her way toward an open-air table seemingly waiting for them under an unpainted wooden shake roof held aloft by matching posts. She promptly seated herself with the best view of the ocean. Jerome and Joe sat on either side of her and Jack sat opposite looking inward to the establishment that grew murky in the dim light of a setting sun.
The waiter approached for their drink orders and they were a normal mix of a rum Collins, a bloody Mary, and two vodka tonics, one for Joe and one for Jack. The waiter was not human but was humanoid with a furred face on a bowling pin body supported by two unjointed leg stumps that only elevated the bottom torso of the alien about a foot. His or her triply jointed arms would have reached entirely to the floor but in this case were held out in front holding a writing device upon which their orders were recorded with at least ten wriggly fingers that erupted handless in a circle from the end of the arm. Jack found there was no language barrier and that he could touch the aliens mind easily but the initial contact was returned with the knowledge that the alien would rather not be bothered with ‘noobs’. It projected the knowledge that it held little of interest for them; no more than any one of the other centrists from thousands of alien cultures that were vaguely available on the edge of his conscious. The waiters’ mentality much resembled that of the waitresses and waiters he had known and the information was somewhat reassuring. The alien took their order, nodded, and shuffled into the dim interior of the structure. Jack could murkily see oddities ranging from phosphorescently glowing winged fairies to the hideously monstrous and the smells wafted about them with the same expansive range.
Jack vaguely saw two humanoid aliens, or maybe short stocky humans, in the dim light behind Susan but their common looks didn’t grab his attention. He did notice that they leaned toward each other and grasped hands before the being on the right seemed to fade over a period of seconds and was gone. He refocused and peered hard into the gloom hoping to make sense of the scene. The second indistinct being had a vague female bearing but she also faded leaving the table empty. Their waiter nonchalantly approached and cleared the tumblers that they had left. Susan saw the surprise that had registered on Jack’s face and turned in her chair to look, saw nothing unusual and turned back to Jack with the ‘ask me’ expression clearly displayed on her freshly scrubbed skin.
Jack sank into her beauty as if for the first time. He marveled at tanned skin free of any blemish and full lips expressing the potential for sexual pleasure sometimes seen on adult women. These were the lips of young innocent curiosity paired with the wanton needs of a woman who understands her desires and has lost the guilt years or even decades in the past. His gaze moved from her lips to her eyes which now appeared as a bluish green with coppery and gold specks shining with an internal light of their own; he was mesmerized by her beauty for timeless moments and she held his gaze until she began to stand.
“What happened behind me?” she asked him.
Jack noticed that Jerome and Joe were watching him with amusement but without irritation.
“A couple of people seemed to fade out” he stated but did not rise as Susan had.
Susan nodded but turned her attention to Jerome who opened his arms to embrace her as she leaned to him. Without awkward preamble she planted a smoldering but short kiss on the young mans lips and he returned the charged affection with an unquestioning kiss of his own.
Jerome released her and she straightened and moved to her left side to repeat the process with Joe. He opened his arms with the same obvious affection that Jerome expressed but his kiss was of a chaste nature while the hug was more vigorous and lasted longer.
Jack didn’t know when to expect when she released Joe and headed in his direction but he suspected he would receive a kiss and discovered that he wanted that to happen despite the lack of what would have been rocketing levels of sexual hormones. She approached him wearing her mixed expression of arousal and warmth and he stood and opened his arms for her. She did the expected and molded herself against him while time ceased to function during this fabulous moment of mutual bonding.
He felt her lips press against his and tasted the delight of youthful flesh without the slightest hint of the foods she had just indulged herself with. Her eyes were not tightly squeezed closed but instead the lashes fluttered as if sensing a sexual charge directly from the surrounding air. Her hair made a soft cascade across the back of his left hand that was placed squarely in the center of her back which she used as support to hold him in place as she ground her lower belly against his causing an almost alarming sense of arousal. He had intended to enjoy a warm if sensual kiss but certainly had not meant to grope her, especially in front of his new friends, but she twisted so his right hand had a full measure of her ample breast pressed against his palm and fingers which she clamped into place with her elbow. Her nipple hardened as quickly as his loins had in that one instant of clothed contact which she quickly broke while seeming to linger.
Susan walked a few steps toward the ocean, turned and waved to her friends in a melancholy way before returning her gaze toward the water and resuming her journey in that direction. Her long cotton skirt with uneven hem fluttered in a breeze around her legs and her matching thin cotton peasant blouse only enhanced the display of her upturned breasts with obviously distended nipples. For a second Jack swore he could see the ocean through her body but before he could fully startle she faded completely and was gone.
He made a relaxed attempt to ask her what was going on using his mind like he had so recently been shown but the line was blank. He tried in desperation, with all his mental strength but with the same negative result.
“Joe! What happened to Susan?” he exclaimed.
Joe wasn’t paying any attention to Susan but was having a quiet conversation with Jerome. He looked to Jack when his attention was summoned.
“She has moved on, just like the couple in the bar that you were talking about. Just like we all will; we will all do it in the near future” he stated flatly. When he only received a dull expression from Jack he continued.
“Remember, we don’t ‘close’ heaven until we all agree to do so. Susan has registered her desires for the new creation and has disbanded her consciousness until the rest of us are ready. I will follow her soon and, I am guessing, you will too, soon thereafter”.
As he stared at Joe in disbelief Jerome smiled in his direction and waved wanly at him before he too faded and was gone. I remembered that it was Jerome’s first time in Heaven and marveled in Jerome’s’ faith and conviction that he would return.
“So what was Susan’s wish?” he asked.
“Oh, it’s much more complicated than that. Susan actually wished for nothing personal but had joined the group planners. Like I said, civilization will develop as it did before and then people will selfishly demand more and more for themselves heedless of the needs of others. They will ensconce themselves into positions of power and instead of providing for the general welfare, as they swore and promised those that elevated them that they would, they grab more and more for themselves leading to unworkable corruption. Our job it to manipulate people to work fairly together and life will be just as exciting and rewarding and more people will enjoy it.”
He ended as if that was all there was too it. Jack looked as if he expected more of an explanation so Joe obliged him.
“Although the group intelligence will try to arrange for us to repeat our lives up to a point and at that point something will happen. Because we are grouped together I am guessing we’ll be grouped together again. As a general plan we will need to contact the AI before the war starts. The AI will distract the overly greedy who started the war long enough for humans to reach their provided ships. At that point space recruiting will begin and a lot will change.”
Jack sat across from his new friend Joe and extended his hand. Joe grasped it, smiled and faded from sight leaving empty space in Jack’s grasp. Alone in an alien bar, he decided he could use a rest as it had been a long day.



Chapter -- University
 

It was a lovely crisp Florida mid-morning, seemingly presented for Jack’s pleasure as he walked across the expansive campus of the University of South Florida. Even the sour mood that he found himself to be in ever since transferring to this sham of an institution lightened as the sun soaked into his pores. He had one hour between his two classes on this Wednesday morning and, as he approached the main library, he had to decide whether he would study or fritter away the time. It was a dark, quiet, and dreary seat for study inside the plain library building or he could sit upon the shaded entry planters and watch the scenery. USF had precious little in the way of bouncy coeds to grace the entry but he decided to plop himself down with the others and wait; perchance to leer.
He reflected on his decision to attend university in Tampa while watching his fellow students wander in and out of the facility without event. His high school had been uneventful although not producing a resounding academian within him. As the son of a shoe salesman his friendships had been formed with those young men from similar backgrounds, working class all. He was on reasonable terms with but didn’t share any good times with children of government employees or children of hard laborers such as roofers. Jack did not realize that most parents tried to provide an easier route for their children by picking their friends and steering them into a job along the path that they are familiar with. Unfortunately this human nature trait leads to nepotistic hiring which narrows the qualified selections and entire tax supported institutions are closed to the very public that must bear their burden.
If Jack’s father had not distinguished himself by owning his store then Jack’s parental approved friends would be limited to those of single parents, part time employees and clerks. In any event, he did not qualify on most parental barometers as the best choice for their daughters and dating was heavily supervised and uneventful. Jack was clueless as to what activities parents would turn a blind eye toward when it involved boys that could lead to an increase in perceived stature. Jack didn’t look down working at a lesser level and felt those above him had earned their status - he was very young.
Jack preferred the science and mathematics route. He had always marveled at the strength of materials and the solidity with which they behaved. In high school science the teachers believed in the absolute of the gravitational constant and freezing points. When superconductors operated with no resistance, for instance, it was left at that. In college science he was made to realize that the resistance is measured in units of one in a trillion or lesser; these minute readings no longer equate to 'no resistance' but now mean that the measure is lower than the capabilities of the tools used to measure it. That’s a big difference when, for instance, you are designing a super-cooled zero resistance capacitor coil or battery with which to power your home for a year.
Jack did have some experience in upward mobility when he received help from an aging aunt. If he would live with his father’s sister, a childless woman whom had inherited a beauteous home in the prestigious gated neighborhood of Brandywine and do a few chores for her, she would provide him with room, board, tuition and books. He readily agreed and a weekend job of two twelve hour days at the Winn Dixie provided him with the money to keep his car on the road, enough to smarten it up, and enough for some social activities.
Aunt Beatrice was a bit on the odd side. Her husband had had a government lawyer career and as much as Jack remembered him complaining about the pay, Jack didn’t remember him mentioning anything constructive he had accomplished. He did spend quite a bit on sumptuous vacations and an extravagant home. The man had died from gout after retiring at 30 years of service. He had not developed any talents for making himself useful and seemed to entertain himself to death. Beatrice would not accept that she was fifty years old and used Jack to test her sensual abilities of attraction by parading herself in various attire and measuring her effectiveness by the rise she could engender in Jack. Even with a limited sexual knowledge Jack understood his aunt’s actions and exaggerated his reaction as long as the dance was not followed with action.
His new prestigious address had community services and he was now able to avail himself of any of the three community pools, one of which was indoors and heated, as well as the tennis courts and self help exercise room with an adjoining manned spa. It was at the outdoor pool where he was first noticed by Carolyn who watched his routine for a few days before dressing in her most provocative bikini and placing herself innocently on a lounge in his path.
It was a lovely warm April early afternoon of golden liquid sun, bright blue cloudless sky and minimal insects. Jack had motored home the three miles to his new luxury digs from the local junior college after dutifully enduring three lectures in Civics II, Calculus I, and English II. He felt as he had been programmed to feel, that taking the hard courses would pay off in the end; he had no clue that his future would be determined by horny HR cougars that routinely select from minimal requirements then fill vacancies with regards to first, feminist agenda and secondly from the best looking and youngest metro sexual men. Form over function would always reign and Jack could have invented frictionless pistons but couldn’t get a job with it because HR wouldn’t know how to fit ingenuity into their box; well, he might get started properly if he was young and attractive enough. Get rid of those glasses!
In any event, Jack was able to surmount the educational hurdles and enjoyed learning so took full advantage of his opportunity and would spend hours on homework tonight. This afternoon, however, he would languish at the pool or, if the scenery was scant, go to the beach for a long jog.
Jack decided to walk the three blocks to the pool and since flip flops would chafe inside his toes he opted for his sneakers with socks and a baggy boxer style swimsuit with the interior nylon sack removed for comfort. He also wore a pair of prescription wrap around sunglasses and carried a bottle of expensive oily lotion which he had obtained from his aunt after applying it for her. He hoped someone in his own age group would volunteer to oil his back or he would need to leave the pool within one half hour to prevent sunburn.
The walk to the pool was warm and uneventful and upon arrival he inserted his key into the gated entry and was admitted onto the grounds surrounded by a partial privacy fence of Jatropa shrubs covering six foot aluminum chain link. Jack mused that if he were to run short of fuel he could press the shrubs berries for biodiesel. He passed the open shower stalls and toilet enclosure to round the bend as the concrete expanded onto a 20 foot tiled esplanade surrounding a large pool heated by the early afternoon sun and sparkling with recent chlorination. The maintenance person attended the pool at noon daily with a surface skim followed by a scrub of the tiles at the waters lip to remove wayward tanning oils and the pool always looked inviting. Jack had decided to pull a chaise lounge onto a shady spot if need be so he could stay longer when he locked eyes onto Carolyn.
When he had first entered the pool area Jack had done a nonchalant out of focus perusal and angled his seat selection away from the eight elderly ladies in a card playing gaggle at two umbrella tables. He made further adjustment away from two middle aged couples which led him in the direction of a female loner. With no other persons in attendance he knew he would set himself nearer her and as luck would have it, he could also keep one eye on the entrance in case someone of greater interest was to enter.
Jack hadn’t brought a towel but tested his lounge as if to claim it and then rose to adjust the angle so he could view the loner and the door at the same time but this time he allowed his gaze to wander directly over the girl and involuntarily froze. He stood fully upright, dropped his lotion onto the lounge and actually gasped in a sharp breath in shock. He couldn’t believe his luck.
Carolyn had prepared to meet Jack for the last week. She had purchased a new suit, smaller than any she had worn previously. Her mothers’ approval was reluctant at best and her father would not allow it if he knew and he would never see it on her. She had tanned on a second floor balcony of her home in her old suit so that when she wore the new suit there would be virginal lines of white flesh to emphasize her ripened sexual equipment which she intended to use with full force on Jack. She had oiled her full body every day to insure the skin to be as supple and smooth as possible, in case Jack touched or stroked her. Yesterday she had attended a salon for a Brazilian wax which had drawn her own attention to her pubic area; she found she was required to rub oil onto herself almost hourly to smooth the raw skin and relieve the itch and she fingered the oil onto her burning skin and her aim was right on the button, so to speak.
She had entered the pool area a half hour before Jacks’ arrival and was pleased to find it occupied by uninteresting couples and a few elderly. She had assured herself of her friend’s schedules and they would not be available as witness or competition. She had always managed to keep a few trustworthy young men interested in her and she could count on them to invite and escort her to concerts or parties. Often, as males, they considered themselves proprietary in her life and were overprotective as if a few whispered whatnots and tentative feels were a license of ownership. Carolyn was well acquainted with the roostering of males and used the usual feminine methods of artifice and fabrication to find alone time with one male of interest while her escort strived for her attentions. Her males were always well off and she never gave it another thought as to how much they spent in treasure and emotional angst to delight her. She had left word, using her female friends, with any male that might look for her today that she could be found in Countryland Mall while her male friends did not have access to these pools.
She snatched a lounge and sprayed on some oil before laying on it. She donned her shades and undid her straps so that the material was pushed up and away from her flesh by the faint bulge of her nipples and waited for Jack.
Jack’s gaze that remained on Carolyn was more mesmerized than leering. She was ten yards away to the left. From his angle he could see the white flesh of her breasts under the loose fitting top. He was drawn to her helplessly; even if she humiliated him with rejection he had to have a closer look. He had always admired breasts and these were his favorite; pancake types that spilled over the side but still full in the center and he imagined they would stay firmly in place without support. He admired her chestnut glowing brown hair and glowing facial skin.
He walked slowly past her to approach her from the bottom where she could see him and not be startled by a voice at her back. Her legs were slightly spread and Jack admired the trimmed bulge of pastel green cotton bottoms until he reached her midsection where he paused for a moment. Her firm tummy flesh rippled slightly below the tight waistline and his view of more white untanned flesh extended under the low cut of the bottoms and his eyes lingered in admiration and growing lust.
Jack forced himself to look back to her seemingly dozing face. His fingers began to tingle and he imagined they might wander into those inviting recesses of their own accord. His growing admiration was expressing itself and he would need to enter the cold water soon or face embarrassment and even eviction if any of the other loungers or the girl complained. God! He hoped she was of legal age. He turned to enter the pool when her lovely cultured innocent voice transfixed him.
“Yes?” she inquired, slightly rising and fiddling with her straps. She pulled back on them with the result of squeezed white breast spilling over the top edge. She pulled back and released, pulled back and released and then quit leaving the straps hanging and the top only held in place by the jut of her nipples. Jack had an odd thought that those nipples were getting quite a workout. She appeared not to notice but Jack did see her gaze flutter down to his growing erection, linger for several seconds, and return to his face. She could get away with it because of the glasses which prevented him from viewing her eyes directly but she didn’t realize that her facial muscles betrayed her actions.
“Hello” said Jack. “I have not seen you here before and thought I would introduce myself. We are neighbors and I thought we might have something in common” he continued smoothly. He had already learned that he could say about any polite sentence and the girl would lead him on or dispose of him.
“I suppose we might. I’ve lived here for six years and haven’t seen you before so you must be new. Where did you go to high school?” she added.
“Jefferson in Hillsborough County” he offered tentatively. Was her interest in high school because she still attended one? It would be a crime to display that much sex appeal at that age. A few years makes all the difference.
“We played them once for the regional varsity football championship but I didn’t go to the game. It was a few years ago and I don’t remember anyone from the Jefferson team. Were you on it?”
Whew! It’s been a few years since high school, apparently, still he would need to be careful and further detail was needed. “No, I never did play football. Tried out once but enjoyed the band. You must have attended Hialeah as I remember that game too and Hialeah was the challenger.”
“Yes I did. Now I go to Our Lady of Perpetual Collections. It’s a college prep school and when I graduate from there I will attend the University of Florida or Stetson as a junior. What do you do?”
“I’m at the JC and will probably go to UF also but my aunt, whom I live with, will pay for my entire education if I go to USF and live here with her” he said.
Although Jack eagerly hoped to lower that upper strap and allow those breasts to spill forward, it didn’t happen for a week. The rest of the clothes didn’t peel off for two weeks after that and it was another month before Jack entered the Promised Land, an activity he enjoyed even more than he suspected he would.
Jack quickly fell in love and allowed his base protective instincts to reign or put another way he was very protective and although Carolyn required that her boyfriends could display a manly rigid muscularity, she didn’t really need to be possessed at all times. Her parents saw the limitations in Jacks future (he didn’t have ready cash to put him forward or influence through a government job) and allowed their daughter the use of this man but steered her away from commitments.
Carolyn was a social creature and was ready to enjoy this time in her life when she was wanted by men who would pay for her attentions. She wasn’t poor enough to feel the need to charge cash to adorn a man’s arm but she was in demand due to her eager display of jiggling cleavage. She also displayed an easy to conquer coquettish manner for her escorts male friends and acquaintances which was rarely genuine. When she was with Jack she loved him both emotionally and physically but when she was with another she would allow her emotions to override her loyalty and if all was going well she would concoct a rational for her own dalliance and a good story for Jack.
As the months of pleasant fog clarified toward a second year in a relationship that seemed to have stalled, Jack began to allow himself to realize that when a beautiful girl shared the pleasure of her body with him it didn’t mean, regardless of her statements, that she would be submissive and attentive to him for the rest of her life. Logically, he realized that girls or women weren’t really tainted by the touch of another man but it was a difficult conclusion to reach while in the grips of an immature love fog and told he was ‘the only one’.
Carolyn also dated males in her social register but they didn't afford her the attention she craved; they were showered with a plethora of girls of lower castes whose affections they abused without mercy and therefore weren't rendered senseless by Carolyn's sexuality. With less to lose, and no secondary outlet except the obvious and unsatisfactory one, Jack allowed himself to come onto her with full force.
At this point Carolyn was not available to his calls although he seldom called. Since she lived near by, however, if she was cruelly used by a new suitor or just got the itch she would rap upon his window in the early hours and seduce him soundly. She would leave in the morning, often after breakfast with Jack and his aunt, amid professions of undying love and promises of time spent together and places they would enjoy together. Experience told him that he had been demoted on her social calendar and just about any other activity would override their date. He was determined to resist her the next time she needed him to elevate her self worth.
He was musing on her ‘booty call’ of the previous night as he drowsily watched the parade of uninteresting people (because he didn’t know them, not because he considered them dullards) when he discovered the metallic bar resting on top of the mulch of the shrub pot to his right. It was a lovely silverish bar about 2 inches long and one inch on each side. There was not so much as a sliver for an opening and no apparent clasp so he assumed it to be a solid bar. He had always paid attention in material sciences when presented with elemental metals and this one more resembled potassium than silver and seemed to radiate a slight internal glow of life like an expensive pearl. He reached to pick it up when his life changed.
Jack leaned over and gave it an experimental flick of the nail and was astonished for less then a second by the result; it was the hardest object he had ever encountered and seemed to weight as much as a mountain – even with its slight size it didn’t budge a picometer yet seemed to float a papers width above the dirt. He dare not grasp a strange metal in case it did have some of the attributes of potassium or sodium.
The surprise only lasted the one second, however, because it didn’t take even that long for the bar to begin its assignment and bring Jack back into the Centrist’s awareness. The memories flooding into Jack’s mind were just the skeleton of what he would soon have but enough to bring a smile to his face. Fighting his way through the political obstacle course of this institution and providing a safe backup for Carolyn were pushed aside without a backward glance.
Although unclear on the specifics, Jack knew that nanobots would be built for him inside the bar and injected into his system without his sensory notice and already he was feeling better. He hadn’t thought he was feeling poorly but he could feel his senses sharpen and his minor aches and pains fall away; he hadn’t ever possessed this much energy and clarity of thought.
Jack stood with an invigorating stretch and reached to sling his book bag about his shoulder. He was done with school but would need to maximize his earnings to accomplish his task and prepared to sell his books for the initial money. He headed for the campus buyback store when he realized he would need to go to his car and drive to a private business as it was the middle of the semester and the campus store wasn’t buying. The weekly flea market was in session and it caught his eye as he mulled his options.
The bazaar was located in the community square also seen as a blocked off road about half a mile distant. Jack could barely see a table of books in the distance but incredibly as he focused, his vision binoculared to the point where the table items were visibly enhanced and he could read titles. The clarity was incredible although he couldn’t change the angle of vision due to the distance of the direct line of sight. Jack noticed a girl approach the table and focused on her only to watch voyeuristically as she bent over a book revealing a lovely slope of ample breast snuggled loosely inside her bra. Jack was pleased to feel a surge of ‘interest’ and registered a pleasant acknowledgement that recent changes had not neutered him but seemed to have enhanced his sex drive.
He was about to return his vision to normal when he noticed the overview in the left upper field of his vision. With light concentration it clarified into a usage table indicating the power requirement of the binocular vision and the duration he could maintain the extra effort. Apparently the extra effort didn’t amount to much and the duration indicated an indefinite period, however, it did indicate to him how minutely his system was now to be maintained. He concentrated on the overview with a greater effort and further details of his chemistry were revealed; his glucose level in the blood and around the eyes; his speed at waste disposal (co2 and creatinine) in the blood and around the eye. He realized from this display that if he were going to run, for instance, he would have an overview of how far he could actually push it before his body gave out, with and without regard of pain.
It was three miles to the off campus book store and he wondered if it wouldn’t be better to walk although he was pressed for time. His new on board computer replaced the eye information in the overview with a detailed answer to his question. There was analysis on the edge of his perception that he could access if wanted but the gist of the data delivered this message – his body was woefully filled with toxins and had large excess deposits of energy and his best option would be to jog to the store without food and replenish his water when he arrived. Usually he could shrug this urge off but he now knew that the pain of exercise would be overridden by his system unless he was in danger of damage.
Instead of the over the shoulder bag arrangement of usual he strapped the apparatus onto his back and set off at a lope to the registrars’ office where he would withdraw from classes. Without effort he arrived at the half mile distance in six minutes and although he felt he would draw stares of disapproval, the coeds he passed smiled invitingly at him without exception. He surmised he was radiating a very strong sense of health which provoked an untamable response in the core of the breeding female. He was OK with that!
Entering the registrar’s office engendered an entire new list of pleasant surprises. Firstly his overview popped up and gave him an overview of the health quality of the canned institutional air intended to alarm him out of the building as soon as possible. The second surprise was more interesting as every student in the three open lines turned to look at him and continued to look quizzically at him instead of turning back after the usual glance; it was as if they were trying to figure out why they hadn’t seen him before because surely they would have remembered. The young women all wore demure smiles of various degrees while the men displayed controlled aggression (except for one of the men over the counter who blatantly smiled with suggestion. He was not servicing Jack’s line).
The girl directly in front of Jack turned without pretext, smiled largely without being embarrassed, looked directly into his eyes and began a conversation.
“You must be one of the junior professors; do you teach in the department of education?” she asked knowing better but attempting to compliment. She was a pretty girl of twenty who held herself erect without accommodation for a pair of amply rounded breasts on her medium build. He had noticed a pair of nicely tanned shapely legs beneath baggy shorts which probably contained a lightly muscled and shapely bum. Her mid-rift blouse revealed a middle contour that he was tempted to encircle with his free arm should he be given permission. Her eyes were blue and sparkling and her hair was long, free and blond.
“No, I’m a junior in computer science” he said.
“Really! That is Sooooo interesting” she stately as if it were. “I have a computer too”. She stopped, waiting for him to fill in the blanks.
“Is it working OK? Would you like me to take a look at it?” he complied.
“Would you? I feel it really needs some attention. I think if you give it even a small amount of attention it will respond better than the very first time it was used. My name is Missy” she added with a slightly lusted edge and extended her hand for a shake. She ran a pink tongue tip over her lips giving them a wet red sheen of good health and appetites and held her breath for the answer.
“Next” inserted the counter lady and Missy reluctantly dropped her outstretched hand and turned toward business. Jack overheard clipped tones but his attention was divided away because he had overheard the fellow in the next line growling lightly. Jack looked that way and sure enough, a fellow of average height, weight and age was glaring at him with an unintentional light snarl escaping his mouth; Jack guessed that the man was Missy’s finance?
“Next” the counter lady blared. Missy brushed by Jack on her way out leaving no room to maneuver out of her way. She smiled warmly but said nothing. Jack took his turn at the counter.
“Yes, hello, I would like to withdraw and get a refund” he said. Jack knew it was past the two week deadline but he needed the money.
“Name please” she crooned. She was middle aged, wore a wedding band, and held no attraction for Jack. He didn’t want to be impolite but he swore the woman was batting her eyes and him and he wasn’t sure how to respond. He proffered his student pass and she scanned the card and he assumed his information appeared upon her greened monochromed computer screen.
“You’re past the date for a refund” she straitened and stated directly into his eyes. She pushed the hair from her forehead and continued in the most pleasant tone that Jack had ever heard from any of the full time staffers. “Why in the world would a strong young man with a glowing future want to leave this school in the middle of the semester?” she quipped while her hand returned to her hair curling a strand with her finder.
“I have business to attend to. It isn’t another job but something like that” he told her.
“Can you give me more details” she asked?
“Why?” he said, confused. She leaned forward and motioned him close. It was so close that only he could hear her and not even her associates could hear her. Her shirt gaped and he could feel her breath on his face; moist into his ear with overtones of salami and mustard.
“I’m not supposed to do this” she said slowly and Jack realized she was enjoying the closeness and choosing to draw out the conversation and linger at his ear. She took in a long breath, close, and continued. “I can change this so it is an emergency that we accept” she said slowly. “Usually it is only done for staff family members but I can mark it internal. Would you like that?” she asked, still close.
Jack nodded, so amazed about the undeserved return of his funds that he didn’t pull back now that the business was finished. “Goooood” she breathed and pulled back with an impish smile.
Jack was tempted to say something about the affinity fraud but he is only humanly enhanced and far from holy so he bit his tongue as she counted out the hundreds until she reached twelve of them and then started on the change, pausing to smile warmly at him before resuming her work. When she was finished counting the money into his outstretched hand she clamped his hand closed over the money wrapping his fist in her two hands and holding the grip, holding his attention.
“My name is Edith and if there is anything I can do for you, anything at all, you can call me on my home number and I will personally see to it that your experience at my university is well worth your time” she said with real meaning and passed him her card with the home number underlined.
“Thank you Edith, thank you very much and when I do return I will call” he promised although he knew he would not return. He felt he should leave her with some hope as it appeared she was about to follow him out the door. The glaring mate in the adjoining line was also at the counter and he took time away from his business to curl his lip and glare into Jack’s face for one last time as Jack strode the forty paces to the door and finally made his exit.
Missy was waiting for him outside the door.
“Hi Jack” she said nicely “can you come over to my place now” she continued with fidgety weight shifts on her toes.
“No, really I can’t, I have to sell my books and then get to work” he said with regret.
“Oh Jack, I have never acted like this before in my life (like she was all that old) but I really need you to come over at my place and look over my stuff” she said with some subterfuge of intent.
He hesitated, trying to form an unfamiliar sentence of refusal.
“I’ll buy your books” she blurted, negating his first argument.
“Why in the world would you buy my books?” he asked. He looked her over again and, although he hadn’t noticed labels on the initial once over, he noticed her mid-rift blouse was not only a good fit but a superb fit as were the leather sandals and bottoms. His view lingered on her bottom and she smiled. Unexpectedly he got the new overview readout on her condition from, he assumed, her phenomal output analyzed by his new nanobots-bots. Not surprisingly, she was in prime condition and the information centered on her fertility as she was sexually aroused but she would not conceive today. There seemed to be a submenu of options one of which was to allow enhancement of her fertility but Jack did not pursue it at the moment.
“I really need you” she said and he weakened where men usually do weaken.
Missy seemed to be a nice girl, a young woman, and one that was generally out of his league although girls of her type were polite and even friendly to him. He had learned that to hang with them costs money and that he would be expected to pay his way – Missy might, for instance, head to Barbados for a weekend of relaxation with a few of her friends and none of those friends would consider the price of the ticket or accommodations as a barrier. They would fly economy and stay in a Holiday Inn and that would be their concession to economic constraints.
Missy also had that pampered body and relaxed morals of the spoiled. She wasn’t so far out of his league as to be intimidating and was actually what he aimed for if he were to graduate and land the good paying upper middle class professional job that she would demand of a husband. Nor was he the bad boy that some girls used to gain sexual experience and excitement with. These liaisons were secreted and details wouldn’t be available and damaging to the girls’ reputations. She gripped his bicep to lead him along and he fell into step with her after a shrug of compliance.
He was surprised when he reached her dormitory. It was less than a five minute walk from the registrars office and he followed several walks that he not used, had not even noticed before as they were cleverly shrouded by shrubs and employee buildings that were not open to students. Her dormitory was nicely detailed among the drab surroundings. The automatic entrance doors were triply paned safety glass with, seemingly, solid brass stanchions with matching accoutrements.
The entry showcased the three stories of the building with a glass faced atrium exposed open stair. Inside, behind an antique roll top desk sat an armed guard who nodded in recognition at Missy and she barely acknowledged the middle aged man. He did not seem to expect more and certainly wasn’t asking her for identification. The floor was tiled and they mounted the stairs in lieu of the elevator. The entry floor was expensively tiled and the stairs were tightly encased in non skid nicely browned toned indoor outdoor commercial carpet and edged with substantial brass railings offering a view of the entry for the entire three stories. They entered the hall on the second tier that was short and blank for sixty feet but then branched left and right into much longer and brightly lit halls and we turned left as Missy latched onto Jack’s arm and rushed him forward.
They seemed to be single occupancy rooms, four in a row followed by a recreational space. The first space they passed contained three girls concentrating on a placard and all glanced at Jack but then held their fixated stares even after the couple had passed on down the hall to Missy’s door, sixth on the left. It was unlocked and she locked it behind them after tugging Jack into her room and placing him in a comfortable upright chair.
“Did you say you were hungry” she inquired, standing fully erect and slowly rubbing her bare tummy for effect which was directly in front of his eyes. Her breathing seemed slightly labored and could have been from the quick passage through the dorm after the stair.
“You know, I am” Jack said and added “but what about my books?”
He had paid 400 dollars for the books new not realizing that he should have purchased a slightly older version which would have been greatly discounted when purchased over the internet. She took his bag from him, unzippered it and piled the four books on the floor while providing him with an interesting view of her cleavage which she displayed without hesitation as if they were already lovers.
“Do you think one thousand will cover them?” she asked with distraction as she eyed his shoes. She knelt at his feet and removed them followed by the socks which she tossed aside onto the floor. Jack took the opportunity to look over the rest of the floor and found it untidy but less than littered. There were several pairs of panties about adding color and zest which she would surely have cleared before normal male visitation.
“That’s actually too much” Jack said about the price but added “and you certainly have a lovely room”. He noticed the built in hardwood furnishings, the rich carpet and brass fixtures on the doors. The large window also seemed to have a casement of solid brass which someone had polished; Jack suspected it hadn’t been Missy.
“The maid takes care of it on odd days, this is a nice dorm but after all, most of the students in it have parents working for the university and they deserve it” she says with a wry wink while rising from the attention she was giving his feet.
“Didn’t you say you had some sort of mission?” she asked. He nodded and she opened the roll-top desk drawer and counted out some bills before turning and handing the small stack to him. He counted two thousand and looked at her quizzically but she was busy with the phone.
“Yes, two breakfasts” she said. “Make them a five egg one yolk whiter omelet sandwich on whole wheat toast no butter and a spritz of hot sauce. Please include a packet of ketchup and a small bowl of sliced pear on the side and two large unsweetened orange juices. Yes, two of the same please”.
“Where can you call out for food” Jack asked.
“I didn’t, its part of the dorm service; they only do breakfast” she said, disappearing into the bathroom.
“But its noon” he lamented to no one. She returned through the door in less than a minute with a warmed wash cloth, knelt in front of him and began to wash his feet. After a general cleansing she spent a bit of time squishing between the toes. He didn’t need his feet cleaned but mixed with her impish smiles and a nice view of her jiggling flesh she was gaining a firm grip on his ever rising interest.
He was fading with comfort when the knock on the door announced the arrival of the food. Missy bounced erect and had the food from the redheaded serving girl in three seconds, swooshing the door closed with her foot. She handed him a cardboard formed plate complete with plastic silverware and cup holder containing the drink after which she placed her food on the bed in front of him and again retreated into the bathroom only to return in seconds dressed in a comfortably worn robe and bare feet.
“Might as well be comfortable while I eat” she told him with a smile. They both wolfed down their food in anticipation. Jack didn’t have to be told what to do next and knew any old excuse to close the gap would do.
“I bet your bed is as comfortable as this chair” he said, rising. She smiled and patted the sheet next to her so he could test it. He sat and lay back, enveloped in the rumpled sheets and musty wholesome smells of Missy. She had finished her food and placed the refuse on the floor before leaning over Jack, putting her arm comfortably behind his head and snuggling her body next to him.
“It’s too much” he said.
“I sense something very special about you” she said, knowing he was referring to the money. “Consider it an investment. I’m not trying to slow you down but I would like to keep in touch. When you need more money come back to me.” She knew he liked her and she guessed that he would enjoy the gifts she felt they would soon exchange; she knew he wasn’t after what money she could provide. She leaned up on her elbow and kissed him lightly on the side of his face.
Jack didn’t respond instantly but savored the affection. He was starting to enjoy the overview which prominently displayed the physical play by play. As was already usual, he could follow subheadings as deep as he wanted but stuck to the basics as he didn’t want to be distracted away from Missy. He could see the energizing effects of the food on his overview and he had energy for hours of love making without damage. He was provided with a readout about her which indicated her state of health, her fertility and her state of arousal. He was amused to find that he could override her birth control with the use of his nanobots to affect a pregnancy no matter the normal monthly distance from her ovulation.
As her head was cradled on his arm, he leaned her face back into his again and kissed her lightly in the center of her lips. He held her there and kissed the left side of her lips and lightly tasted the edge of her mouth by flicking his tongue into that juncture. Jack raised himself upon his elbow and continued to kiss the proffered side of her face, lightly and with warm flicks around the lower part of her ear and upper neck at the hairline. He continued as she snuggled into him and their bodies pressed against each other, front to front.
As they squirmed in pleasure, he could feel the front of the robe open and close, open and close, and he could feel the difference in texture shift from her warm skin to the warm fuzzy robe. He knew her body would be lovely and excite him a great deal but could not see it while engaged with her neck. He began to unbutton his shirt, slowly, with his free hand so that he could better feel her warmth and she assisted him. He broke the grip to sit upright and remove his shirt and since she was waiting and not protesting he rose up further to remove his trousers. She looked demurely away but seemed to peek; he had worn boxer shorts and since she was still robed, he left them on although they did little to hide his throbbing erection. He lay back down next to her but she encircled his back with her arms and pulled him close, grinding upon him and breathing rapidly. She thrust her face forward for a hard kiss and her eyes burned with desire.
Jack found he could control his erection with his overview menu but that the ability did nothing to distract from his desire. He briefly remembered his time in ‘Heaven’ and thanked God that he possessed his biological drives; it felt good to be alive. Normally, he would have tried to relieve some of the mounting pressure in his loins with a discharge in the direction of Missy. He found that is was easy to maintain his pleasure while controlling the firmness of his dick and delay his orgasm. His limited ability to hold out for her pleasure had changed and he became determined to bring her more pleasure than she, or he, had ever experienced before.
He eased up against her again and moved to slip the robe to one side so that he could get his itching fingers on the flesh of her breasts but the garment snagged. He gave it another tug with no results and, in response to agitated writhing and an impatient moan from Missy, yanked the garment off her shoulder and kept up the pressure, removing it completely. She lay there exposed on her back for a quiet second with eyes squeezed closed, tongue wetting her lips and knees slightly ajar while hanging over the edge of the bed before her arms shot into the air with hands grasping in a clear demand for him to close in.
He only had a moment to admire her lovely firm breasts and twitching thighs. The tan lines only outlined the beauty of two rosy nipples jutting up from the perfect circles of her rosy smooth areolas. The sideward smile of her sex seemed to quiver expectantly for him and poked an extending knob wetly forward for his attention. He lay carefully upon her, laying his torrid meat into the comfortably slick cleft where it belonged and slipped a handful of breast into each palm while angling his face down to kiss and suckle.
Missy was ready to commit, in a fashion, and she used her left arm around his back to hold him solidly while her left had grasped his dick. She pushed him up physically while moving the circumcised head around her opening until she found the proper position then thrust her pelvis up and forward impaling herself deeply with Jack’s penis. She moaned loudly, breathed in deeply and relaxed in a collapsing fashion as her insides undulated and explored him in a grip that he had no desire to escape.
After a moment of realization that they were indeed coupled, they both returned their attentions to their respective organs and began an uphill grind toward satisfaction. Jack knew that it was safe to enter Missy but she had no such insurance and he knew that he had overwhelmed her defenses. He marveled at that and determined that no harm would come to any individuals in his future if he could help it; he would need to be careful.
She wiggled in small movements intended to move his member around her insides to increase her pleasure and Jack, still in full control of his erection, watched her arousal rise on his overview, matching the mounting anticipation on her face and felt in her movements. On his overview, he increased the amount of blood to his already engorged erection, grasped her hips and angled his penis to the lower depths of her vagina, grinding his pubic hairs across her mound and slightly protruding clitoris on the upstroke. He was prepared to pound out this rhythm for hours if need be but at several dozen strokes he watched her rise to an explosive release (she cried out so loudly he knew that anyone in the hall would hear it even though the door was soundproofed). Her insides quivered noticeably around his erection and her juices changed to a thickened viscosity. He waited several seconds until she seemed to drift back from a long mental journey and the smile she offered him would have melted the heart of the devil.
He pulled out of her and watched her eyes widen with renewed lust when she realized he was still stiff. She rolled to her side and reached to pull him into her mouth but he held back and moved to her backside. Although he couldn’t penetrate as deeply with her in this position, he gave a hearty push between her backside lips and entered her such that he was pushing into the top of her vagina, the G spot where some spongy glandular material would release large amounts of sexual fluids if stimulated. He held himself there while massaging her front and wound up fingering her clitoris while repeatedly plunging himself into her upper vagina from behind. She attempted to increase his pleasure but was soon reduced to mindless gyrations as she received him and soared toward an unstoppable orgasm.
Her second mating required more recovery time and Jack was growing more frustrated with his self imposed restrictions on his own release. When she did drift back, she was so relaxed that she could hardly keep her eyes open although that smile didn’t wither. Jack kneed himself over on the bed until he was in front of her face intending to allow her the oral sex that she had indicated she would like to give him earlier. She did reach out and draw him into her mouth but Jack was feeling a bit physical and didn’t want to ruin the memory by causing her to gag at the end so withdrew himself and moved to the region he was now so familiar with.
Missy spread her legs for him but didn’t have the energy, yet, to raise her arms and draw him into reception. Jack stood at the edge of the bed and pulled her forward until her hips were on the edge and her legs hung over the side. He wet his thumb with the copious fluid and slipped it between her bubbled bum cheeks to peg her in place and inserted his other thumb into her vagina from the top where the palm edge could manipulate the sensitive upper regions and his fingers could brush over her cropped hair. Holding her solidly between his two hands and thumbs, he angled until he could enter her and pumped roughly with some rhythmic gusto until she neared climax then allowed himself to gush his relief where she could feel his warmth spread out within her. His flow complimented her climax and added that deep satisfaction of instinctual success. Jack pulled out and sidled up behind her, cupping a breast with his hand and both slept the sleep of the satiated until well past dinner.
Jack awoke to find a nervous Missy sitting beside him, clutching her robe closed about her chest.
“What you must think of me!” she pouted quietly, truly concerned.
“I think that was the best sex I ever had!” exclaimed Jack. The look of horror registering on her face clued the man that he had taken a poor tack. He did like her and went on to relieve her if he could.
He stood and dressed, amused to feel the wad of bills still residing in his pocket.
“Really, Missy” he continued, setting back beside her and wrapping his shoulders with his arms. He had more information on her sexual history by way of his nanobots report then he wished to have. She hadn’t had sex, even in this promiscuous setting, in half a year; she had been pining over her old boy friend who had flunked out of junior college after a few months of financial aid party time. He had been her only full time lover and she had only experimented a few times previously during breakups that he forced into their relationship for obvious reasons. Every encounter left harmless traceable viruses and minute biological changes that the overview could interpret.
“I’ll bet you are a very nice girl waiting for the right man and when you give him love he will feel loved beyond anything he had ever expected” he continued, knowing this statement would calm her. Even with Beau, her sporty boy, she had insisted on protection. Obtusely, he noticed that his overview indicated that he was half way nearer peak performance than he had been before the encounter with the metallic bar. He assumed it would be an ever approaching exponential function but he sure was feeling well.
“I’ll bet you have never grabbed onto a man that you wanted as much as you wanted me and I think you can be forgiven for that. I haven’t hurt you and I don’t intend to” he said and saw that she was only partially convinced. “I should have used protection but it wasn’t necessary, cross my heart” he said.
“Cross your heart” she repeated with a smile at the childish reference and it did make her feel better.
“No, cross your heart!” he said and reached playfully for her robe, which she allowed to gape open after a token resistance.
“You are the loveliest woman I have ever seen much less enjoyed as much as I enjoyed you” he said pulling back with honest reluctance “but I have to go”.
“Jack, is that your name? Jack?” she blurted, again in shocked horror at her indiscretion.
“Jack Smalley” he said. “I really have to go.” He really didn’t want to leave, so continued with some facts that he assumed would diminish him in her eyes and she would loosen her grip on his heart.
“The world is headed for war and I have been given some tools to help change our destiny. I have to go and try them out” he said, knowing how foolish it sounded.
“Listen, Jack, I really enjoyed our day. I blew off my classes, diminished my reputation in front of friends that will get it back to my parents and younger sisters, and fucked you with animal abandon for an entire afternoon without protection and probably overheard by my dorm mates. This doesn’t happen all the time and if you had been on campus I would have heard about you. This story will be all over by tonight and I wouldn’t be surprised if a newspaper reporter shows up. You are special and changed recently, as you say. Even though you ruined my sexual desire for any other man I will always think of you fondly. Further, please keep me in mind when you stabilize and start to work. I can raise money if nothing else” she said with a straight face.
“All you want to raise is money?” Jack asked innocently and she smiled. Jack planted a kiss on her cheek and let himself out. He was half way down the hall, standing in front of the communal area when he heard her call after him.
“Will you call me when you settle?” she cried out from her doorway.
There was no reason to lie to someone who had treated him so well and he didn’t like to lie even when he found it necessary.
“Yes I will” he said, knowing he could use a fund raiser. “What’s your address?”
“342 Kensington Place, Harbor Bluffs, Florida 34655” she said.
“Got it” he said and rushed the stair as the girls waiting for him in the commons were rising and heading in his direction. Address Book appeared in his overview as a header and the information Missy had detailed was listed under ‘Missy Fieldings’ with her given home address, phone number, email and other data. There was a notes section that detailed information that Jack should delete, but didn’t. Beside the entry was a menu offering delete, add, add and auto-update and he chose the latter, knowing somehow that the overview would sample information gleaned by the mysterious bar and provide him with her current whereabouts whenever he wanted them. He was gaining even more respect for this overview thing.
At the bottom of the stair the guard hailed him from the sidelined reception desk with a 38 revolver clearly displayed on his counter. Jack ignored him, sensing that the guard was possessed of anger that had been building since his entry, hours before. He most likely wasn’t able to disable the cameras long enough to do him harm and ignoring private police wasn’t a crime; all the cop could do, if he wasn’t an obvious threat, was call the police. Exposing his sidearm would probably result in his dismissal if the tapes were reviewed but an actual attack would jail the guard, he knew, and he hadn’t lost all control to his irrational anger.
Relieved of his books and with a pocket full of money he loped toward his car, now only two miles distant. Missy’s mates, some of whom had followed him out of the dorm, didn’t accelerate into a run and were soon lost to distance and thought. The men he approached seemed to growl as he drew near and turn in his direction but did not have time to work up into an attack and they, too, faded behind him.



Chapter -- Susan
 

He arrived at the car in a few minutes, slipped in the key and slid smoothly behind the wheel and was driving before he could close the door and fasten the belt. He set course for the airport and drifted into autopilot, of a human kind, and tried to think.
When he first saw the bar he had dropped his glasses beside the object yet now realized perfect vision. The overview shifted the appropriate menu item toward the top of his priorities and he investigated it to find that his eyes had been adjusted with internal pressure and a change in the opaque measure of his retinal fluids, slightly changing the focal length. The pressure had been adjusted with the skillful use of hormones to restrict, or open in his case, the diameter of the blood vessels after the nanobots had scoured the coating of plaques. They were still working on removing the interior metallic poisons of civilizations with the skillful use of advanced kelation.
“I should call my aunt” he mumbled aloud to himself and was surprised to view a menu selection drift to the top priority column of his overview that said “Call Aunt”. He expended the selection and chose one that implied that the overview (or bar?) would call her for Jack, impersonating his mannerism and informing her that he would be in North Carolina for a few days and that all was well. That would satisfy her; she would assume he was making some minor drug deal and she (who had never lifted a finger in the direction of work) would be privately impressed with his initiative. Jack had smoked some pot but didn’t much care for it and hadn’t tried anything that was reputed to be addictive. He was a social pot smoker and only did that deed with girls who would convince themselves that they ‘smoked’ and that’s why they had allowed Jack to pleasure himself with, around, or in them. That gave some girls next day deniability while enjoying whatever guilty pleasure Jack could provide.
He wondered why he was going to the airport and answered himself promptly – Susan! He carried on a conversation with himself about how he had missed her since he last saw her fade from the beach, oh, was it 200 billion years ago? 300 billion? Abstractedly, he wondered about the growling men and how he could accomplish anything if he was destined to bed every woman who saw him. Another menu item floated to the top - ‘Setting the Attraction Attribute’ was the menu item and he delved into it with reluctance.
‘Tone down Attraction Phenomes’ was the brightest submenu holding the most likely approach to success. He investigated it to display a metered display wherein his current output was near maximum. He adjusted it downward to normal after bookmarking the dial so he could use it when he desired to do so; he felt his future may involve quite a bit of the maximum usage but he did want to be fair. He had already failed his mandate of fair play by accepting a withdrawal refund that he did not deserve – karma will demand a 10x reversal and the longer it festers the more it will cost. He did feel some relief that he was still human, still a sinner and not some flawless machine.
Susan’s address was Shotwell, North Carolina which was a rural area serviced by the Raleigh – Durham airport and he drove I-75 to the Tampa airport and veered into long term parking then boarded the tram to the Tampa Airport proper. He stood in line and bought the ticket without glaring incidents and only had a 20 minute wait before boarding a SouthWest Airlines for the Atlanta flight with another endurable 45 minutes before reboarding for Raleigh. It was nearing 10pm so Jack splurged on the Hilton Garden Inn. He booked for three days in a small but comfortable suite. He rented a midsize car, a Pontiac Grand Am, which he didn’t retrieve immediately. He ordered some baked grouper with split pea soup and a salad from room service and washed up for the evening. His nose, whose senses must have been improved along with his other senses, was still filled with the scent of Missy and he was reluctant to lose it but he requested laundry service and his clothes would be returned in the morning. He lingered with a long and refreshing shower before retiring. He slept like the dead and arose to find his overview informing him that he was up to 80 percent of optimum; he sure felt like it, he felt good.
During the breakfast buffet, after loading a plate with fruit, oatmeal and some whole grain toast with unsweetened strawberry preserves, he surveyed the other occupants. He chose a severely dressed matron armed with a heavy hardwood cane who was currently berating her maid companion with a series of vicious snarling epitaphs of which he couldn’t decipher but clearly understood. Jack walked to their table, chose the empty seat, smiled, cranked up his attractive quotient and sat.
The matron snarled, aghast at him. The plain serving woman looked on with a quizzical expression but retained her hopeless endurance. He ate and the women grew smiles which broadened while he ate. Finally, the ancient one reached out and grasped his arm saying “I know you!”
“Yes, yes you do. I am the man who will make you rich” he said plainly.
Her face only clouded for a second before the hideously deformed self serving smile returned.
“And how can I make that happen” she asked?
“I am starting a software company that will change the world but I am short of startup funds at the moment. If you kindly advance me ten thousand dollars today I will provide shares that I promise will pay at least ten percent per year for decades and maybe much more” he told her.
“Are you sure it’s a good deal” she asked, leaning forward and affecting a conspiratorial tone.
“Yes”.
She reached for her handbag that was secured between the table and her lap and brought it to the table.
“Can you help me” she smirked at him, beckoning him to draw nearer,
“Certainly” he said, pulling his chair closer but not so near that the beckoning claw couldn’t grasp his thigh or worse. Sure enough, when he had resettled, the loose hand floated over under the table but couldn’t reach him. The mousy companion woman was arranging her hair and affecting any pose she could muster to gain his attention. She did have a comely shape, he noticed.
“Should I make this out to cash” she asked, apparently thoroughly befuddled due to the return of long dead sexual impulse.
“Yes, that would be nice” he said. The check was Bank of America and they had a small alcove in the airport lobby where he could get it cashed before she could manage to withdraw it.
“How may I contact you to return your dividend” he asked, this time leaning in closer and blocking her arm from slithering below the table onto his thigh. Blocked, she used the free claw to reach inside her purse and withdraw a contact card detailing a PO-box in NYC and the name ‘Beatrice VerSuche’. After he took the card she gripped his arm which Jack could tolerate.
“And you traveling companion, does she handle your mail?” Jack asked and her face puckered into a refusal but the preening woman had overheard and quickly said “Yes I do her mail and my name is Rebecca Vasquez in case there is anything I can do for you, anything at all” she drew out predictably.
Jack had every intention of running a profitable company and paying the woman back handsomely but, as he was becoming accustomed to, his overlay had detailed her health and estimated her life to end within six months at over ninety percent; Jack would make out the check to Rebecca. He stood, gave each a hug about the shoulders and was gone before they could capitalize on the grip. He normalized his phenomes as he was already attracting unwanted attention and headed to the bank where he increased them slightly. With the fresh cash in his pocket he headed for his rental car.
Shotwell Road was not far from town if he took the interstate and he found he could navigate quite easily with the help of the overview. Her street, Adlair, was on the far side of the small town and he drove leisurely around the cluttered central roads reaching the shaded street of older yet maintained homes at around two in the afternoon. He parked his car, which was shinier than most of those parked at the adjoining houses, on the rural gravel drive 23 blocks from ‘downtown’.
Susan Richter was the female partner he was seeking. He had no clue what to expect as he walked to the door where he was going to ‘wing it’. The overview had sketchy details and actually had found no data on Susan but determined that Renee Richter, age forty and divorced, was her guardian. He knocked but received no answer. He looked gingerly into the windows adjoining the doors but only succeeded in alerting a small dog whose yip quieted when he moved back to his car where he had determined he would sit until she appeared.
After ten minutes the high school bus deposited around ten students at the corner and they walked past him without a second glance, intent on their horseplay and status among each other. He ignored them. He assumed he would need to wait until the first one to leave her job returned home and he could approach her. The junior high school bus dropped a half dozen children who also walked by his car with him in it except for one young girl who stopped at the end of the drive to stare at him. One of her girlfriends came up behind her and edged her further on down the walk where they disappeared into a home with the girl still staring at him. He decided to turn down his attraction but found that it wasn’t elevated.
“Can I help you” said the voice of a gruffer elderly man who had approached from across the street without his knowledge.
Startled, he jumped from the car and regained his composure.
“I’m a friend of Susan and I’m waiting for her to get home” Jack said and again checked his attractive level because his questioner reddened with irritation.
“How do you know her?” he asked.
“Who are you and why are you asking these questions, is something wrong? Has she taken ill?” Jack gathered his skirts about him, so to speak, and stood strait defending his question. The man hesitated but stood his ground without extending a slight sliver of accommodation.
“I live across the street and watch out for her. I am asking for the last time before I call the police, how do you know her?”
“Actually, I don’t know her. I am a family friend, a very distant cousin of a sort, and I have some good news for the family. I thought I would just wait here until they return from work” Jack said.
This wasn’t what the old guy had expected to hear but he did have the solution. He took a card from his pocked and wrote something on it.
“Here is the number. Call Renee at six tonight. At six, is this OK with you?”
“Yes” I said taking the card.
“After you call, she will call me and tell me that it is alright for you to visit. If she gives you permission I will forget this happened. If she doesn’t call, I will call the police and give them all of the information I have on you and I have taken a picture before I left my house. If I see you here again without her permission I will hold you at gunpoint until the police arrive and let them sort out your story. Any problems and I will insist you tried to shoot me and will place a tossed off Jennings at your dead side. Do we understand each other?”
Jack resisted the urge to resist his perceived authority, nodded, got into his car and drove off to find a restaurant where he could linger until six.
“Six” Jack heard as the final word of his retreat.
While driving through the small town Jack changed his mind about the food and was close enough to the Hilton that he decided to motor through and call the woman from his comfortable room. He already knew the route, as if there weren’t enough signs, and he motored back and parked the car without strain. He drew no attention as he ascended the stairs to the top floor and back again, running the second and third time in the vacant stairwell without breaking a sweat. His overview ticked off the calories and lowered his free radical count as his skin and lungs quickened the discharge of poisons that the nanobots had tied to his CO2 discharge. He changed his mind about entering at the door and wandered back to the lobby and shopped the airport for some upscale traveling cloths and luggage. He ate, avoiding the sale on prime rib, and had a moist chicken dinner with potatoes, fat free gravy and a massive amount of green beans. At six he was comfortably in his chair, watching the news and called the number the grouchy neighbor had given him.
“Hello” was the frosty answer and he assumed it was Renee.
“Yes, my name is Jack Smalley and I have some good news for you and Susan. May I come by now and give it to you” he asked. It sounded lame and he realized his attraction quality didn’t work on the phone.
“What is this good news” she asked.
“Really, I need to deliver it in person. It’s really for Susan. Would you mind if I came by to see her” he continued.
All he needed to do is touch Susan and the nanobots would invade her and bring her up to speed. She could work it out with her mom by herself. Was it only yesterday that he had gotten involved with this project: could he have lost his mind and imagined the bar: worse, could the bar have conquered him and he now possessed a pseudo personality? Had he changed like some kind of pod person? He pictured his acquaintances pointing to him and blowing an alien sound from their lungs but no, he wasn’t the one trying to avoid infection.
Jack wished he had planned this more carefully. If he had just come across either woman he would have attracted them into his corner. He had no choice but to wade in deeper.
“Yes, well, I am here at the airport Hilton as a representative from Gucci to select the common woman for a makeover that may well result in a modeling contract to show how easily some good cloths will transform a pretty woman into a lustrous globe trotter. I have selected Susan’s name from a purchased list but I need to see her soon or move on to the next entry” he claimed with fake sincerity.
“Where is Gucci headquarters?” she said.
“Paris” Jack replied.
“What Baxter Garrison told you goes double for me. If I see you snooping around it will be a tossup as to who will shoot you first” she said and hung up with a firm click that resonated over the now empty line. Jack concluded that Gucci was not headquartered in Paris.
“Hi, I’m stranger Jack and I just want to get my hands on your daughter. Do you mind?” Jack said it into the air and chuckled at his own ludicrous statement.
He did represent himself as an honest businessman and was comfortable in that role but he needed to expand his horizons and headed out to Wal-Mart where he bought dark slacks, glass cutter, some duct tape, dark pullover with tie string hoody, dark knit hat, dark socks, dark but comfortable running shoes and even some dark makeup. The clerk knew she should call the cops but let it go. He returned to the Hilton and tried his new clothes which fit comfortably and then retired early. He set an internal wakeup call for 3am. He couldn’t sleep so asked the overview for assistance and that’s all he remembered until he awoke at 3am.
Jack dressed and taking his equipment, headed for Susan’s house. He remembered a vacant lot several homes away and quietly eased his car to the sloping curb in front, killed the lights and motor and exited onto the sidewalk. He loped several doors down to the house he had visited earlier and slipped around to the back where he removed his glass cutter and applied it to the bathroom window. It didn’t work due to the uneven glass but did launch a lot of noise into the quiet night. He moved down the darkened house side and tried a window that was above the kitchen sink but he thought he would have trouble slipping between the slats. The back windows led to the bedrooms and he didn’t want to try that so he reluctantly went to the starlit front window next to the door. He thought he heard a phone and attuned his hearing but the sound was gone.
He applied the cheap cutter to the window and scratched out a square that would admit him. It hadn’t occurred to him to make a small opening near the latch where he could reach inside and undo it; it took fifteen minutes to scratch out the larger opening. He applied the tape to catch the loose glass and tapped along the entire distance of his scratch and pushed solidly on the center; nothing happened. He pushed harder then whacked it with his palm until the entire pane shook but didn’t achieve an obliging crack. Jack leaned back for a moments respite when he heard a clatter, not loud but the crash of a falling tree taken in perspective, and looked down at his feet to see a small caliber automatic handgun.
“Pick it up asshole” said the elderly Baxter. Jack left the cheap Jennings but did stand erect, raising his hands by instinct. Time compressed and in the same instant he saw the large revolver that Simon pointed at him and within the door was a woman in a robe also holding a revolver pointed at him. The overview highlighted a message but Jack didn’t take the time to make a menu choice. Time was running out as he clearly saw Simon’s trigger finger tighten.
His overview went red, forcing his attention. Danger was the heading – oh really? The choices were graded from ignore (and die!) to lethal responses and Jack hurriedly chose one in the middle. Without so much as a grunt of surprise Baxter went entirely limp. Jack leaped to catch the man in an effort to prevent him from breaking any bones when he hit. The overview offered details of a frozen nervous system from a projected electromagnetic shock that was considerably worse than the stun guns used by police. Simon wouldn’t even breathe for thirty seconds but would recover quickly afterward. Jack hurried to tie him with the tape and gagged him with his useless hat. He gave the scratched window a generous kick and it shattered loudly, ignoring the etched scratching. He carried the Jennings and Baxter’s hand cannon with him into the house, through the window. Ignoring Renee’s gun (the overview had a yellow caution tab and not red for imminent danger) he shooed the yapping dog into the cloak closet and shut the door, muffling the nagging yap.
Renee didn’t have the conviction to shoot him with the weapon she held and her insecurity showed clearly. Jack had cranked up his attraction immediately after shocking Simon and he was pretty sure that Renee would not shoot him. With Baxter tied up on the porch and the dog in the closet, he reached for her gun and she didn’t resist but watched him with indecisive horror. Jack emptied a purse he found on the entry table and loaded all three firearms into it and placed it in the dog’s closet with a quick open and close of the closet door which wasn’t fast enough as the dog got out. The yapping dog seized its opportunity to escape into the night and yipped itself through the broken window and down the street far enough to be out of earshot.
Renee wondered why she was developing an uncontrollable lust for the handsome man breaking into her home at 4 am. She feverishly hoped that he intended to rape her thoroughly and feverishly feared that he would do so.
Jack could hear a muffled shuffle as Susan backed away from the scene as quietly as she could manage and he lunged for the hallway hoping to catch up with her before she escaped into her bedroom to call for help or add to the noise. He checked his overview for available energy; he may need to run from the police if they appeared before he could handle the situation. He was surprised to notice that he was down to 70 percent of maximum and that the shock had used ten percent of his total body capacity for energy – it was something he could only use in measured amounts.
He saw Susan at her door and sprung for her but she entered her room and was closing the door before he could get his hands on her. Susan was a pretty young Italian girl with large soft brown eyes, dark long hair and warm tanned skin. She whirled to slam the door and lock it to slow him while she prepared to leap from her first floor window to summon help. Jack managed to snake a covered foot inside the jam and the door cracked with a weak pop and wiggled open again as Susan abandoned her blocking effort and jumped onto her bed ready to exit by way of the window.
Jack was aware that most girls used their bedroom windows as a personal love nest entrance and moved to block it immediately upon entering her room. He guessed that she would be able to make a quick exit as the window would be a known and worn path for her. He feared that he had lost the effort, maybe even the entire project but there was no way for him to close the gap as quickly as she could torpedo herself out that window.
Even while fearing her escape Jack could not help but notice her beauty, glimpsed as the moonlight behind her highlighted her through the thin nightgown. In spite of his urgency he felt the physical rise of his desire and wished he could wrap his hands around those jutting breast and tease a gushing climax from between those lightly muscled legs. The curve of her rump wasn’t as fully rounded as he was used to seeing but he imagined the squirming response from his touch or even a light spanking.
Surprisingly, she paused to look at him. He assumed it was due to his enhanced attractiveness quality supplied by the overview but he was thankful. After the slight pause she resumed her fevered flight but she fumbled at the window and it was too late for her. Jack grabbed her wrist and hauled her roughly back onto the bed and twisted her onto her stomach. She only struggled for a second and Jack rose off her to stand between her legs as she lay on the bed. Renee had appeared at the doorway and watched with fascination while hopelessly locked in unthinking lust. Jack was about to turn it down when he felt his desire for Susan bulge painfully within his pants and he unzipped them to relieve the pressure.
Susan’s bum rose to meet his exposed boner and he enjoyed her grinding contact and welcomed the load moan that she emitted in concert with her mother. He grasped a thin hip in each palm and was about to enter her when he forced himself to think and he examined his list of cautions listed within the overview. Something wasn’t quite right but he didn’t read the cautions and followed his lust. He adjusted his plunge and entangled himself in the cotton nightgown before lodging his encumbered tool into the resting crack of her ass while she moaned and her mother moaned even louder from the door. Renee ran her hands over her own body and removed her panties after untying her robe. An untended garden, thought Jack, but he would have plowed it the day before yesterday. He didn’t have much time and he tried to think.
Susan had been activated before. Whatever she was before this moment she was now the woman that Jack had met in ‘heaven’. There could be no sexual guilt for a woman that counted her life knowledge in centuries and had experienced many cultures; Jack thought he remembered that she had once been branded a witch in Puritan times but was released after paying the authorities with her entire estate and her physical being. Jack concluded that if Susan was fanny up it was because she wanted him inside her. He checked his overview for a light physical rundown on her health and was given the go ahead with special attention for the best angle to cause the least discomfort with hymen removal.
Of course! Now all the resistance made sense. He had expected her age to be close to his own so that she would be free to work with him. Well, a mistake of a few years wasn’t too out of line for project planning that extended well over 300 billion years. He quickly toned down his attraction output and smacked her on her skinny rump in protest. She also backed her phenomal output down, releasing Jack from HER spell, and turned to him with a big kiss and hug which he didn’t resist.
“Hi Jack, long time no see!” she chirped.
He smiled, unsure of what to do now. Renee was standing in the corner with her robe tightly clasped and a look of confusion on her face. Susan was more familiar with the situation and took control.
“Jack, you have to leave. I can’t go with you but give me six months and I’ll be free from here” she said, looking very cool as her young face mouthed orders.
“Where are you going?” she asked.
“I’m going a bit south of Daytona, a beach condo and a software company” he said with a smile knowing she wouldn’t have any trouble finding him.
Jack peeled two thousand and handed it to the confused and now frightened Renee. He assumed he wouldn’t need to specify that it was for the window damage as he headed for the front door. On the porch, he bent over Baxter and set ten hundreds next to him and patted him on the back saying ‘good job’ before straightening and loping on down the still quiet street. He reached his untouched car without incident and sped back to the hotel. He didn’t bother with a wash up or changing clothes but headed for his room knowing no police would follow a richer man on such an odd report if there ever was a report made – Susan would do her best to squelch it and she now had total power over Baxter; she could control sexual power over all men and Jack amused himself with that thought.
The overview had better information on Joe. Jack gave his OK for the machine assistant to return the car, purchase a ticket for Hartford Connecticut and plan his route for the next afternoon before showering and returning to bed with a wakeup at 2 in the afternoon.



Chapter -- Joe
 

He felt great when he woke, dressed, packed his bits of stuff and carried it over to the airport where he boarded his airliner without undue effort. He relaxed and examined his situation which appeared to be gaining success. His overview reported that he had regained his used strength and his overall health had reached 82 percent of optimum. Upon arrival he checked into the adjoining hotel and bought a gift from the counter before retiring to his room. Joe owned a small software company named ‘Joseph Smith Computer Consulting’ and was beating out a living as a local freelancer. Jack called the man directly and professed to represent a client that was interested in a database programmer that could bang out the front end and the back end – or the user interface and manipulate the data into reports. He was given the ten am slot for the next day if he didn’t mind that he would only be allowed ten minutes for the introductory face to face.
Jack dressed casually and at nine am he hailed a taxi and headed for Joe’s office. He arrived fifteen minutes early and let himself into the strip storefront office and sat in a reception area where a man, Joe he assumed, poked his head out of another door and told him he would talk with him soon. Joe offered a questioning look at Jack’s casual dress and paper grocery bag in lieu of a briefcase but a businessman doesn’t quiz the client until payment is required. A younger man came for him at 10:10 and introduced himself as Kevin Jacobs before leading him to the second of three doors of the small office suite and opened the door allowing Jack entry. Joe appeared very busy and made a sign indicating he would break his concentration in just one more minute. Joe appeared to be in his mid forties and maintained a thin and unmuscled build either thru diet or sickness. He didn’t wear the expected glasses and had removed the crow’s feet around his eyes with Botox treatments judged by his wide open expressionless. He had thinning brown hair and a thatch work of new plugs over his forehead. He wore a long sleeved shirt and a silk tie but expressed his individuality with expensive designer jeans that were hidden under the desk except for the waist band that Jack could see.
Jack didn’t sit as was expected but instead stood over the desk, ignoring Joe’s signal, and unpacked his gift bottle of Merlot and two jelly jar glasses onto the desk. Joe appeared irritated, stood and stated clearly “I don’t drink, thank you”.
“It’s ten am. Who in the world does” said Jack, adding to Joe’s irritation and confusion.
“I’m Jack Smalley and I have an insanely lucrative and life changing job in mind for you” he added, extending his hand.
Joe still appeared irritated but shook Jack’s proffered hand before he thought to reject it. The touch identified Joe to Jack’s nanobots and the decision was taken from him as he was flooded with nanobots that were manufactured for him 40 billion years earlier and carrying memories of his past Centrist activities. He sat. Jack popped the cork.
“More wine?” Jack asked.
“I like a bit of a jolt with my rotted grapes” Joe said and they both laughed. Jack poured then sat as they both sipped the mediocre brand. Jack knew Joe would already be arranging his changed future in his own mind and Jack let him think. There was no seemingly telepathic exchange of information as was available in their last meeting but Jack could anticipate many of Joe’s actions from the thorough view he had of him from before.
His time was up and Joe was now billing another client (although those days were over) so Kevin stuck his head in the door to help remove Jack; helping to keep things honest. Kevin was taken aback when he saw the wine glasses. He entered and stepped up beside Joe not sure whether a party was beginning or whether his boss needed help removing a persistent salesman.
“Oh my, am I going to get a taste?” he said with extra meaning for Joe. His eyes slowly traveled Joe’s torso and he pursed his lips.
“Maybe later Kevin” Joe said affectionately. Then the Joe familiar to Jack stated “For right now I want you to cancel all my work. Reassign everyone and take on two more learners and one more professional. I am leaving this business and doing something else but keeping the major interest.”
He added playfully “How would you like to be the titular head?”
Kevin didn’t bother to hide his emotions and they varied from avid to semi-distress.
“Will I still be coming with you?” he asked although Jack would bet that he already had ideas on whom he would like to hire and place under him.
“Not any more, I am moving with Jack” he said amusing himself, annoying Kevin, and placing Jack in an uncomfortable posture. Jack broke the silence ignoring the game.
“We are going south of Daytona and beginning Susan’s Software which already has backers. There won’t be room for many working programmers in the establishment but we will be parsing out work and you will prosper” he said, filling Joe in too. Jack waited a minute in the silence then stood.
“My cab is waiting to take me back to the Sheraton Bradley where I am registered under my personal name of Jack Smalley. I will wait until I hear from you but do let me know your answer” he said to the room and left, leaving the two men to talk things over. The ride back to his lodgings was uneventful and he spent the evening in the gym where he worked his optimum up to a new record of 84. He watched some TV and slept arising at eight am and puttering about while waiting for Joe. He organized his expenses and began the books for Susan’s Software when he received some help from the overview. Apparently there was a bookkeeping tab similar to the address book tab that would track, categorize and store the information for him complete with back end software that was updated for the USA tax man and his overview had already collected all of the information in detail for him.
Joe arrived at four pm and moved his luggage into Jack’s small suite. They booked a flight to Daytona for later in the evening and made a reservation for four in a suite on the ocean side at Hilton’s Daytona Beach Oceanfront Resort Hotel using Joe’s funding as Jack was running short. They had time for dinner before they left and decided on a taxi ride to the local Boston Market where they enjoyed some discussion over dinner while surrounded by the rattle of normal life.
“Have you found Susan and Jerome?” asked Joe.
“I did contact Susan but she is fourteen years old and I couldn’t take her with me directly. She said she would find her own way and that she expected it would take her six months. Jerome is north of Tampa and I thought I would pop over and check on him” Jack said.
“Do you mind if I do that?” he said and Jack nodded.
“Is our charge as I remember it?” Jack said.
“If you remember that we are about to engage in a war that will exterminate the race and we are to find and contact the AI for help, then we remember the same thing” he said. Jack mulled the impossibility of their charge for a bit.
“Is this what you normally do?” Jack asked. “Is the assignment always so big?”
“Not for me” said Joe. “I’ve been activated seven times and each time it was to influence one calamity or another and I never knew if I had achieved any success. For instance, two assignments back, I was to influence the German’s against killing those Jew’s that they had imprisoned during WWII” he said.
“And how were you supposed to influence such a hatred” Jack asked.
“As it turned out, there wasn’t that much hatred. Most of the super race felt the Jews were inferior and followed orders when it came to unfair treatment but had not intended to hurt them. They felt that non Germans were a drain on the race and needed to be properly organized or all may perish. It was easy to convince them of the value of labor concentration camps” he stated then stopped.
“But they were killed by the millions” Jack prompted.
“True, but it wasn’t all from hate. There were exceptionally brutal or perverted camps but for the most part the inmates were expected to contribute and were supposed to be compensated. The camp overseers expected to loose their charges at the end of the war. The problem was, they lost the war” he finished.
It still didn’t make that much sense; those poor people had been persecuted and murdered by the millions.
Jack gained his attention and shook his head to indicate he still didn’t understand.
“At the end, the super race did hate – they were losing, most had lost half –half! – of their family in the deaths of sons and heirs and they did hate. They did take it out on those people that they had in captivity but even then it was the lack of supplies that killed the concentrated. The overseers would receive only enough food to feed half of their charges and were still required to meet their quota. They would cast about for more food but over time when they couldn’t find it they would do what was necessary. Then, the next food shipment would be cut again. Let me ask you, during a war when the food was limited would it be shipped to the troops or to the imprisoned? Don’t you understand? If America had lost the war the same fate may have befallen many of the interred Japanese. If you don’t understand what happened it is more likely to happen to or by you” he finished. Clearly, he was done with this topic but Jack persisted.
“So what did you do?” he asked.
“I was a German overseer and activated after I had lost three sons and two of my sons-in-law. I did help dozens of those imprisoned to escape but they often met a sad end on the outside too. My charge was to convince my fellow Germans of the error of our ways by doing the right thing which wasn’t as difficult as you might imagine. I stayed to help until the end but most of those I helped didn’t make it and those that did were too far away to help me. I was executed in the mass shootings shortly after the war” he ended and this time Jack had nothing to add. He soon realized that this assignment might not be that much fun.
Later, they were on a plane heading for Atlanta before the same plane would continue to Daytona when Joe became talkative again.
“Why do you think the AI didn’t save us from the war” he asked Jack.
“I don’t know anything about the AI. I’m just a computer student with some minor background in materials. You’re the one that met him in ‘heaven’” said Jack.
“Correction, they were not present in heaven but there were Centrists there who had had contact with them and that’s how we even know they exist. The one we want was sent from the Thill. We went through this before. Like most advanced races, compared to us at least, the Thill is long lived, at least ten thousand years. Their biggest problem is the fight against entropy and boredom. There is no space craft that can carry a biological payload faster than the speed of light and near light travel is risky; the percentage of success is only 98 percent per 100 light years so they send AI’s out to explore. To colonize, however, machines don’t always fall prey to the unexpected life challenges that may lay in wait for them so they need to send someone that lives. Ninety eight percent is way too high a risk for them so they develop someone who will do it. That would be us” he ended.
“And what’s in it for us” asked Jack.
“Well, for one thing you aren’t a monkey” he said. Jack waited.
“Once the AI finds a living planet at the edge of their expansion it will provide a domain for itself and set about developing a sentient race from the present root stalk. They adjust the genetics with the usual virus injections. They follow the implants with a period of natural selected adjustment followed by a trial period to make sure the most viable seeds survive. The new race will be designed as short lived and eager to explore and willing to take the 98 percent risk; less of a risk for shorter distances” Joe droned on.
He looked about the plane to make sure no one was listening to him. No one would believe it, he didn’t have proof (the nanobots would outwit any medical probe) that he was different, and the information would be mishandled if it were believed. Joe just didn’t want people to snicker at him.
“The usual pattern is that when the AI deems that the new race can mentally adjust to the news of actual aliens it will present them with colony ships and a list of choice real estate and everyone is happy. We will be doing exactly what they made us to do and we will be happy doing it and we aren’t hurt in the process. Who cares how it comes about; life isn’t complicated or fulfilling enough for you?” he finished, waited for Jack to respond but Jack couldn’t think of anything to say and had to mull it over.
“So humans are too war-like and didn’t meet the standards?” Jack ventured.
“I don’t know AI’s but we’re both computer people. We both know the difficulties in programming something that mimics the complexities of life choices. It’s my guess that the AI is more of an expert system with a mission and doesn’t have any regard for itself or care for us. I don’t know what happened but if it overlooked us then maybe that can be corrected by getting its attention and making the request” he said.
“I have some memory of heaven but it seems incomplete. Why can’t we just find someone that knows, a Thill for instance, before we came back?” I asked.
“There is only so much resource for allocation, Jack. The more assets we use in memory storage that are placed in the bar the less the universe has to build with. The fewer materials it has to provide people with meaningful lives and I might add, if we are here with all the information we wouldn’t have any meaning in our lives. That is the Centrists main goal, remember, meaningful productive and pleasant lives for as many as possible” he said.
The peanut man arrived at that time and they selected between peanuts or a cracker pack and specified their drink selection which included some healthy alternatives. There was only one more business question on the waypoint of Atlanta.
“What’s your optimum Jack” said Joe, referring to the overviews management of their health.
“Eighty five percent” said Jack.
“Cool”.
“What’s yours?”
“It’s Up to 74 percent and climbing but I’m older and of course, just received the bots” he said.
“Cool”.
 

After the landing they killed an hour and a half at a Brewmasters where they both watched for interesting scenery and both kept their attraction quotients dimmed.
On the final leg to Daytona Jack got back to business and started again with the background of their situation.
“So where is that metallic bar that I first saw?” asked Jack.
“It’s around” Joe told him. “It’s probably hovering behind you. It won’t necessarily stick with you but it will be with one of us. It has some real interesting properties” he said.
“Like what” Jack asked.
“It delivers the nanobots for one thing and processed data starting from the beginning of the universe to be there when it is needed. Beyond the information it carries, and that is limited for the reasons we have already discussed, it has some pretty nifty gadgets. You already know about the nanobots but did you know that they can cure any disease that you, or anyone you come in contact with, can encounter! The bots can even grow a new limb, but it takes months. Also the weapons are really cool” Joe said with excitement.
“What do you mean about it curing anyone I come in contact with” Jack asked him.
“As long as you have your hands on someone, the nanobots can work on them too. If they have impurities that are leading to tumor, for instance, the bots will repair them automatically. You have to touch them long enough, though, as the bots go when you go” he said.
Jack checked his overview for information related to Missy and found it. Scrolling to medical improvements, he found that she was 95 percent certain to suffer a minor stroke in her fortieth year and the bots had minimized that with a simple Kelation that removed mercury poisoning leaking from her dental work and provided the beginnings of a molecular barrier between her fillings and the liquids of her mouth. A minor genetic treatment tempered her appetite during times of stressful mental activity and boosted her expected lifespan by decades. Jack was doing the best he could to cope with this overwhelming information but the thought that his use of Missy brought her unknown gifts lightened his load.
“I have already used the stun gun” he said. Joe looked without understanding so Jack told him the story.
“That wasn’t the stun gun the bar would use” he said. “That is part of your enhanced capability due to the nanobots. The bar could do something similar but would not affect your energy levels” he said.
“Then why didn’t the bar take care of it?” he said.
“You probably selected something the nanobots were assigned to do. The bar likes to keep a low profile and avoid detection. There are so many measuring devices in use today that the bar needs to override and it all requires energy. The less correction it needs to make the better” Joe said.
“It must weight a ton. How does it float around undetected?” Jack asked.
“It doesn’t weight tons. It weights less than an ounce. Before you ask” he says raising a hand to ward off the question “it masses like a black hole but adjustments have been made. We actually constructed it as a group mind after we ‘adjourned’ at our last meeting at the Sand Bar. I don’t have the mentality to visualize the way it works in its entirety but basically it was constructed of subatomic particles laid side by side with the gravity and electromagnetic balancing forces left out. The strong force bonds the neutrons together as it would in the nucleus of any atom but the long range gravitational effect was left out when the particles were constructed and placed together. Does that make sense?” he finished with.
Jack nodded. It did make sense on a global fashion. If you were constructing the matter from sub atomic particles you could pick and chose the particles you wanted and change the properties of the matter at the atomic level. With a subatomic construction you would have as much regularity and predictability as if you were combining sodium and chloride to form salt. Although it hadn’t been done on the Earth the process could be accomplished much the same way as we used atomic physics to break down one element into another.
“Actually, it might be pretty common” postulated Jack. “Something like a dark matter that exists but doesn’t register on a gravity meter or give off light or radiate anything. But oops if you should run into it while piloting a ship!”
“Hmmm, so the bar can move about with an electrical field ‘floated’ on the magnetic field of the earth without generating enough power to be detectable” Jack mused.
“And if the bar had a variable gravitational field it’s weight could become negligible to the point that it’s greatest energy need would be to keep it from being blown away in a breeze” Joe added.
“And if the skin were a nano-film there wouldn’t be any friction lowering the energy expense even more” laughed Jack. They both laughed at the marvels all about them that reduced their being to the significance of a particle of sand on an unending beach. At the same time their needs and the needs of their fellow humans and other life forms were the only things of consequence. Religious leaders and psychologists and philosophers had grappled with the obvious dilemma since the beginning of time.
Joe nodded his interest but it was something neither of them was prepared to carry forward.
“So what weapons” he asked.
“The most gruesome that I have seen in action would be the rail gun” said Joe with a shudder that may have been contrived for effect. “If you should be surrounded by an armed crowd at a lynching or are the object of a witch trial you can use the rod’s rail Gatling. It fires a thin tube of potassium – lead – iron mix encased in tipped glass propelled at variable speed by the electromagnet and gauged to penetrate to the center of the exposed body part. The molecular scaled sharp tube will shatter inside the body where the potassium burn will incapacitate any man and is often slowly, painfully, distractingly loudly fatal. The shatter and burn destroy any evidence of advanced tech and the firing bar can target 35 victims per second. The bar has to partially expose itself during operation – not visibly as it uses a light wrap but technically the electromagnetic signature can be seen and recorded. It can even triple tap with a liquid second to burn a hole through an armored joint after the first shot shatters on the surface and then the third will penetrate” he enthused like he had seen it in action.
That did sound frightening. “What’s a triple tap?” I asked.
“It’s a sniper term for hitting the target three times in the same hole before it can move or collapse” he said without emotion.
“Why didn’t you use it to escape the trial when you were executed as a Nazi” I asked.
“The victors were not my enemy nor did they impede my mission” he said. I assumed that he died then knowing he could escape like Jesus on the cross. Blasphemy! I snickered to myself becoming pretty sure that Jesus was activated like Joe and me; it would explain a lot of his actions and I guessed I would look for him when I got ‘back’.
“Did you ever use it” I asked.
“No, but Susan did at a witch trial where she was rightly accused of some ‘magic’. But her actions weren’t evil and she certainly put the fear of God into the survivors” he chuckled.
“Susan has killed people?” I asked with surprise.
Joe only nodded and said that she would tell him about those incidents if she were so inclined. He added that there was a stun function that affected larger areas and wouldn’t drain his energy and there was a discomfort and a soothing broadcast that could be extended over a circle with a diameter ranging up to hundreds of yards.
“So what is our plan, beyond we are going to make a software company that will make us rich enough to meet the AI?” asked Jack as they neared the midpoint of their flight.
“We don’t have to make the software company to get rich but I think that is appropriate. First we have to research the data and find out where the AI is and then how to get its attention” he ventured waiting for feedback.
“The easiest way to get rich in software is to create a classified program that provides a secure exclusive database for the government to track its assets. Those guys love to look over their arsenals” he said.
“Well, that’s out. I can never pass the security test” said Jack.
“Why not” questioned Joe with an amused look on his face.
“I’m thinking it isn’t really difficult to run a database or even to program it so all the big money will be parsed out to relatives with the usual poor result” Jack grumped.
“With the difficult work, the assembly programming for instance, parsed out among top but unsuspecting students at minimum wage who will be banned upon completion from further government work due to the security risk of having them gain too much information!” crowed Joe.
“Which opens the good jobs to the sons of daughters of the men and women who already hold them” Jack added.
“Or adds to the myth that no American workers can be found because foreigners are willing to bribe” Joe finished and both men laughed out loud after a knuckle bump of agreement. Government work was ruled out then.
“A game” asked Jack.
“I don’t know how to make a game” said Joe.
“Eureka!” said Joe while banging upon his forehead with his palm. “We’ll make an AI” he said.
“What, how, in fourth?” ask Jack dropping the name of the program they used when studying expert systems in college.
“No, screw that. I hated that language, never did understand the complexity of it” he said. “How are you with database?” he asked.
“I know all the standards” said Jack. “I can make a user interface using Visual Basic or Visual Studio. I can run several Dbs like Oracle or MySQL or SQL Server or Access or FoxPro including setup. I can manipulate the back end with ODBC or Jet or a simple flat file interface. Most of the people I get along with in class can do as well or better” he said.
“I’m tired of working the code and getting nothing out of it. It should really speed up the process if we design the application and rent the coding out to RentACoder or something” he said.
“Have you rented software coders before” Jack asked.
“Yes and it is really difficult. Most of them have stolen some code and made a library but when it comes to joining their builds they aren’t capable of seeing the ramifications that their adjusted codes exude.” Joe said but was interrupted by Jack.
“You mean unexpected bugs!” he laughed.
“Been there, done that! It takes days to break through the bull shit to get to the capabilities of the possible new hire and then you have the problem of diverse knowledge – almost everyone knows how to do things differently and that isn’t wrong but it leads to misconceptions when I ask a question and don’t get the answer I expect.” Joe finished with a harrumph.
“I have interviewed at companies where the working coders sit in a group and talk about their upcoming weekend or other personal business for the entire time of my interview without typing a key. I’m not that type of person and don’t feel well about myself when I don’t do what I’m paid to do. They should be paid well and they should be working hard” Jack said.
“Coding is hard work” Joe agreed. After several minutes of silent contemplation Jack asked.
“What would we do with an AI to make money” Jack asked.
“Help desk for one” said Joe.
“Isn’t that illegal” Jack asked.
“I don’t think so” was the reply.
“People will complain” Jack said.
“They won’t know” Joe added. “First, we’ll do the instant messaging part. If the AI knows the answer to anything that may be asked and can handle all the usual personal questions from the customer then we are in a restricted data set and can have one out in six months. Once we have the human interface we can improve on it and expand it to other data sets. After the user interface is perfected we can move to a voice and even visual avatar. It isn’t out there and we can save companies billions” he said.
“What about all those people we put out of work” Jack asked.
“It’s social suicide to try to maintain a failing economy that others can undermine with ease” Joe said then continued “Those displaced have to do something else. You see it all the time in nature; when a claw doesn’t work as well as someone else’s claw that animal dies or adapts something else. It isn’t that I don’t feel for them it’s just a natural set of progression. To move up people must move up. The key word is move” said Joe.
“What if laws are the adaptation that preserves the inferior claw to the benefit of those that rely on the owner of the poor claw” postulated Jack.
“There have been many well meaning attempts at that. A lot of retraining and sustaining until the retraining is done. Unfortunately, caring for those that need to be retrained becomes the broken claw and when there’s an easier way to upgrade poor claws. If those in charge of the broken claw repairers don’t move with inefficiency the entire problem is only exasperated” explained Joe.
Jack held up his cup “To anarchy” he toasted.
“To anarchy” Joe agreed. They both knew that the lack of rules didn’t solve the problem of self serving rules or laws but it seemed an appropriate toast and they relaxed into their personal planning as they approached the airport.
They had upgraded themselves to first class and appreciated the ability to leave the plane quickly, a quality of life that neither man was used to. The wait for minimal luggage was short and a limo ride to the hotel awaited them directly outside the airport doors. They were normalized again as they were squeezed into the clunky van with several tourists for the ride to the hotel. For Joe, the scenery was quite improved over the drab winter that was about to set in and his mood improved even further.



Chapter -- Estelle
 

During the check in at the hotel Joe became quite animated in conversation with the handsome desk clerk. Jack practically ignored the man in favor of the dark skinned professionally dressed warmly smiling young female clerk. In fact, Joe’s nearness and swagger were actually annoying Jack to the point where he questioned his ability to work with the man. Joe favored him with a smile and Jack’s temper flared until he realized that Joe had put a bit of crank on his attraction and, of course, it had the opposite effect on Jack. In spite of his anger, he locked eyes with Joe and nodded his understanding and willingness to overcome his phenomal induced attitude. Forlornly he noticed that the attention of the pretty female clerk was noticeably drawn to Joe, as well as the attention of the male.
Jack clutched his small bag and was about to mount the foyer steps with his key when Joe stopped him with a hand on his arm.
“Jack, Larry here is going to show me around the grounds on his break which is now. Do you mind going up alone and I’ll join you later?” he declared but posed it politely as a question.
“No, of course not, see you when you get here” he said. His irritation had decreased so far that Jack wasn’t sure whether it had ever existed but realized that his overview had helped him compensate and that Joe had better control of his assets and had minimized the negative effect. Jack continued to his room which was nice, had a great view, but also possessed that musty smell of long use. Oddly, Jack had always found that feeling of being on well worn territory comforting and did not consider that musty smell a draw back.
The suite consisted of a small kitchen and living room, with two bedrooms on each side and one toilet splitting each bedroom set. Each of the two bedrooms had access to the patio overhang that offers beach views and pool views. The bathroom was spacious with three doors, one to each bedroom and the final onto the living area. There was a large spa tub with adjoining shower, double sink basins and mirrored cabinets and a recessed toilet. He had barely selected his room and entered his sparse clothing into the drawer when the hall door opened congruent with the light knock.
“Maid service” called a delightful young voice with a strong Mexican accent. Jack stuck his upper torso from the door frame of the bedroom and smiled as the pretty girl bustled about the living area checking that all was in its place. She smiled back without reservation and Jack made sure his attraction attributes were set to normal; she had left the hallway door open and Jack surmised that her parents were close by. He was pleased that if someone is going to work their children, and he guessed her age at fifteen, that they should offer them some protection. He dug out a five dollar tip, suspecting that that was why she was overly friendly. She snatched it with a smile as she brushed by to check the bedrooms then she was gone and the door closed behind her.
Jack wasn’t really hungry but donned his slacks and went to the lobby shops and purchased some swimming trunks, some shorts and pullovers. He climbed the stairs up the four stories to his room where he changed into the trunks and headed for the pool. Hanging at the bar with his feet and torso in the water he ordered a light dinner and a MaiTai which extended into three drinks. A few ladies checked him out but he didn’t respond and retired early to his room.
Joe was sitting alone and relaxing in front of the television. Jack got an unneeded snack from the room selection and joined him.
“I hope I didn’t embarrass you.” Joe said.
“How so?” Jack asked with true surprise.
“You’re upset with my interest in Larry. We never did discuss my sexual preference” he stated, waiting.
“You’re preference is obvious and why should I care?” Jack asked.
 

Jack sat quietly watching the news which wasn’t very good but not as bad as they portrayed it to be.
“Do you want to talk about it” Joe persisted.
“No, I don’t. I have no interest in your intimate love life and I thought that would be obvious to you; I am operating on the premise that you have plenty of conquests and don’t intend to add me to the list.” Jack added knowing that it as an unnecessary statement but sensing it was important for Joe to talk about. He decided to allow the conversation but didn’t intend to discuss it often.
“You don’t approve” Joe pouted.
“Don’t care Joe. There’s no reason for me to explore something I know nothing about or compare notes with an expert on a subject that doesn’t interest me” he said without rancor.
“You probably wish my partner were banned from the hospital if I were to sicken” Joe said as a test.
“You have an overview, you won’t sicken. You don’t have a permanent partner” Jack replied, bored.
“If I were to retire and die you wouldn’t want my partner to get my pension” he said.
“I don’t believe in pensions. They serve a minority by raising the cost for the majority and provide pay where it's not earned” Jack said.
“You probably would try to deny me the right to marry” Joe ended with but emphasized the statement.
“Not really, I like to party. OK, we can talk about that. I have the solution” Jack said. Joe waited.
“I thought about that” Jack said. “It is a bit of a dilemma. I do believe in marriage and do believe it is difficult enough to carry off without weakening the contract” he continued.
“There are two issues, the legal contract and the religious marriage vow; the religious are fighting for their definition of the situation while the government version is a simple contract. There is no justification for the refusal to lodge a civil contract by a government agency and the contract trumps the marriage vow. So! People married in a Methodist church have the right to limit who they marry so under the heading of civil contract you can have several divisions provided by and at the expense of the religious entity that is involved. Everyone will need to bend a bit but then Methodists can get married under a Methodist contract and be bound, even in divorce court, by the Methodist contract. I’m sure the religious want to control all weddings but then that is the nature of religion – control.” Jack ended and Joe mulled it over.
“So then you can get married under a prancing queer contract and the Methodists can’t say a thing” he said with a straight face. Joe snickered and dropped the subject for the evening leaving Jack with hope that they wouldn’t need to discuss homosexuality any further.
“What about harems and group marriages” Joe asked with real interest.
“Government should be in the business of warning citizens of danger but I don’t believe in the moral police. If it’s dangerous it can be done with a warning. I don’t like the idea of it but I shouldn’t be using government to impose my likes and dislikes on others” Jack added.
“It will never happen” said Joe.
“Government and religion will not quit imposing the unproven opinions of some on others. They’ll force compliance even to the death of any in disagreement” supplied Jack.
“When you put it that way” Joe agreed.
“Yep. People spend decades in prison over marijuana issues. Jesus, Joe, if you don’t want to smoke pot then don’t! It’s just a weed!” blabbed Jack before settling down and relaxing for the evening.
After an amusing sitcom, ruined by an obnoxious laugh track, they both retired to their comfortable rooms. In the morning they had a quiet breakfast before Joe left for Port Richey to fetch Jerome. Joe spent the weekend quietly walking the beach and avoiding the myriads of girls on the make. The girls were searching for a photo friendly guy to spin a romantic story with that they can retell until the Christmas break. If it were another time he would have been ecstatic but being able to enhance his hormones and conquer anyone took the thrill out of it. He imagined he must know how a rock stars feel after years of easy conquest; and he was concerned about Missy.
Jerome arrived on Sunday night and they all went to a nice dinner at a seafood restaurant with an ocean view.
“So where should we rent an office” asked Jerome. Joe had already filled him in on the decisions that had been made previously and Jerome had made some improvements on the overall plan.
“So you think a nice condo overlooking the ocean would be a good place to work” he asked the other two.
“Why not” said Joe. “Something similar to the digs we have in the hotel only twice as big. After all, we will need to live there too” he said.
“We have no need of solicitors if we’re going to have an information company. If we get something with a guarded gate we can control deliveries yet, if we have a nice place, those that we allow to visit will be comfortable” Jack said.
“So, who do we want to visit?” asked Jerome.
“Investors!” said Jack and they all laughed knowing that they would find it easy to collect funds. Any one of them could ease the last of the funds, from any woman, even in the midst of the Rapture. Their biggest money problem was not to abuse their opportunities along with more subtle concerns – like drawing unwanted and even dangerous attention.
Jerome continued to clarify his situation “So Joe is to handle the development of the application, Jack will assist and sell the product and I will handle investors”.
They all nodded in agreement.
“I miss Susan.” Jerome lamented.
“She said she would join us in a few months. After we establish an address we can contact her” Joe said.
In the morning they dressed and ate at the breakfast buffet before hailing a taxi for a ride to the local car dealer. Joe paid for the car. He bought a gray Pontiac Grand Am that met all their needs for a reasonable amount of money; it looked nice too. They bought one of those business post office boxes to use as a temporary address and went to the county office where they registered their three way corporation on the Internet with the help of the documents clerk. She required a small amount of attraction from Jerome in order to proffer the extra help.
With their fictitious name and corporation registered with the state and the county business license tax paid they were open for business as computer consultants doing business under the fanciful name of ‘Dead Man Talking’. ‘Susan’s Software’ had been voted down; it was assumed that she would be able to find them. Each man owned twenty percent leaving forty percent of the corporate assets unassigned and available for sale. They were not selling a product so did not have to get the sales license and register with sales tax. If they were to ship product it would be wholesale. By that time the legal secretary would take care of making those arrangements along with the car title transfer to the corporation and other details. After a visit to Bank of America they had linked accounts with low limit credit cards and headed to lunch followed by an afternoon of apartment hunting.
They found an ocean front high rise adjacent to the commercial district named “Byron Manor” that met their modest requirements. A guard buzzed them onto the grounds where they were to report to the sales office. Suite 202 was located on the first floor above the covered parking and an attractive middle aged woman named Angela was waiting for them in the hall and ushered them into her small conference room. The room sported a view of the street and guard tower leaving more units available of beach view for sale.
There were several locations available. The fourth floor had several suites available and the men selected the north end of the building. This included a three bedroom and a two bedroom suite overlooking the pool and the ocean and a three bedroom suite on the north end across the hall. The entries were located closest to the elevator and they realized that they could block off the empty hall and its window and convert the space into a medium sized conference room.
Joe didn’t have the funds to buy the place outright. He did have a few thousand that he could place against it until the corporation started to generate some money. Jerome indicated he could finish up the details with Angela. She gave them the gate keys, telling Joe and Jack that they would be more comfortable by the pool as she shooed the excess men out. Clutching the five thousand dollar check from Joe in one hand and holding onto the arm of Jerome with the other she guided him back to her quiet office to finish the details.
Shortly after they arrived at the pool a swim suited Asian girl brought them 'complimentary' (she said) fruit drinks in plastic tumblers with a snack tray of sardines, crackers and cheeses. After serving them she posed with a pretty smile in front of a jar marked 'tips' until Jack returned her smile and nodded. Jerome joined them in less than an hour telling them that he had closed the deal for 24 million dollars and change. The management would comp the maintenance fees for ten years (a four hundred dollar a month value). Angela had arranged for furniture to be delivered first thing in the morning on a one month rental until they could shop for something comfortable. Jerome passed out the suite keys and handed a check over to Joe.
“Angela didn’t take our check?” exclaimed Joe, afraid that something had gone wrong.
“No, that is a check for 100k that Angela has supplied to buy one tenth of one share of our corporate assets” Jerome said and gave Joe a minute to digest the information. When he did, they all had a laugh.
“She says that she has friends that she can contact this evening and will be able to purchase the rest of the share by morning. She will deposit the rest of the million into our account by morning and that she hopes we can get her a receipt by the end of the week” he continued. This time they didn’t laugh as they contemplated the timing and work that is to be demanded of them if they are to care for their investors properly. They dropped the check into the drive-up at the bank on the way back to the hotel.
In the morning they were joined by the pretty clerk that emerged from Jerome’s room. It was her day off and she was eager to show them all around town. She had more than enough of those personal assets that can carry a girl easily through life. They were displayed in the jiggles and glimpses offered by the oversized men’s shirt and tanned granny underpants she sported. Over their shared breakfast from room service she shared her thoughts about business productivity and her interest. After breakfast the attractive clerk, named Estelle, changed into the street cloths she was wearing the previous evening and the viewing pleasure was diminished but personal warmth and personality now garnered the attention of all the men.
“I don’t know what happened” she confessed to us while we all walked to the car. “I’m not like that but when I saw Jerome it was love at first sight. I couldn’t wait to get my hands on him” she continued shaking her head in wonder. Joe and Jack looked hard at Jerome but his face did not betray any information.
At the Office Depot they stocked up on the usual office paraphernalia of paper products and G2 pens and phones and office furniture and one of the newer copy machines. It had a laser edge cutter and binding option suitable for printing paperback books. The printer was 15k but the ink cartridges were not overly expensive at one hundred bucks apiece; the black being four times the capacity of the three color commercial size cartridges. The furniture was another ten thousand and with regular printers the paper, tape, stickers, mailing labels, small scales and the rest of the office equipment necessary in a fresh start came to another ten thousand. All of the products were to be delivered that afternoon to the care of Angela.
Joe got Jerome aside while they rounded the final aisle and asked him “You didn’t hurt her did you”?
“You mean with over attraction?” he answered and Joe nodded.
“I used a little bit. She is so pretty that I didn’t want to take a chance of missing her. She likes me anyway and knows I am not looking to marry anyone” he said. Joe nodded again and continued.
“She wasn’t a virgin or overly religious where she’ll be hurt” he asked because he liked people and was actually discussing ground rules with the man.
“Oh lord no! The overview makes it sex with 25 to fifty men and she’s 26 years old. Most likely she’s even available for money if she likes the guy and the amount is high enough – in case you didn’t know it most girls who have to earn a living can be rented at a premium for an overnight” he said. Joe nodded and Jerome continued.
“So that’s not really so many men that she’s jaded, but enough that she doesn’t expect me to dedicate my life to her after a delightful hands on repast” he finished then added an afterthought.
“Also, she had light herpes and she thought it was just occasional pimples but I fixed it along with a few other things – she’s good to at least fifty” finished Jerome again and both men smiled and joined the others at checkout.
At Best Buy they got four laptops; one each and a spare. They also purchased a home network server, six work stations (with large LCD monitors) and a CybertronPC Magnum with 4GB DDR2 and 8TB SATA2-RAID 5 hard drive memory on a railed rack mount. The copy machine would network as a printer so they skipped the single units. For 25 dollars the 28 thousand dollar order would be delivered first thing tomorrow morning care of Angela.
As they walked to the car the four debated their purchases. Estelle physically intervened to get their attention.
“Let’s talk at the hotel bar where we can have dinner and drinks. My treat for the four of us!” she exclaimed. Joe looked askance at Jerome but he only shrugged with a smile.



Chapter -- Dead Man Talking
 

It wasn’t yet dark and Estelle was able to snare them a table with an excellent view. The service was quick and cheery. Jack felt that there may be some lingering jealousies among the staff, as one of their own was sitting with the three men but the serving attitude seemed to be professionally upbeat. The general feeling he gleaned concerning Estelle was that they all liked and respected her – something rare among serving staff that, Jack felt, tended to be vainly jealous and easily perturbed.
“That’s not much for an AI server” said Jack in general, talking about the days purchase.
“It’s short on RAM but it won’t be running any large programs or providing any visual, just serving it out to the stations. We’ll set it up so the station caches are high and after the initial loads only the updates will be required. Mostly it will test and serve the developed software and that doesn’t have a graphics interface. We will need to set up our server room as dust proof and cool” Joe added.
“Well, yes, there is that but the software – the AI dictionary alone will take up more than that”.
Joe just looked at him for a moment then replied.
“It’s all in the way it’s programmed” he said slowly. “Let me tell you a story. Once I read about a submarine that was picked up on sonar and the software that was available was not able to identify the sound but the operator could hear it, barely. The sound, or sub, was approaching NYC from the south and they needed to figure out whether it was friendly or something, I don’t remember the story clearly. What I do remember is that this special programmer only had a few days to make the software that would identify the sound and when he was done there were a lot of variables and the computer, the best one in the Pentagon, couldn’t reach the end of the modified program to solve it, so they employed the experimental chess master at IBM to run it. That computer was fast enough and they got the result. How do you like that story” he said.
Jerome and Estelle blinked and Estelle added that she was glad that IBM would lend them the equipment or the problem could not be solved.
“I get it – there are some holes in that story. Firstly, you can’t put a programmer on a time frame when he’s making new software that involves resolving a solution from data where the two have never been connected. Oddities spring up and most times it takes longer to debug the oddities than it did to write the program.” Jack said.
“Yep, every programmer has an example” Joe prompted.
“Well there was one time I needed my data in a row so I could use memory arithmetic to find my stuff fast, like databases do. I would get a chunk of data and allocate a chunk of memory but my program always got a differing run time error while it was operating or solving. It took me a month to figure out that the one chunk of memory that was 65k and the only one over 64k was overwriting program code so the errors were random. I had even checked that but tested at 32k as I hadn’t taken into account the sign bit” Jack finished. They all nodded politely with all but one of them (Joe) politely feigned interest.
“And” said Joe, referring back to the sub story.
“And the program I am talking about used a large amount of data that needed to be analyzed profusely to solve a problem. Like most computer problems that chew a great deal of data, the solution is exponential. In the sub case they were required to input much more data to solve the same problem. Namely, to find out what kind of sub it was, and more data with heavier analysis is exponential. It is unlikely that the IBM experimental was more than five times faster than the best they had at the top secret facility in the pentagon. Five times faster is a drop in the bucket on an exponential program. One hundred times faster is usually unimportant” Jack stated as an ending.
“Right on” said Joe. “It all depends on how it is programmed and that’s where expert systems come into play. For instance, if the machine is solving a crossword and the word starts with a q, the program needs to know that the next letter will be a u. It’s that simple! That bit of information will make the entire program a minimum of 26 times faster minus the check time of the first letter to see if it’s a q”.
“So you think the server we have now will be enough?” Jack asked. Jerome and Estelle weren’t even feigning interest at this point but were looking strait ahead, stock still, while their feet played toesies under the table. Joe looked at them a moment and realized they would like to be excused!
“Check” he said to the waitress, which caused Estelle to protest because she had intended to pay.
‘This is a business meeting now and all deductible” Joe told her, knowing it would satisfy a business minded lady. Estelle smiled and then her and Jerome rushed off not to be seen until the next morning. Jerome’s room did receive a large late snack of fruits and ice cream by way of room service.
Wednesday morning they were back at the condo and started to unpack. The furniture was sparse but comfortable. They set up the computers using the condo association’s global Internet for their connections but that was limited bandwidth and would need to be upgraded soon. They were able to log on to eBay and other markets to order programming and office software and paid single prices to avoid having the company rep come by to offer a group discount and upsell, upsell, and upsell. They stuck with Microsoft for the units and office software and decided on Sun Linux, which they paid pricey government costs for, along with the Sun Development Studio and MySQL with limited support. They were able to serve to the team in short order after the drivers for the server were found, downloaded and installed.
They ran an ad for a handyman and a secretary and left for lunch while Jerome had to meet with Angela, as a loan manager had arrived to make the arrangements. The mortgage for the three units, Angela had told them, would be 65 thousand a month and change, including flood insurance.
Jack and Joe visited Home Depot where they priced the hardware they would need for the computer room. As it would be cold they would need to waterproof it. In lieu of pressurized double doors they decided to clean the entire establishment instead of creating a clean room for the computer equipment. They intended to make the power management as stingy as possible so they would not need to run additional 110 lines or those heavy 220 lines like a dryer would use. The carpet would be replaced with tile. Beyond that they would need to talk with their handyman so they gathered some cards at the carpentry corner and purchased two dozen air purifiers all professing low power consumption. Half were carbon filter by Honeywell. The other half was ionic collectors with electrostatic precipitators with optional auto shutdowns circuits testing for unacceptable ozone levels.
“We don’t need interference on our wireless network” said Joe in the parking lot.
“Well there aren’t any large power sources around on the beach that I saw” Jack said and he had looked for them by following the power lines outside the buildings. This was an older section and there wasn’t likely to be any high powered lines buried and out of site.
“We could run a wire net behind the drywall all around. Would that block interference” said Joe.
“Sound’s paranoid” Jack replied.
“Then we aren’t going to reach prime time at this location” said Joe defensively.
“No, we aren’t” said Joe. He had already considered it and concluded that it would be impossible. “We are in the development house. The actual AI will need to be located near a high level commercial router. Their locations have recently become hidden for security reasons but I am sure we can ferret one out”.
“Orlando, the space coast or Miami” Jack said but Joe still looked blank.
“We don’t have to move there, just put the yet to be purchased production web server in that location, near the hub. I’m sure that the local cable or phone company in that area can help us out; they probably have the entire clean room rentals available” he said and Joe nodded. They would develop here but publish their data into a secure server that they would purchase near a dedicated T1 line. There the transmission lines are shorter to minimize disruptions and provide a reliable service.
“Let’s git er done!” quipped Joe.
“OK but we don’t need to worry about it until we get the application written and tested” Jack said.
“Senor” a man said, hailing them and approaching quickly, but not aggressively. The young Mexican man looked to be in great shape and was waving a business card in the air. The two stopped to find out what the man wanted.
“Senor, I saw you take the cards from inside. If you are looking for someone to work, I can do it” he said and waited.
The two men looked at each other and Joe took the lead.
“Are you married?” questioned Joe with slight but noticeable overtones.
“Si, Si! I have three bambino’s, they are precious – the love of my life” he replied ignoring the overtones or not recognizing them.
“Just asking, doesn’t make any difference to me” Joe said to Jack. The man was digging for his wallet, presumably for pictures.
“That’s OK, what can you do in repairs” he asked and the man recited a litany of credits. He had done some plumbing and roofing and wall board and electrical work; so he said. When he looked hard at the man to see if he was lying he was surprised to find a rating provided from his overview – the man was not lying and had done extensive and varied work.
“Are you reliable – do you show up on time, all the time” Joe asked and got an affirmative answer which differed from the reputation of parking lot pickups. The overview confirmed the response.
“How much do you want” asked Joe?
“Fifteen an hour, por favor” he asked.
“Would you be willing to do something besides construction work if we ran out of that but wanted to keep you employed?” asked Joe.
“Si, Si” he exclaimed getting excited about the work.
“And your name?” asked Jack extending his hand for a shake.
“Miguel Rodriguez” he said, shaking Jack’s hand vigorously and firmly. The overview gave him a clean bill of health, his optimum being at 80 percent. His health was due to fresh food and hard labor, Jack surmised. Joe looked at Jack and he nodded an affirmative. Joe pulled some bills from his wallet and handed him 200 dollars and a business card after writing a note on the back.
“This is a nice place, Miguel, and you will have to be neat. You will be expected to show up each morning at eight am in clean clothes and shaved or trimmed. We work eight to five and will pay double for overtime if it is needed. I do not care if you are a citizen; our secretary will take care of all that. We do care if you lie to us and we will not pay social security on a false number but would rather risk the penalty; it’s become obvious that this government works for itself but I won’t compromise the security of my neighbors. Any theft will not be tolerated and your permission on our properties does not extend beyond your wife and children. You may have trouble gaining entry tomorrow morning but the guard will check you in at 8. You are to report to the office and do odd jobs for Amanda until we show up” Joe spewed forth and now waited for Miguel’s questions.
“What do I do with this money?” he asked.
“It is to carry you and your family through the first week and provide for your work clothes if you need new ones or Goodwill ones. Do you have transportation?”
“No, but I’m on the bus line”.
“No transfer”?
“Si, No Transfer and this bus stop is 8:10 and 6:45. Is 8:10 OK”?
“Yes, do you have a safe place to stay”?
“Si, I live with my mother, a citizen. She has an older house two blocks off the beach road” he said.
“Can you cook?” asked Jack.
“Si, I have a little”.
“There will be breakfast and lunch in the refrigerator and you can be in charge of preparing lunch for yourself and the rest of us, up to eight people. There will be light breakfast snacks that you can snack on in the refrigerator as well and all gratis but no takeout, comprehende?” Jack stated.
Joe added one more rule.
“I don’t speak Spanish although I may learn, I really should. It is not polite to speak another language while in another country unless it can’t be helped; around us, even with your family, you will speak English so that we can understand. Is that OK and can you speak well enough to get by? It seems as if you can” said Joe.
“Is OK” agreed Miguel. “I understand, is the same in Mexico. If you’re going to stick around, learn the language”.
“See you tomorrow” Jack said and all three nodded to each other with Miguel's face sporting a huge evenly toothed smile. They turned, going about their separate businesses for the rest of the day.
“Is he a fornicator” asked Joe.
“Nope” answered Jack, having received the contact list through his overview.
That night Estelle and Larry (Joe’s friend) were both free and joined them for dinner.
“I heard you’re looking for a secretary” said Estelle, changing the conversation abruptly midmeal. Jack was somewhat startled but Jerome continued chewing as if to say that he had no opinion. Joe didn’t look at all surprised and answered with a smile.
“Why yes, Estelle, we are” he said to her, allowing the opening she wanted.
“I would like to apply” she said.
“Why? We are only paying fifteen bucks an hour and you probably have more seniority here, with the Hilton, and more chance for advancement” he told her with honest concern.


“Actually, I am doing fine here. There are incentives and I am already assistant desk manager in less than a year. I will travel the world, they have branches everywhere, but I want to be near Jerome and I have a feeling you are going to be important and I would like to be in on it” she stated.
At the mention of her feelings for Jerome being included in a business discussion all the men cringed with the exception of Jerome. He glanced up from his soup to smile benignly before concentrating again on his eating. As it happened, Joe sat next to Estelle and reached for her hand which he clasped warmly.
You know as well as anyone what damage office relationships can cause. Jerome will be collecting money for stock options and much of that will be from wealthy women who will flirt with him and some will even attempt to seduce him. He likes it and we aren’t in the business of defrauding investors but might as well use the easy money. We can’t afford to loose messages due to a jealous phone operator. Please try and understand” he counseled her in lieu of the coming denial.
“Yes, I do understand” she said, hanging her head only to snap it upright and continue “but you don’t understand. I don’t know what happened to me or how long it will last after you all check out, but I will do anything for this man. I am not concerned who else he dates or takes to bed – if it makes him happy that’s what I want him to have. I’m telling you that I have never felt this way before. The beauty of it, for you, is that there is no jealousy or any thought about myself. If Jerome tells me to stay here and work until I own the building and then turn it over to him I will do it. If he tells me to seduce the Miami Dolphins I would do it. I don’t understand it myself but I can tell that I will do nothing but advance your cause unselfishly, enjoy doing it immensely and do it in such a way that we all profit” she finished sanely after divulging information more fit for a shrink than a job interview.
Jerome looked up and said “She is telling you the truth. It will help us all if we put her on and, although this is only our first week, I have no intention of leaving her if I can help it. The work comes first but she can help and we will take care that it benefits her too” he stated before taking Estelle’s hand from Joe.
Jack and Joe suspected that what had happened to Estelle was partly due to the meddling of the overview. He knew that females unconsciously, yet physically, shut down their phenomal attraction to men other than their chosen and suspected the overview maximized this effect. It should wear off with distance but Jack liked Estelle and knew her to be competent. Further, they planned on advancing business managers from the secretarial pool so they did have something of value for her.
Larry was looking sheepish because, although he had affection for Joe, he hadn’t been affected the same as Estelle had. Jack noted that he should call Missy soon.
“OK, do you need two weeks or can you start Monday morning” said Joe. Estelle assured him that she could and that she would pull a couple of part time night and weekend shifts to help out until she could be replaced. The responsibility of employees was hanging heavily on Jack and he further resolved to be solvent, and quickly.
They spent the rest of the week working with Miguel and installing the software and networking equipment they had bought along with ordering reference books and doing the necessary research. They both relaxed for the weekend and Jack enjoyed the use of his binocular vision along with a few ten mile jogs on the beach. He no longer dared to engage his attraction phenomes. He spent some time flirting and playing kissy face with three different vacationing coeds who were gone come Monday morning along with promises to keep in touch that would never materialize. Monday morning the three men and Estelle rose and ate breakfast at the breakfast buffet before arriving at the condo and parking in one of their eight assigned places at 7:30.
The morning was taken with housekeeping as keys had to be issued. Jerome, Miguel, and Estelle visited the bank and arranged subset accounts. When they returned, Estelle took measurements and went shopping with Miguel for food, household items and cleansers, linens, drapes from the associations approved list and clothes for the men. They didn’t make it back for lunch leaving Joe and Jack time to plan the mission beginnings, which they did at the conference table over delivered wings and cold draft beer.
“How much should we pay ourselves” Jack asked.
“It doesn’t matter to me but if we don’t it will look suspicious” he said.
“Fifteen an hour, same as everyone else” Jack offered.
“Same as everyone else plus a beach front condo with drunken coed scenery” remarked Joe.
“My favorite” was Jacks understatement.
“So, we are starting with an expert program to sell. That we will upgrade to an AI to use for our own purpose. This is the plan” asked Jack.
“Yep, and I guess whether we start with the speech synthesizer or chat interface we will need a dictionary. We’ll need all the rules of speech charted along with all the words and their extensions. I did use the www.dict.org people once to get some information off the web but in this case I think we should contact them and get some expert advice” he said.
“OK, you contact them and I’ll frobnicate with the database” said Jack.
“Instead of an algorithm to change tense or to make a word plural I think we should include multiple instances of words if they should occur differently. An example is like snowmobile which can be both a noun and a verb” Joe offered.
“OK, and for the verbs we will need subgroups such as tense and verbs with particles and auxiliaries” said Jack.
“So, for instance ‘called’ and then with the particle ‘called on’ will be listed separately. Every verb mixed with every particle is going to give us a huge list of words.”
“Don’t forget the idioms. We should store them as a single word too. So should we store active and passive verbs on the main level or as a subset” said Jack. Joe shrugged so Jack continued.
“OK, noun, adverb, adjective, pronoun, preposition, conjunctions and interjections with verb in five main classifications, tenses and particles and auxiliaries, within which any verb may fall in one or all of them. These thirteen will be the main classifications. Uh oh, unlucky” he said.
“Only if you don’t like witches or Druids” said Joe. It took Jack a second before he realized the thirteen member groups or covens came from these religions exterminated by the Romans. Witches and Druids posed no harm for these irreverent men.
“OK” Jack continued “since there are maybe 120 thousand basic words in circulation and we will repeat it maybe six times on average, a guess, and another six ex due to derivations, we have 1 440 000 words. At an average sixteen bytes per word, you have 20 000 000 bytes just to store the words. Say a limit on the definitions of 256 bytes, almost twenty times more and you have 400 MB. Add in the medical dictionary, old English, people and places with their associated statistics, and jargon and we might reach 2 gigs. MySQL can handle that” he finished.
Joe nodded. “It’s all in the eloquence of the SQL” he said.
“And the setup!” demanded Jack.
 

No one else was back in the office so Jack adjourned to his working kiosk located off the main entrance of what should have been a living room. Joe seated himself on the couch with his notebook and began researching dict.org. Jack had a great view of the beach and would spend a bit of time looking about between data sets on his Db which he named WorkingWord but he made better time than he expected with the use of an inexpensive data manager. He used the downloaded MySQL driver to hook up an ODBC connection. Although he knew that a JET would be quicker he was not familiar with the JET. He did know that new often meant unfamiliar bugs and added confusion when dealing with computers.
Joe had made some success with the manager of the online dictionary and was flying to Pennsylvania tomorrow to hammer out the deal. Jack overheard him offer five thousand a week for twenty weeks.
Not able to resist the need to call Missy any longer he placed the call and was connected immediately.
“Hello Jack” she answered warmly.
“Hi Missy, how have you been” Jack asked.
She told him that she missed him dearly; yet only wanted the best for him. She was actually confused as she was only human but it seems that jealousy and desires had been supplanted with a will to see Jack succeed and that her own needs and wants took a back burner to his – but only when it concerned Jack.
Jack told her that the feeling would fade in time and that she would only profit from her feelings for him. He was amazed when she expressed obviously strong feelings for him; yet, would let him go without interference if that was his wish. It was unnatural and he realized that he could sow wild oats in paradise without hurting anyone if he wanted to. He did like her, however, and decided to bypass the frivolity in favor of a meaningful relationship.
“Do you think your parents will like me” asked Jack.
“I think my mom will love you and my father will hate you” she said with a laugh.
“What are you saying, you think you will be meeting my parents; you’re going to see me again?” she asked.
“I never liked anyone as much as I like you” he told her and she was quiet.
“Do you want to visit me here next weekend?” he asked.
She agreed that she certainly would like to. He gave her his address and number and agreed to meet her at six pm of the next Friday. He resolved to do better than to put her into his bed and spend the weekend enjoying her flesh but he was already anticipating her touch.
The next day was taken with mundane chores for Jack. He outlined the necessities of a clean room for Miguel and planned the outline for their office suite that would be accomplished with the removal and reconstruction of several walls. Jack also planned a wall breaching the hallway and incorporated it into their space. Miguel advised that the home owners association would soon be causing interference and that he might be able to get by on self drafted plans. If speed was an issue he should procure an architect. The architect could sublet the work and also gain the stamp of a structural engineer certified in air conditioning and electric service. It took Estelle hours to locate a candidate and in the end found a fellow named Ernest Miller that had just hung out a shingle in Orlando. He would drive over the next day and promised to do the plans quickly, as they were residential and didn’t involve any structural changes to load bearing walls. Architects weren’t necessary for residential work as the construction methods were well known and involved standard loads, but Jack sensed he would be worth the money if only to deal with inspections.
Jerome had met with a realtor’s group, friends of Amanda, and had several people on the hook. Jerome projected two million more in preferred stock sales by the end of the week. Two people had called and requested to speak with Jerome about investing. They had gotten the number by word of mouth. Jerome had more people waving money at him than he could handle although he wasn’t willing to expand, yet, as Estelle was doing a professional job of managing all their activities.
Joe brought an effeminate young man back with him to help program the expert system dealing with the English rules. Jack feared he would be staying with Joe and just resolved to handle his own feelings. Andy Shim had no intention of staying with Joe at the condo and they put him up at the Hilton and booked two weeks hoping that they could conquer the English rules in that time. Estelle, who had moved into Jerome’s room at his request, took him over to the Hilton and checked him in and dismissed him until the next morning.
Andy did arrive on time and Miguel found him in the parking lot and brought him on up. He reeked of rum, could barely stand and wore the same clothes he had arrived in, complete with dotted bow tie. Miguel had found him wrapped around a pretty woman in a convertible, Mark V, whom had driven him in to work. So much for appearances was the thought shared by all. They had time for some strong coffee and Estelle popped out some strawberry crepes (which Andy avoided). Joe took charge of him and they drove off to the airport to pick up Kevin. Kevin would manage the code grid once the data was provided and decide the rules while working with Andy.
Surprisingly, by the end of the week, the data sets had arrived by FTP and the men found the flat files to be well organized and ported them into the data base on the first try. The transfer required less than a day. They had decided to forestall the voice interface at this time and built the chat interface. They would market avatars with names that would collect a wage as if they were human. The avatars would work 24/7 without any benefits and were projected to bill at 400 dollars per week; each!
They decided on a five tier hierarchy of priority. The first algorithms would establish the flow chart from question identification to solution for each question. The second tier would involve experience wherein the team would need data from the user company involving recordings of interactions between workers and customers. The third set would involve jargon and pronouns to answer oblique references. The fourth set would examine the question by way of the English dictionary to determine meaning and reply in kind; while the final set would be a fuzzy logic, best guess, algorithm that would chime in when the other four weren’t working to prevent time outs which always irritates a customer.
When Friday afternoon rolled around they all felt as if they had accomplished several times more than what was expected and decided to stay in the office and celebrate – room service at the Hilton consented to deliver dinners and drinks at sevenish (for a generous tip, it was made clear) but the real reason everyone stayed was to see Jack’s girl. Miguel’s wife Carmen (as pretty, wholesome and charming as everyone had expected she would be) had joined sans children that she had left with her mother in law. She had joined them for lunch several times during the week and professed a desire to do a routine cleaning of the office/apartments daily with a deep cleaning every Monday morning. She had become indispensable in very short order. She and Estelle provided a warm family atmosphere and both women were eager, although they masked it, to see who had snagged such a wondrous catch as Jack.
Missy drove her purring, vintage, Alpha Romero into the parking reserved under the sign for ‘Dead Men Talking’ and switched off the ignition and toggled the fuel pump. The building was similar to the tall condos on the west coast of Florida, near where she lived, and she had several relatives, usually retired, and tucked away into them whom she would visit. She rose and shook her hair free after loosening the tie, running her brush through it and checking the mirror to see if it fell straight. She had just dropped the convertible top a mile up the road so she could be viewed by Jack as she drove in, but she didn’t see him. Missy left the top down and stored her lip gloss, hair brush and wallet in the glove box; locked it and put the key under the seat – she had smiled prettily at the gate guard and knew that he wouldn’t allow anyone else out in her car. She had allowed him to look over the car as thoroughly as the old man had looked at her legs and her cleavage.
Jack didn’t know it but in the few weeks since he had left she had worked ahead on all her classes. She had written all her four thousand word papers and taken the final exams early. Her special requests were granted without question as due the status of her parents. Heck, she knew girls with similar degrees that had never set foot on campus! In any event, she would be doing field work starting next quarter and she intended for Jack to find something that matched her talents before then; she had no intention of allowing her man to escape her ministrations.
She had seen the way her friends had tried to gain Jack’s attention as soon as he neared them and had endured their questions as his visit was still the talk of her dorm. She didn’t understand it as one of another of her dorm mates snagged one of the most eligible on a weekly basis – often dumping him unexpectedly for amusement; graduate doctors and working surgeons were the norm. All the girls held passports for those romantic experiments that required them to fly out of the country. There was no denying the way she felt and knew it was more than naiveté.
Missy had spent the morning in an exclusive workup making sure that her hair had the texture of fresh silk and that every last strand was straitened and oiled back to health yet fell naturally across her back to end in a perfectly straight line at the bottom of her shoulder blades. Her Brazilian wax was also fresh as of this morning. Her short cropped racing stripe was oiled to silky perfection and her hairless skin was balmed into supple smoothly nub-less touchability. Her tanning was done the day before under the tutelage of a professional. The panty line divide was sharp from brown legs to her creamy mound exposing minor slips of skin that drew the eyes of any male to her pampered slit. The bra top lines were also razor sharp and crossed the areola top drawing the eyes to the imagined round of pink. Any man would imagine he saw the hint of the nipple; as tasty a treat as strawberries floating on fresh butter milk served with a short straw inviting an extended soft sucking. The last two weeks had seen her in the gym for two hours each day, again under the instructions of a professional, with the intent to tone her flesh without losing the soft overlay; special attention was paid to those special muscles that grasped a man like only a woman can grasp a man.
When she had stopped to lower the top on her car she had also retrieved her overnight bag from the trunk and changed clothes partially concealed behind the corner of an empty building. She was able to don the whites she had in mind to dazzle Jack before stripping out of her bra and panties; the bra she left off but she slipped into her new white panties; the skimpy garment was made from the finest cotton that she hoped would feel good to Jack’s fingers and were not quite transparent. She had avoided T-back as awkward and laughed when the sales girl showed her a pair with a hole in the middle.
Her two hundred dollar, lightly frilled cotton peasant shirt, was transparent when the sun was behind her. Her white cotton mini-shorts were a bit more substantial but were thin Lycra and tight enough that she hoped Jack would be able to count her short hairs. She could feel the material rub on the insides of her man eater, below a locked tight and easily manipulated black zipper, that screamed slut. She knew that Jack thought more of her than just as a sex object but Jack had taken her as he would a strumpet and if Jack wanted a tramp that’s what he would get; until she could manage to give him more of herself.
The gate guard had called in a favor to a friend and appeared at her side to escort her to Jack’s suite. The man acted civilized enough and she consented allowing him to lead her to the elevator and ascend to Jack’s hall where he rapped smartly on the door, announcing her using the name she had given at the gate.
The door was opened before the second rap and Missy wondered if Jack had been standing directly behind it. She was nervous but posed provocatively in front of him as his face exploded in delight and lust. He reached out for her and clasped her to him in a strong embrace that did a great deal to relieve the anxiety that she had been feeling.
Directly behind Jack were two women and behind them were several men, all of which were looking her over from differing perspectives. The two women knew immediately that she was tramping it up for Jack and did not seem concerned about the effect Missy would be having on their men. They both smiled warmly and offered hands to be shaken as soon as Jack quit squeezing himself into her. The three men behind the women were not able to keep their eyes from ogling her form but they maintained their composure. They also extended their hands, offering polite hellos. Behind them were two more men, one older, and they both examined her in a critical manner before extending their hands and offering a polite smile; if not as warm as the others had been. She forgot all the names in the commotion and allowed them to pull her into the conference room where food and drinks were arranged and a place had been set for her, at Jack’s right. Jack headed the table with the beach view behind him.
As Missy sat, Estelle remarked on her appearance.
“What a nice blouse. It highlights your breasts so nicely. Were there no bras to go with it” she asked as if innocently.
“Uh, bra?” said Missy, obviously uncertain. The rest of the table, especially Jerome, knew that Estelle had had her share of man teasing and was good at it.
“Well yes, your nipples are about to poke right through your shirt. They stand out so firmly for large breasts; and that tan!” she teased. Missy was becoming troubled and became self conscious as she tried to reach for the food to fill her plate while covering herself with her forearms. She didn’t know what to say.
Estelle just shook her head and got up from the table but everyone else sat quietly admiring Missy’s breasts, an event that hadn’t happened so openly at any of the mixers she had attended previously. Estelle returned with a desk lamp and plugged it into a receptacle hidden within the low center piece and left again only to return with a change of shirt.
Estelle reached to turn on the lamp and point it at herself. She flounced into her chair while extending her arms and placing her palms flat upon her head. Her actions began to take the attention from Missy’s chest and soon everyone noticed that Estelle had changed into a flimsy brown cotton shirt and left her brassiere in her room. She jiggled a bit; until her nipples protruded like pencil erasers and her ripe curves were pressed pertly against the revealing cloth.
“Well, I see what girls gotta do to get some action in this crowd!” she exclaimed. Everyone laughed without malice. Missy relaxed and ate with her new friends. She listened to their stories and answered their questions about herself. Jack often reached over to touch her hand with his and each time he did a thrill ran the length of her spine. She was hoping that Jack would take her to bed right after dinner as she was determined to relieve the pressure that had been growing between her legs. Although she wanted Jack desperately she was pleased to find that she had control of herself. She didn’t want to embarrass herself in front of Jack’s friends, like she would have had they seen her succumb so completely at their last contact.
Missy listened to their exploits and was pleased to learn that they had had a successful start. They had accomplished three times more than they planned and such an auspicious beginning called for a party.
Two full quarts of Chichicapa Cask Finish by Mexcal had already emptied on this tequila night. By eight pm Andy had downed more than his share. He adjourned to the beach with a promise to provide more diversity, seemingly not realizing that the only one lacking a mate was Andy. Miguel and Carmen were the most reserved yet she still had the spirit to provide a clueless Kevin with a controlled (and clothed) lap dance while the other men cheered her on. Kevin was friendly to her but all the other men were friendlier and each had taken time to show her around and each had managed to slide some part of their body across at least one of her breasts; usually it was a guiding arm around her waist that slipped. Joe had cupped her entire breast in his palm, seemingly to weight it, before sliding his hand around her waist as intended. She liked the men and enjoyed the attention, knowing that they would not lose control, although Andy seemed to steer her toward a bedroom before Miguel headed him off. Each minute and each touch inflamed her further and by eight she was rubbing her zippered shorts on Jack’s hip in a shameless grind. Finally, he asked her if she would like a quiet stroll on the beach.
Missy took his arm and allowed him to walk her onto the sand where she removed her sandals and left them by the foot wash of the keyed reentry. The night was cool and starry and she immediately regretted being in the open but soldiered on down to the water where they wet their feet in the Atlantic before rushing back to a covered bench adjacent to the condo where Jack had tossed his towel. This early in the evening the lights obscured the dark wonder of an ocean front and there were people walking about on the wide beach but the bench belonged to the condo tenants and was marked private. They sat and Jack put the towel around her shoulders and lingered a hand on her breast to caress a nipple thrust out hard from the cold and from her desire. She slipped a curious hand across his thigh and when she found him rigid she could hold back no longer.
Before he could object, she dropped to her knees in the cool sand, undid his belt and had his cock in her hands. Holding him firmly with both hands and allowing him free access to her breasts she placed the circumcised head into her mouth and gently sucked. She knew that people could intuit their shadowy actions as they passed by but could no longer control herself; instead she hurried him on before someone tried to stop her. She wasn’t able to walk back to the suite if she didn’t relieve some of this tension from her gushing crotch.
She removed one hand from her rhythmic grip on his penis and explored his chest under his shirt in much the same way that he was feeling her. She hoped she had the same affect on him that he had on her.
“Missy, oh my God, Missy, oh my God. Oh God, Missy” he said. Jack began to thrust his prick in and out of her mouth with an increasing tempo. He could last a long time but why should he delay his release when both he and her wanted it so badly. He reached to massage her pussy and give her some relief but the angle was wrong. He had to admit to himself that he didn’t have the strength to remove Missy’s face from his cock, even for an instant of readjustment.
Missy had his cock and balls completely released from his slacks and would not stop her strokes; she could feel his balls building toward release and she felt as one with him. She would build it as far as possible and explode it in her mouth but she would not back off and lower the pressure even for an instant. When he reached down and groped toward her sopping crotch she did move to accommodate him. The hand she had used to massage his chest was furiously plunging into her own slick crevice alongside Jacks hand. Together, they matched the rhythm that her mouth, now sucking halfway up and down his swollen shaft, was making. She knew she would come along with him. She wouldn’t stop blowing him, even for the time it would take to put him inside her, but his fingers on her aching pussy could provide added assistance to her own. She moved her butt into the air and straddled his leg where he could reach her.
The second he got his hand between her legs his balls began their convulsion and her cheeks swelled with his bursting load. She relaxed into her own explosive climax, unknown without Jack, and released so much juice that she would have slipped off of Jack’s knee if he hadn’t grabbed her ass with his other hand. She would swallow his cum except for the fact that she wanted her mouth, every hidden recess, every slim crack between her teeth, to be swimming in his sperm. When she did swallow, she forced as much as possible into her throat so that she could feel the progress down her entire throat even as he refilled her mouth. She lay spent across his leg for fifteen minutes after his explosion using the time to quell the joy of sucking her man.
Jack was flabbergasted. He had had blow jobs in the past where he had felt serviced. Maybe a girl liked him and yanked on him until he squirted. Maybe some had sucked him and swallowed but no one had ever sucked him empty and continued while his dick was ultra sensitive until he couldn’t take the pleasure any longer. When coupled with her beauty he found it hard to believe that a girl of such potential and talent would be so unguardedly interested in him. Did she think she could easily throw him over after he had enjoyed her to a depth that he hadn’t experienced before? Time would tell, and for this weekend he would show her a good time, as far as he was able.
When they returned to the suite they found that the party had ended. Carmen was busying herself about straitening this and that which was very nice of her. Missy joined to help while Jack relaxed in front of the TV to catch the news. Miguel informed him that Andy had come back and propositioned Carmen; he wasn’t so difficult to dissuade that he couldn’t be forgiven after he had sobered. Andy then left with a full bottle of tequila to walk the beach looking for company. Everyone else was here but had retired to bedrooms for the night although they may return to the common rooms for something to eat or some TV. The women brought some dip and chips for snacking and the foursome enjoyed a leisurely hour before Miguel decided to wrap it up and head for home with Carmen.
Although Jack’s bed was a rental it was still comfortable and Missy wasted no time in stripping down to her birthday suite and slipping between the covers, allowing Jack time to feast his eyes on her beauty. Missy had never been so pleased that she had something to offer as she was at that moment and, after stripping, Jack clamored into his bed while Missy wriggled under him. It wasn’t long before Jack was ready to take her and Missy was ready to be taken. She reached below his stomach and grasped his erection, guiding it into her after a bump or two across her clit. Jack pumped strongly into her with a rhythm that allowed her to easily build toward what she expected would be a shattering climax; she wasn’t disappointed. As he moved on her she placed one hand on his muscled rump, feeling the muscles contract and push into her while she snaked the other hand between them and stroked her sensitive clitoris toward a climax that would match his. Even lost in the euphoria of climactic sensory overload she could clearly feel the gush of his sperm as it knocked upon her cervix looking for her egg.
They both drifted off into a sound sleep without further movement. Later in the night, Missy awoke as she felt herself rising toward another arousal as she subconsciously adjusted herself around Jack’s boner that was pushing into her ass. She enjoyed the sensation but she was tired and realizing he was asleep she snuggled into his embrace and pulled his hand up to cup her breast. It was not the first time Missy had spent the night with a man but it was certainly this occasion that she favored most.
Missy rose before Jack and spent some leisure time in the poorly appointed bath. After snagging a large pullover from Jack’s drawer she dressed and entered the group kitchen to prepare a light breakfast for the two of them and was surprised to find Carmen there. Carmen had already prepared a light meal for all of them and Missy sat with her to chat over the food. Apparently, Carmen had asked Joe if she could come back in the morning to prepare some food and clean up after the party and Joe had consented. Missy thought it was because Carmen was curious and liked the people around the house – Missy knew that was the case for herself. Joe, Kevin, Estelle, Jerome and Jack all rose shortly thereafter and chattered calmly about nothing at breakfast making Missy comfortable and included. Missy told Jack she was going to get her night bag from her trunk while Jack showered and he gave her a key to get back into the suite with. He was done showering and sat in the living room office with the others when she returned his key and he told her to keep it. Aghast, she looked at the others and received a friendly smile from each. She felt the tears welling up, tears of joy, and quickly excused herself to visit the restroom. She regained her composure and changed into her bathing suit. When she returned Jack was ready for a swim in the pool so they grabbed some towels, some oil, and took the steps to the pool access.
She wore a standard blue bikini that hugged her figure and threatened to spill her breasts from their holders but it was regular wear compared to her earlier tramp suit. She still had every man’s eyes glued to her body as she crossed the tiled breezeway with Jack. She glanced at Jack to see if the attention was an annoyance for him but he seemed to be proud to be with her. They walked without stress to a shaded lounge area with a small table. An unobtrusive Asian girl approached and offered refreshments, saying that she did this for fun on the weekend but did accept tips. There were spray bottles of tan lotion present but the two opted for the hands on slather and enjoyed the rum punch while watching the neighbors interact for an hour.
Even in mid-fall the Florida sun can be brutal and they began to express worry about Andy as he hadn’t reappeared. He wouldn’t be the first to fall asleep on the beach, either in a drunken stupor or snoozing off after a late tryst. The police were troublesome for the unwashed. People that had paid for a room, and it was obvious which was which, were generally left to their own devices. In any event, the pair set out on a search for the man across the sand.
Jack knew the ins and outs of beaches and found the man under an overturned row boat whose owners had lashed it against the seawall.
Andy was incoherent and mumbling but had been smart enough to find shelter from the sun or maybe he had just been lucky. Andy regained his facilities rather quickly but reeked of rotten booze and vomit. He smiled wanly as he regained his footing and headed back toward the suite. Jack could see the man’s wallet still bulged from his back pocket and he took his arm, guiding him toward the busy beach boulevard.
“I need to get cleaned up” Andy mumbled.
“Yes” said Jack while hailing a cab. Luckily one stopped in short order and Jack loaded him into the back seat, paid the driver and instructed that he be taken to the Hilton.
“I need to get cleaned up” Andy repeated uncomprehendingly.
“And so you shall” Jack stated cheerily and loudly as the cab pulled away, ending Andy’s attempt to disembark.
“Is he fired” asked Missy.
“Not yet, but I don’t want him around my home past business hours” he told her.
Jack walked with Missy up the sidewalk to the guarded condo entrance and walked her past the guard who greeted them effusively. Jack felt good walking with Missy along the sidewalk and into his home and hoped she felt as comfortable with him as he was feeling with her. Missy let him into his home with her key as he hadn’t taken his. The rest of the weekend was as cozy and comfortable as the weekend had started; but oh those Mondays!
 

Jack had a sunrise window overlooking the ocean and liked to have the sun waken him. It became a habit and soon he was to be found, on any morning of any working day, snacking breakfast as the sun rose over the Atlantic. Missy had joined him in a robe and was quiet as she gathered her things for her return trip. The other rooms emitted movement noises as their occupants prepared for the day. Jack was surprised, however, when there was a loud knock on the door at 8 am. Miguel wasn’t expected for another fifteen minutes and he had his own key; Andy was due but he usually acted as an employee and didn’t bang about with authority. Jack was surprised when he did see Andy at the door, but he was behind an older mustached man of medium build sporting an expensive toupee. The man swelled himself up and strode into Jack’s home as if he owned the place. He stopped in the kitchen where he leered over Missy before turning to Jack as if expecting a salute.
“My name is Raymond Smythe III and I am the president of the Owners Association for this building” he stated while standing erect in polo shirt, slacks and oxfords. Jack bristled at his attitude and spit out his reply before he could control it.
“So what” Jack said with disdain.
“I have heard that you are running a business out of a residential home and that is against my policies” he said.
“Policies?” Jack questioned as if bored.
“Yes, I provide the insurance for this building” he oozed “and when you violate the rules of the association you will suffer. When you flaunt the association’s authority as you have done I am sorry to say that your down payment and prepaid insurances are held forfeit. I am sorry to say” he continued not looking in the least sorry “that you have generated a great many complaints with your monkey shines. Any tenant can be evicted with a majority vote. That vote will be taken in emergency session this afternoon and it is a forgone conclusion. You will need to leave by the end of the week. I am doing you a favor by letting you know; so you can prepare” he finished while looking about to absorb and enjoy the pain and anger he envisioned he was causing with the self important infliction of his powers. Jack’s face did not disappoint him. Jack was considering retrieving and sharpening his navy knife; like the one OJ used to slaughter Nicole, before he ended this conversation.
Estelle was heading for her administrative desks when she witnessed Mr. Smythe invade her home and had been listening intently. As she saw Jack’s mood darken and after witnessing the man's leer at Missy she felt she could intervene effectively. She gave it a try. Grasping the stuffy insurance salesman by the arm and turning him to face her, leaning a bit to expose her cleavage, she squeezed her breast against his arm.
“Mr. Smythe, surely you can detail this important issue for me so I can get on it and straiten it out” she purred, looking meaningfully at his crotch as she ended the sentence.
“Certainly we don’t want to have a bigger problem” said Smythe inanely. He would profit most if the policies and down payments were forfeit and he intended to make that happen. They could see the wheels turning in his slimy mind; maybe he could get a little action from this pretty girl on the promise of compromise – as that was his usual modus operandi - and an empty promise.
“Did he say nigger?” demanded Jerome. He had overheard the man from his room and dressed in his most outlandish costume for the occasion. He appeared wearing a long braided wig, his nut bag bathing suit and no shoes. Jack almost broke out laughing but it did emphasize the fact that they would win this situation easily as soon as they got to the man’s wife and the other ladies on the ‘board’.
“Yes baby, but it had to have been a misunderstanding. Now you go back to bed while I be talking to the nice man” she said, leading a Mr. Smythe III to the conference room where she could grill him in private. Jerome glared the man on his way but as soon as he was out of sight all the men had a quiet laugh while Jerome went back to change – he already had two appointments scheduled this morning and would be holding several more millions in investment money before noon; the first appointment was at nine am. The morning interruption had clearly knocked Jerome off his game. The phone was ringing on two lines and everyone was busy so Missy took the calls, as she sat at Estelle’s administrative desk.
Miguel checked in but left again to pick up the architect at the airport. Andy got to work with Kevin, Jack, and Joe and they continued to establish the chain of command. Joe had an appointment with their first possible customer, to gather actual data records which Jack would transpose to text data by the end of the week. They hoped to be able to incorporate the data flow from entire sentence matches, eliminating much of the data crunching that Kevin and Andy were working on for when it would be necessary. Jack had to work with the architect. It turned out that there was a lot more involved in changing over their apartment than they had realized. Jack worked well past dinner with Kevin. Estelle accompanied the insurance man to his emergency meeting and weathered the insincere wrath of her fellow tenants while convincing them to delay their eviction. Estelle threw herself on their charitable natures, pleading for a chance to conform as the group expected. One of the women in the offensive group changed ranks and Estelle took her to an expensive dinner and the show at the Hilton. The show featured Dick Smothers. The woman willingly gave Estelle information that would help combat the board.
It was eight pm before the day was finished for any of them. Missy had managed the phone which rang with one crisis after another. Having heard there was money to be snatched, every tax agency in the county demanded entrance to check and fine liberally while tut-tutting from on high. They fined concerning fire extinguishers and noise ordinances and exceptions for permits. Permits that had already been approved suddenly needed expensive upgrades. Missy found she could handle these grifters with ease as she knew how and why they operated and did so as an advocate of Jack’s business. She fell exhausted into bed while Jack thanked her profusely, and physically, and promising she could go home Tuesday morning. Tuesday was as burdened as Monday and wore into Wednesday and by the end of the week, at dinner on Thursday night, the crew made a formal request, headed by Jack. They asked her if she could and would stay on with them. Missy accepted and this time she didn’t bother to hide her tears from her trusted friends.
Edgar, Francine and Lucy (Missy’s parents and younger sister) hadn’t seen her in weeks and demanded to visit over the Christmas holidays. Usually, the family would gather at the matriarchs; this year Edgar’s parents were doing an extended Caribbean cruise and Francine’s sister would be visiting her son in Arizona. If Missy insisted on staying on the East coast then, by God, they would bring the celebration to her.
Lucy, two years younger than Missy, was eager to flirt in an area where every nuance wasn’t commented to death by her friends. Although they had talked with Jack on the phone and Missy had sent pictures, they were very interested in this man as it seemed they had lost all control of Missy to him. Jack knew that with Missy being the oldest that no man would be good enough for them (unless they picked him from a crop whose parents could benefit their careers) but he was determined to win them over with natural charm and exuberant expenditure.
The business had garnered a few large contracts on the strength of the projections for the developing algorithm and if the program proved to work as promised the first ‘subcontractors’ would be billing hours in February of the new year, just weeks away and just weeks from the beginning of the AI project. Although there were strenuous objections from unions and the anti-efficiency (any job is a good job regardless of productivity or usefulness) political action committees it only required a sit-down with the stockholders, many of whom wore both hats, to show what a ninety percent reduction in support costs could do for their dividends.
Further, all agreements contained a clause that, if the person requiring support were to request it, their call would be handled by the usual trained staff. The sales rep, be it Jack or Jerome or one of the new ones, would inform management that there was no reason that the cost of human support could not be added to the bills of anyone that requests it. The customer must be clearly informed at the time of the added expense, Jack insisted. Greater billing and less cost made greater bonuses and it was a done deal; pending the flawless performance of the software.
Then, they offered a three month trial after which the customer could cancel with no charge if not completely satisfied. Although the customer payments wouldn’t start until May, the investment capital poured in – not more than they could pay back with ample returns but more than they expected or needed.
All this activity was bothering their neighbor, Alice, or seemed to bother her as she was obviously enamored with Raymond Smythe. Her interest was witnessed by the lengths she would go to as she put herself as near as possible at every meeting he attended, even after loosing the chair to Estelle. She had the ocean front suite adjacent and would often spend the better part of her day glaring at whosoever trafficked onto her floor, although her scowling had no effect. In any event, in a declining market the corporation offered to buy her suite at a fifty percent markup and incorporate it, including her American Drew furniture and Thomas Kinkade print collection with two originals. Alice accepted the offer. The space was needed but for the month all agreed to let Jack have it to host Missy’s parents.
Andy had moved in with Kevin in a temporary arrangement until he could find proper quarters; winter in Pennsylvania isn’t something you rush into lightly although Andy could well afford temporary housing. Like many a drinker, Andy was superb at his work and they had made him one of the team. Not only did he know all of the quirks and illogical exceptions of the English language but he could manage a sophisticated logical progression which fit him into a programming establishment without the need for grease. Kevin wasn’t much of a drinker but oddly, Kevin noticed, Andy exemplified the positive changes that seemed to flourish around the ‘Dead Man Walking’ project. Andy was now only a social drinker and was dating but only two women and was consistently nearing normalcy while retaining his expertise. He confessed to Kevin that he was about to narrow his selection down to one because, although Roxanne was fun and boisterous, Abby was ready to settle down. Kevin noted, for further reference, that everyone coming into contact with the three men, one of which entered Joe’s life very strangely, showed visibly improved health and mental maturity.
It was obvious that they would need more personnel and much larger quarters and Kevin found something for them to grow into; an abandoned school in a rough neighborhood. In a civic minded fashion, he began training local help to refurbish the place and it was quite the project. Kevin’s growing crew of programmers only sparingly occupied twenty rooms toward the front leaving another two hundred in need of refurbishment. The older building had had actual stone plating, carved limestone and some granite, which couldn’t be salvaged due to its weight. These reconditioned treasures brightened everyone’s work day as they all felt the reward of reclaiming the lost.
Jack’s head was spinning with details in need of attention when the Fieldings arrived at 11 am on Thursday the 20th, only five days before Christmas. Nevertheless, he pushed everything into the background so he could focus all of his attention on Missy’s family. Jack’s corporation had provided new uniforms for each of the entrance guards that were smart yet officious just short of a feathered plume; the guards had selected the materials for comfort and ease of wear while the building association had chosen the design. The design had to be amended four times before the guards were comfortable with the choice of brass accents and cut. Jack paid a half day's shift for a single guard, handsome Frank, to be there when they arrived and then to guide the family into their assigned parking and up to their assigned suite.
Jack and Missy were waiting outside the elevator for them and when it opened Edgar, Francine and Lucy rushed forward unencumbered to embrace their daughter. Jack was left standing alone and to the side during the effusive greeting with side glances of question from Francine and Lucy. Edgar pointedly ignored him until he had finished greeting his daughter and then faced Jack directly, extending his hand.
“Welcome to our home” Jack said plainly and the entire group froze for an instant as they digested the word ‘our’.
Edgar kept his face unemotional but was inwardly churning with pleasure to find his daughter ensconced on a million dollar plus home that she had gained without compromising her integrity – any further than moving in with this strange man that she hardly knew. Edgar was aware that this notion was outdated but wasn’t clear as to which direction was best for his daughter – liberal or conservative.
“Thank you Jack, the place looks fabulous” he stated plainly and released his hand.
“Let me show you around” Jack said, fishing three keys from his pocket and offering them to Missy’s family or his new acquired family as time would tell. The suite door where they would stay was unlocked and ajar so the group entered while ‘Handsome Frank’ struggled with the luggage with some help from an attentive Lucy.
Francine crossed the foyer and the living room to the expansive ocean view that overlooked the common pool area, private to the owners, and gushed meaningless but delighted sentence fragments to no-one followed by Lucy and then by a quietly smiling Missy. Jack followed Edgar as he politely examined and remarked upon the layout, the rooms, and the kitchen to end in the living room where they moved to the dining table and sat. The refrigerator was stocked and Frank brought some drinks and snacks. He finished by placing an iced pitcher of Margaritas as the table center-piece and provided a ring of empty half-tumblers about it.
“This is very impressive Jack. I am honored that you have chosen my daughter to assist you with your commercial efforts and I am pleased to find that you and Missy find comfort with each other” Edgar stated.
What a relief. Their visit wasn’t over but at least the formal greetings were pleasant and they weren’t harping like spoiled children. For some people whatever is done for them isn’t yet up to their ‘standards’ and they keep complaining; hoping for more.
“I am very pleased to meet you. Missy has proved invaluable to our organization and it wouldn’t move forward as smoothly as it has without her” Jack said, complimenting their daughter but not really exaggerating her importance to the group but avoiding her importance to him – which was growing.
Everyone at the table smiled warmly at him, including Missy, and Jack decided it was a good time to make his exit, so, he stood.
“No, no, you all stay seated” he commanded. “You all stay here and make yourself comfortable. Missy will be able to stay with you for the rest of the afternoon but she will be working on and off for the rest of the holidays. Frank is ending his shift soon; if you need anything else brought up let him know. Your common area keys are hanging by the door and Missy will show you around the building. If you would like a tour of the working facilities the staff looks forward to greeting you. Please drop over around five this evening and plan on sharing dinner with us” he said. They nodded in agreement and were enjoined in animated conversation before he exited and rejoined his frenzied work force.
The staff was either looking forward to meeting Missy’s family or they were looking forward to a party, Jack wasn’t sure which. He did notice that preparations were underway for something. Miguel and Carmen had arranged large tables in the extravagant conference/dining room, which he had recently finished enlarging. He was eager to show his work to his children and mother who also were invited. Joe had invited a client and her husband and their two teen children. Missy and Jack would head the table. Estelle had arranged an extended room service from the Hilton and each had chosen their entrees. Missy ordered for her family and Joe for the clients.
Work was wrapped-up a bit earlier than five, with the phones put on automatic, and the first guests, Missy’s parents, walked on over at five on the dot. They were in good spirits and had garnered a bit of a tan as they had spent the afternoon around the pool gossiping with the other residents. By 5:30 everyone expected had arrived. They were seated and dinner was served.
All the guests complimented Miguel’s work or the software that was available in beta and running on demo. Many complimented Estelle’s stylishly designed suit then Edgar got personal.
“Are you going to finish you college education Jack” asked Edgar, the professor.
“I don’t think I will have time” said Jack without commitment.
“Edgar and I are disappointed that Missy hasn’t finished her education” Florence pouted.
“Oh, that reminds me” Jack said with enthusiasm and stood at the head of the table. “I have an announcement!” he continued loudly over the general conversation and the table faced him expectantly; Missy's folk's with some trepidation.
“At the first of the year because we have been blessed with a deserving crew I am happy to announce expanded benefits. Everyone working full time with us will receive full medical benefits without wage garnishment. Further, full educational benefits for any accredited course or certification. Also, a matching 401k accepting up to fifty percent of salary and reduced pricing on stock also limited to fifty percent of salary” he stated proudly.
“That’s even better than the university offers” remarked Edgar, the elder man of the table. Jack nodded and sat while noting the pleased expression evident on Miguel and Estelle; even Missy.
“We do have retirement” he continued, not letting it go. Jack wasn’t pleased with the university system in general but that didn’t mean he disliked the people involved or wanted a dispute with his guest.
“I don’t believe in retirement” Jack stated. There was no need to say that many of the people that were richly retired hadn't worked any harder than those that didn't receive a retirement. Those without benefits had often worked just as hard, were just as smart, and didn’t deserve to be considered an under class.
“What about social security?” chimed in Florence, interested in Jack’s opinions.
“A mandatory and inclusive system that is even handed, encourages thrift, only provides minimums and is not overly invasive is fine with me” he said, hoping to quit the subject.
“Why such a limited amount like social security. If you work hard you should be rewarded with a comfortable retirement” Edgar continued.
“Retirement adversely affects the price of the item being sold. When the prices dip a company with a massive cost in unproductive overhead is burdened and can’t compete” Jack said uncomfortably. No one added any comments so he clarified “and if the retiree wants more money they should live within their means and save some during their work days”.
“Should I invest in stocks?” Missy asked without interest but continuing a polite conversation.
“The risk is that it's money for nothing. Someone else manages it. No; I suggest investments of substance. Back something that you feel is important like businesses of other family members or businesses you feel are good for people or necessary like gardening or public transportation” Jack opined.
“Yes, but government benefits are what talented people opt for in lieu of limited wages. That and the opportunity to serve their neighbors” Edgar quipped, back on subject.
“Although not an authority, I feel government jobs are parceled out to friends and I don’t know that there is much work involved. If the wages are so limited then why are nine tenths of the retirees of these expensive condominiums ex-government of one type or another? Most of the serving I see is them serving themselves to my money” he finished, much more honest that he had meant to be. The others were beginning to watch the discussion with interest and Edgar was beginning to redden.
“In the universities we work very hard for our money and provide a meaningful service” he said, gritting his teeth.
“I think teaching can easily be limited to one tenth the time it takes now. Bill Nye the Science Guy is a great example. His informed animated lectures hold my attention while he demonstrates valid scientific points. Backed up with a workbook and followed up with a test a student can be certified for that skill. The show can be shown in a room of thousands with time for questions; the show can be broadcast and watched at the student’s discretion, questions by way of email in an easy to hard tiered network. A ninety percent decrease in student cost can be achieved overnight without loss of knowledge gained so why isn’t it done?” he said.
“A student teacher relationship is very important” said Florence.
“The relationship is important to whom? Is it important to the 'ill mannered' student or do teachers want to cram opinions into young minds? I think most parents want their children educated but would prefer that teachers, even in college, restrict their shaping to their own children” Jack said. Both Florence and Edgar were glaring at him but Lucy was enjoying her dessert. He might as well finish as, after all, it’s only an open discussion and wasn’t this the land of the free?
“I understand how these things work” said Jack, trying to smooth things over. “If I had gotten a job with the building department, for instance, I would be more prone to feather my own nest with tax money – it’s a natural occurrence. We are built to store the nuts when the getting is good” he placated and was having some effect. Edgar was now eating his dessert and rattling his coffee cup for service which was provided by the Hilton waiter with his masters in literature and no retirement pay. Jerome helped Jack out by snagging Edgar and Florence into a conversation about the islands where he grew up and which they had visited often. Missy was irritated with him and would not be distracted so easily. Her lips were tight behind a forced smile and her brow would furrow whenever she looked in Jack’s direction. Jack was thinking of a topic with which he could agree with his guests and turn the mood about when there was a gentle knock at the door.
No one else was coming and the gate would inform the office of visitors. Even then, they had to be authenticated by the receiving party or the elevator and stairwell doors would not open for them. Miguel was the first to answer the call but Jack followed him with suspicion. Miguel opened the door wearing a look of confusion after one look through the peephole and there stood a young teen vision of beauty and grace, dressed in sneakers and a micro skirt. Her white cotton blouse accented the ample cleavage pushed up and out to nestle a golden Ankh on a thin gold chain. The effect was, of course, to direct attention from a lovely face with perfect white teeth and impetuous eyes downward to a competitive display of feminine assets. By the time the attention was back to her face she would have done her own evaluation of the evaluator. Jack got back to her smile quicker than Miguel and it widened before she said “Hello Jack, me boy! And who is your handsome friend” Susan said, indicating Miguel.
At the sound of the young teen female voice all ears were turned in their direction; when the party deciphered what she had said they were out of their seats and racing to be first at the door. They braked, as if in a cartoon, with those nearest the entrance jolting to an abrupt stop as soon as they got the girl in vision and those behind clunking into the petrified front row before they could stop. The girl was far too young to be alone and far too young to have that body. Dressed like that and coupled with the sexual knowledge expressed in those warm dark eyes the girl was a triple threat to everyone. On top of everything, she seemed to know her way around the neighborhood and she certainly knew Jack. Missy didn’t know that Susan had her own ‘attractive quality’ and it was turned to low heat. That’s why the guards let her in unannounced; they were still stupefied and rather useless. Missy grew irritated; she grew more irritated than any of the other females, while her father adjusted his collar and continued growing a big, stupid male smile.
“This is Miguel” Jack said, gesturing toward the man. Susan spread her arms invitingly and Jack scooped her up in a bear hug entirely lifting her from the floor and spinning her completely around before setting her and introducing her to the crew, including Jerome and Joe, whom also gave her what seemed to be an overly warm hug.
“And this is Missy, my girlfriend” he stated simply to Susan and then, to Missy, he said “and this is Susan Richter, an old friend of mine”.
After a shake with all and babbled greetings, Susan executed the practiced knee bend, the one girls in short skirts must master, to retrieve her simple overnight bag. As if that wasn’t an announcement of it’s own she said “Where you going to put me tonight big guy” she asked Jack, giving him a second squeeze while watching Missy with amusement. All the men were interested in this answer – where was the ingénue to be located for the night – in case they had a bout of sleep walking or something. It was only mental amusement; the men recovered from their mental fogs and did a quick calculation on the girl’s age. They all calculated at younger than sixteen and they regained their manners and froze their eyes at neck or higher as if pricked with an electric prod – all of them at the same time.
Jerome and Joe had edged forward out of the pack and seemed, to the others, over the line in their dealings with the girl. The three men had exchanged very warm hugs with this teen as if they had known her for years. With an arm locked with Joe and the other with Jerome she was led into the dining area and parked at the end of the table. Miguel and Edgar rushed to get her some food.
Susan smiled at the others like a slave girl who had just discovered she was a princess and was now attending her first banquet. “I read you are making software and doing it successfully. Can I help”?
“Of course, of course you can. Our home is your home” said Joe with no room in his statement for exception. Missy was startled and then further perplexed to see a benign friendly look of agreement from Jack and then Jerome but she saw she shared her confusion with Estelle; if the look of shock and horror expressed on Estelle’s face matched her own.
“We’ll find you a room. There’s a bedroom used for storage on the back side” Jerome said.
“We’re going to open up the digs we just bought next month and you can move in there” offered Jack. “I haven’t seen you but expected you some time soon. What are you up to?” he continued.
Susan was given a plate of left over lower fat lasagna with rolls. She could see the rolls were whole wheat and a quick forking of the lasagna revealed the noodles to be cracked grain and the cheese made from skim milk and soy. There wasn’t much lean meat and she dug in whole heartedly. Susan could maintain her figure while ingesting a diet of buttered lard but she figured she had better remain consistent with her new identity.
“Doesn’t anyone recognize me?” she said while throwing her arms wide and thrusting her breasts forward. This spillage of girl meat over the holder tops provoked the unrestrained delight of Carmen’s young sons, but the adults shook their heads no; they hadn’t seen her.
“No? Oh well. I’m an underwear runway model in Paris!” she said “now retired” she added with amusement.
Missy had taken a new seat on the far side of her father and was not only irritated at losing her seat to this tramp but also that her father paid such rapt attention to every word she said and every movement she made; even Missy’s mother was concerned about Edgar’s behavior.
“So how long did you work, three months?” asked Jerome.
“Yep. Three months to get famous, make three million dollars, visit three continents and get emancipated” she answered.
“So you are a legal adult now? You can have a bank account and travel as you please? You don’t have to obey your parents?” asked Florence with some tremor of fear apparent in her voice.
“Yes, I can do everything as if I were twenty one, even drink” she said.
No one could tell if it was from innocent curiosity or had less than honorable intent but the question sounded odd coming from Edgar. “So you can have sex as an adult and not be considered a minor”? he asked politely.
Susan looked Edgar over before offering him a smile that would melt any man and certainly seemed an open invitation. Jack knew that she was only playing with the man, just as she was playing with Missy, by not moving from Missy’s perch at the head of the table.
The astonished but working waitress, as the waiter had ceased to work and was just watching the activity, placed the margarita pitchers onto the table along with the coffee urns before mugs and tumblers were dispensed. To emphasize her freedom, Susan asked the waitress for a tumbler full as she was about to visit the Keys (as she put it, Jimmy Buffet) but she stalled. Jack was forced to take the lead and provided the liquor for the fifteen year old girl before reseating himself.
“I thought you had to be at least sixteen to apply for emancipation” Edgar asked with a statement directed at no one in particular.
“I have special talents” Susan cooed back at him while squirming into her seat, again. “And mom testified on my behalf”.
“So where is Renee and how is she doing” asked Jack.
“Mom is fine and she will be joining me in a week. It’s been a tough time, physically, for her and she is vacationing in Greece. She had some surgery and wants to see if the scar lines tan” she said and winked at Florence, who reddened.
Joe directed Susan’s attention to the children as if to caution her about excess drink. They knew it wasn’t necessary but it did seem to bring some relief to Carmen who was about to pack up and retreat. After Susan had eaten, the dining party broke up and the group wandered about chatting in smaller groups. They grouped and regrouped in changing patterns. Jack excused himself for a beach walk with Missy. Jack surmised that she may have some questions for him.
“Where do you know her from” she asked.
“I was in her home town on business and met her mother first” he said. “We became friends”.
“Did you fuck her” she demanded in a tiff.
“Her mother or Susan” answered Jack feigning innocence. Missy started to redden so he let her off the hook as best as he could. Susan was part of the team whether Missy liked it or not. Susan was part of the team whether he liked it or not, for that matter.
“No, honey, I swear. It’s neither, it isn’t like that! We need to have a talk with the entire group and fill you in on a few things but let’s wait until your parents leave. For now, nothing is going to happen that way. It won’t take long for you to see that, just wait until your parents leave, OK”?
Missy was relieved to hear his denial but it wasn’t the first time a man had lied to her for the purpose of gaining access to her body. It is difficult to think when you have strong feelings and hers had never been stronger. She noticed that the bench where she had renewed her sexual commitment to Jack was shadowed and quiet and thought about taking him over there for a refresher but changed her mind. She would be Jack’s woman but the super duper rewards would wait until her suspicions were cleared; time would tell.
Edgar spent the week between Christmas and the New Year lounging, often in sweats, sipping rum Collins by the pool. Renee had appeared on Christmas Eve and nervously moved into the suite with her daughter Susan. It took two days for Renee to relax with the group but she adopted a cavalier attitude and even helped out. Estelle and Missy had outgrown the reception desk and each now had growing responsibilities but that labor was taken up by Susan and Renee who took turns and when they weren’t working they made themselves available around the pool and on the beach. Susan was careful not to draw persons of unknown character within the group’s security web, as weak as it was, but Renee was on her third man for the week and used the shared bedroom as her personal no tell motel.
As was often the case, Edgar was at the pool in sweats in deference to the late December weather; although it was sunny the breeze often contained a chill. Susan was not on the phone and was also enjoying a drink at the pool although she preferred Bloody Mary’s in the afternoon. She knew she could be seen from the business office and suites and enjoying pushing Missy’s buttons but Jack already knew that nothing would come of it. Today she had dressed in a white wireless nylon pushup bra that highlighted her dark nipples, usually erect in the cool air. Although her shape could be clearly observed through the thin white cotton top the girl invented reasons to twist and bend and the loose neckline revealed her creamy skin without leaving much to the imagination. Further, she was sporting white silk slacks that were tailored to her measurements which highlighted every nip and tuck of her lower sex. It wasn’t quite see-through but she risked arrest every time she left the private pool for a walk on the beach (if the arresting officer was a crotchety female, really!).
Edgar was reasonably behaved in that he didn’t offer the girl money or an overt proposition but his eyes never left her body. Jack was sure it was all he could do to control his erection as Jack was having trouble with his own even four stories above her and standing with Missy at the window. Missy was waning irate about the foolishness of men in general and specifically about the stupidity of her father. It was likely that Florence was also watching closely in the adjoining suite and Lucy was only allowed to enjoy the pool area when Susan had vacated it. Already, Lucy had tried to imitate Susan in dress and manner but couldn’t pull the sophistication off and both her parents objected strongly to her being dressed too provocatively. Jack checked his overview to see if he had the ability to fast forward to the end of their visit and was surprised to find a few tactics but all involved somniatic anesthesia.
Jack played host into the New Year while working furiously; he knew that the software companies success was only to shepherd in the development of a true AI. Actually, it didn’t matter if they succeeded in making an AI, what mattered is if they could contact the one that already existed. Jack suspected it was in this solar system although the Oort cloud was a likely target, as well as comets that entered the solar system only once in a millennium.
The first week of the New Year was packed full of work for everyone as Edgar and his family left and Susan moved into the suite with her mother. Jack put Missy off about clearing the air but she had spoken with the rest of the crew and all had a few questions that they would like to have answered. There were questions about Susan and how the three men knew each other and how they beat the odds so easily. There were questions of a more hushed nature about the improving health surrounding all those in contact with ‘Dead Man Talking’ and nagging questions about why the girls were enamored so fast and tightly; although both were happy and growing even happier.
 

It was the 10am meeting of the second week that two things of importance happened. Firstly, Missy politely demanded that they have an open session clearing the air and Jack agreed after first eyeballing Joe, Jerome, and irritatingly for Missy, Susan. The second thing of importance is that a building inspector called and demanded to speak to the person in charge so Joe accepted the call, during the meeting, from Renee.
“Yes, can I help you” Joe said aloud, already surmising trouble so putting the man on speaker phone (a good one without feedback).
“Is this the CEO” the man asked, barely keeping his overt disrespect under control.
“This is he” said Joe.
“What is your name, which is what I want” demanded the inspector in the practiced way some civil servants are taught to ‘take control of the situation’.
“My name is Joe” said Joe, deliberately becoming obstinate but maintaining his demeanor as Joe had switched to record and assumed the inspector had done that same.
“Give me your full name! I haven’t got all day!” he practically snarled.
“Joe Smith” he said slowly and waited.
“Well, Mr. Joe Smith, I have been looking at your plans and there seems to be some problems with the electrical service. You’re building isn’t rated for this amount of power” the inspector said.
“Who is this please” Joe asked.
“My name is Dwayne Meat” the inspector said. Everyone laughed loudly into the speaker and Joe moved to turn it off but changed his mind.
“We have employed an architect and he has certified the structural amenities with a certified engineering firm complete with structural stress, electric, and HVAC” said Joe.
“But you have joined two suites into one and each suite service is only permitted at 250 amps and pulling 150 amps according to your electric bill. You have combined them into one suite rated at 250 and pulling 300 amps” he amplified the overlap in lexicon as if it were a true danger to the public or themselves.
“It’s true that we have consolidated two suites into one but the two services were maintained so we have one suite drawing 300 amps from two services rated at up to 500 amps. What that means is that neither the public nor ourselves are in any danger and, I believe, that is your purpose – to protect the public and to protect the public from themselves if need be” finished Joe.
“It is clearly stated that residential service is a maximum of 250 amps and you are in violation. I have already written you a ticket for one thousand dollars as you are failing to cooperate. I will write another one thousand dollar ticket per day till Friday and if the situation is not rectified, you will have no electric service come this Saturday. Do I make myself clear, Mr. Smith?” stated Mr. Meat with that uppity officious drone of superiority that’s commonly heard by the unofficious.
“I don’t believe that your accusation is valid” said Joe “and we will certainly have our engineer review our records and permits but that will take time. In the meantime, what can we do to fix this problem” Joe said, sounding defeated but only as a ploy.
“I’ll be having dinner at the Azure on Atlantic Avenue at six pm. If you like, you can join me for dinner” he said and hung up.
“Well, what do you know” Joe said.
“Susan, can you put the phone on self answer and come here” he squawked loudly.
“Coming boss” she hollered back. After the noise of a shuffle and some furniture movement she jostled in carrying a notepad and pencil and took and empty seat.
“Susan, it appears we have a local crook smelling into our business” said Joe to Susan.
“Smelling into what?” she asked coyly.
“Did you overhear the man on the phone?” Joe asked her.
“Yes”.
“You make the deal, you meet him at dinner. Pay for the creep’s dinners but if he is anything on the take or lowbrow, destroy him” said Joe with a ferocity that was uncommon in the man.
Susan just nodded her ascent as if a fourteen year old, emancipated or not, could handle such a situation. Jack, Joe, and Jerome knew that she could but Missy, Estelle and Miguel held a perplexed look. Missy had gained some self esteem and was no longer cowed but felt, and rightfully so, that she shared in the creation of the success of this company and she would voice her opinion and now, she felt, was a good time to do so.
“Wait a minute!” she exclaimed. “It appeared to me that this man was only doing his job. He had a bad attitude but maybe he was having a bad day. Shouldn’t we just fix the electric? Further, what makes you think that Susan can handle an adult male?” she exclaimed, at odds with Susan already.
“Oh, I can handle an adult male” Susan said innocently and received a few snickers and Missy’s glare.
“Could you handle Missy’s dad” asked Joe and the room went quiet. Susan looked directly at Missy while answering.
“What about Missy’s dad” she said.
“Did you seduce him” asked Joe.
“No”.
“Could you have done so” asked Joe.
“I can seduce any man” she said as a statement without pride.
“You can’t seduce me” said Joe and there were more snickers.
“I wouldn’t bet my life on that dearie” she replied with a smile.
“Edgar couldn’t take his eyes off you” Joe continued.
“Most men never look above me neck but some try to talk to me” she said with whimsy.
“Why didn’t you seduce him? You spent hours with him” Joe said.
“I liked him is why. Why would I wreck a guy’s life for a brief fling” she said.
“Did he ever try to get you to come to his room?” asked Joe.
“No” she said.
“Did he ever try to meet you somewhere alone or put his hands on you?” Joe asked.
“He never tried to make a date, he was a perfect gentleman. He knows a lot and I liked talking with him. Sure he was attracted to me but men really can’t help that. I could feel his resistance and knew it was because he loved his wife and daughters; I had no intention of screwing that up for him” she finished. Missy realized she was very nervous but Susan dropped eye contact with her at this point and she relaxed only to stiffen again at Joe’s next question.
“But Edgar’s a public servant only there to serve himself at the public treasury as Perot cautioned would happen. Wouldn’t the taxpayer be better served if their ranks were whittled down?” Joe asked Susan.
“Not as far as he is concerned. He does take care of himself but feels he earns his pay. He does try to maintain a professional attitude and in his case he is rather smart and can’t easily deceive himself into feeling that wrong is right. He does what he is told to do because he doesn’t see that he is causing harm. On the contrary, he thinks he is good for those around him” she said flatly, confusing Missy until Joe cleared it up.
“Exactly my point!” said Joe. “Most public service employees are good people but there are a few, maybe three percent, which are totally corrupt. Unfortunately, the majority don’t do enough to police their own ranks. They allow phony self serving rules to outweigh the right or wrong of situations and, unfortunately, it is the corrupt teacher that defines the genre” he stated.
“For instance, some teachers have the ultimate say in who gets a degree in their department by being the only person teaching a required subject. If they don’t like someone, a person could have paid for an entire education but not graduate at the last minute because a tenured teacher doesn’t like him or her” Joe said.
“Does that really happen?” questioned Susan. “I thought there were balances” she continued.
“Well there are” said Joe “but no one knows how to get by the checks than the insider who has studied the problem and devised a way. In a school, for instance, the bias would be with the tenured teacher because the school wins as they have collected from this student for an entire degree which they don’t issue. They can train another for the open slot providing more work for the school. There are oversights for this, such as the VA, but the lone student would get reamed” Joe finished. Missy had nothing to say but promised herself she would look into it.
“So, if this inspector is one of the few on the take, I say, no prisoners” Jerome added. As if on cue, the lights dimmed for a moment and everyone looked about in question.
“That’s the new energy restrictions” said Susan, as she remembered that the electric company had called last week warning her that they would be testing their new equipment.
“It limits the peak load by cutting the air conditioning and water heaters and even though it is for summer use they will be testing it this month” she said then continued “and they said something about backup for computers because they may be experiencing rolling blackouts because demand is up this year” she finished without concern. Joe was concerned, however.
“All right, we need to consider the energy situation here. It is getting stringent everywhere. Jerome, would you look into a way to avoid the grid or get alternative energy? The longer the period the better” he asked.
“Can Jack do it?” Jerome said. Jack nodded in ascent.
“Now, I know you have some questions about some anomalies around here. Let’s get to the fun part” Joe said and the staff gave him their undivided attention. Susan, however, rose to fetch some papers from the reception area and passed them out on her return.
“These are confidentiality contracts” said Joe. “All they say is that you will repeat nothing you hear here during this meeting and nothing thereafter that relates to what you hear today and will take caution when discussing these matters between yourselves so that you are not overheard. Those that sign these papers will receive double salaries starting today and be privy to the inner workings of this corporation. Those that do not sign will not be privy to private corporation information but their jobs are not in jeopardy” he said. At the mention of double salary no one even bothered to read it but signed it directly and passed those papers back to Susan. Susan, Jerome, Joe and Jack did not receive a contract. They also knew what was coming but not how Joe would explain it; lying was frowned upon.
“Jerome, Jack, Susan and I all share something in common – we have all had a psychotic episode or a delusional dream. The problem is, this dream told us how to find each other and that proved to be accurate. As inexplicable as it is, we are following the mandate. We believe we are given a way to charm the opposite sex and whether we truly can or if positive thinking alone does it, it would explain why you ladies fell so hard for us so quickly. May I add, hastily, that part of the mandate stipulates that this asset can not be abused and as I look at you I can not say that you have been led astray. Further, I am fully aware that this asset was employed without full understanding of its power but has not been used for months” he said then paused. “Ladies, what you feel now is not enhanced in any way other than normal. If you have lost your passion and would like to move on, although it would break my heart, you are free to do so” he paused but only saw poker faces on Missy and Estelle. Miguel made the sign of the cross and mumbled under his breath.
“The same is true for medical – we believe we can help people with their diseases and whether we have ability or whether we believe we can and our positive thinking improves the life state of other people we can not be sure” he said.
“Then our way is clear, we will help the church by providing healing to the poor in the name of God” Miguel demanded.
“No that is exactly not what we will do” Joe said gently and added gently “and need I remind you of the contract you just signed”. But Miguel looked distraught and Joe continued to explain.
“We have no control over this and don’t even know if it does help. The information we think we have leads us to a different calling, if you will, and I will get to that. For now, please understand that walking down a line of sick people and touching each is not how I want to spend my days” he finished, not caring if it sounded harsh. “Those acts would fall under the heading of charlatan and miracle, neither of which apply to us. Even if we could do such a thing there would be a public outcry as there always is. The government would seize control for the public good and we might even be dissected! In any event, we have something else we want to do that we feel is more important” he continued. He had everyone’s attention as they worried about what they had gotten into. Just how crazy were these people and are they from a foreign government attempting a takeover and just how duped are we getting, they thought.
“I know what you’re thinking” said Joe “and I would be the same way. But understand this, we aren’t doing anything wrong. We are increasing the efficiency of a business and no matter how you rationalize it efficiency is the way to go. Why? Because that is the way of nature and I believe that people should follow nature as nearly as possible. Nature will say ‘the strong survive’ and we as humans must design as nature designs. To be human involves generosity and charity and we will temper nature’s absolutes with their use. The greater the efficiency we can impose upon ourselves the greater our ability to distribute food and care to those in need” he finished and waited to see if his argument convinced that one who now doubted that they were a good company. The others waited politely and quelled their fears for at double pay they could easily find rationales for their actions and didn’t show any inclination of quitting over moral grounds.
He continued “But that isn’t the topic of this discussion” he said and again he had their rapt attention. The entire staff thought that he had covered the basics and was wrapping it up.
“Dead Man Talking, although it will continue to be very profitable and provide for you very well, is only a means to an end” he said. “Various young companies have used their profits as a means to push the envelope. Google, eBay and Virgin have all invested heavily in the civilian space program. Microsoft has extended almost a billion dollars into the search for extraterrestrials – an endeavor, I might add, with little hope of profiting in a monetary fashion. And we, we will build the first artificial intelligence and release it into the world. That is our mission, but there is more!” he said and continued under his own steam, eager to voice the announcement, whether there was any agreement or not.
“We will use that AI to contact the AI that runs this system” he said. Neither Missy, nor Miguel, nor Estelle were technology people or science fiction fans. None of them fathomed the depth of his statement. They sat glassy eyed and he elaborated.
“You’ve heard of Scientology” he said, almost receiving a hiss from Miguel and the women nodded.
“There entire religion is based on the assumption that aliens have altered our DNA and made us what we are for their own purposes. I don’t know what they think that purpose is but I, we (his open palm gesture included Jack, Jerome and Susan), believe the aliens used an AI to advance their purpose and their purpose is to develop astronauts; develop a space faring race” he said to open mouthed glassy eyed faces.
“So this robot has somehow manipulated us to do as it’s creator asked and made us into what we are today. But there is a flaw! We think this robot is waiting for a signal from us and then it will know that we, as a race, are ready for the next step – the stars! But” said Joe who was abruptly cut off by a shout from Miguel.
“Blasphemy!” Miguel shouted, pointing a finger accusingly at Joe. Joe’s eyes narrowed to slits before he addressed Miguel directly.
“Do I insult your religion?” placated Joe.
“I have a religion and it is the only way to Heaven. The only way to heaven is through Jesus Christ our Lord” he chanted accusingly.
“So what if I don't want to go to your heaven?” stated Joe quizzically and Miguel was taken aback. Everyone else knew that Joe was holding back.
“So what?” Joe stated again. “Am I in any way trying to stop you from your belief?” Joe asked. Miguel still didn’t speak, no doubt thinking about his doubled salary.
“I don’t require you to agree with what I am telling you, I am paying for your time and telling you what I believe. Is that understood?” he asked, clearly irritated. After a minute of silence Joe resumed.
“I may be at fault here” he offered “by not making it clear that I do not need you to believe what I believe. Do what I tell you to do if you are to accept the pay I give you. If what you say about Jesus is true then we will not be able to find that elusive AI, right? What can go wrong?” he asked.
“The business will still be profitable. There is no guarantee that an AI can be built. If we conduct a search for intelligence through the solar system and no intelligence is found, what is the harm?” he asked and paused for response.
“I know this part” said Jerome and rose. “I have a call this afternoon and might as well get ready now” he said and walked over to Estelle and looked at the group from behind her.
“In case anyone should wonder, I am a Christian but am behind Joe one hundred percent. If Jesus is the Lord of Peace and Love, then he’s my man. I don’t see any instructions that I can not look around the solar system for a robot, it doesn’t distract from the Glory of God or the mystery of the first mover” he finished and bent over Estelle.
“Gimme kisses” he said gently and she pecked his lips before thinking. Jerome had always kept work and play separate but there was no reason not to acknowledge a significant other in the workplace. When Estelle realized he had ‘promoted’ her she gleamed with a joy that was evident to all. Missy assumed she was accepting the proposal and when she looked at Jack he was smiling nicely at her; he thought it was significant also.
“It is a sin to worship false idols” Miguel ventured.
“No worship is involved, it is a search” said Joe.
“Yes, but a search for the Holy Creator” wailed Miguel.
“Not the creator, a farmer maybe. When a farmer breeds a chicken does someone say he is responsible for the creation of the chicken?” asked Joe. It was a weak argument but it seemed to be working.
“So that’s it. Jerome, Jack, Susan and I will start working on this side issue and you are all privy to share in any discussion; be aware that it is secret information. If you find any aspect to be dangerous or immoral please voice your concerns. The rest of you will take over the support operations and you may hire as you see fit. You may need more office space, you might check on the rest of the fourth floor tenants or rent downtown or buy downtown, as you see fit. Understood and agreed?” he finished with a look of finality. At least the white coats with nets hadn’t shown up during the presentation. The final note had won them completely, even Miguel although he was showing the least enthusiasm.
“Pizza Hut delivery for lunch?” he asked.



Chapter -- The Search Begins
 

By midweek of the following week the principals finally got a chance to sit around the table by themselves and began the business of discovery that they were looking forward to. It was midmorning and they had the entire day to hash out the top level design.
“I think we should search the near comets for Peter” said Joe.
“Peter being the colloquial name we are assigning to the AI?” asked Susan.
“Unless you want to name it ‘Peter the Lord of All Creation Centered on the Holy People of Earth’” joked Jerome.
“Ahhh, be careful, is Miguel about?” asked Jack with concern. They all knew that if they offended the man’s beliefs he would cause trouble.
“I sent him out to the drafting office with some changes” said Joe.
“What about Carmen?” asked Jack, as she could be less predictable in her retaliation.
“Close the door, let’s not be disturbed. Did Miguel finish the soundproofing?” asked Joe.
“Yes he did” answered Jack, who had tested it. He rose and went to the door “Missy, hold the calls, we need to concentrate, OK sweetie?” he asked. Her affirmative answer was heard and Jack closed the door.
“What’s the chance of this room being bugged?” asked Jerome.
“Well, we’re gambling that we haven’t raised the interest of anyone with easy access to those abilities. Unless it’s military interest, which can be quick, there will be the issue of funding which always causes government delays; gives them an excuse to sit and do nothing. We should be good for awhile” said Joe.
“OK, we search for Peter. I like the sound of that!” said Susan and they all smiled.
“By the way, how did it go with that inspector” asked Jerome.
“Piece of cake” Susan said. “I wore something that would gain his attention and even added a bit of attraction. It was all he could do to keep his hands to himself and even then, with an obviously underage woman in a public place, he managed to snatch a feel. The idiot used a dropped napkin to check out my legs and my body to steady himself when he got back up” she said.
“What’s that do for us?” asked Joe.
“Estelle has a friend that takes pictures of tourists for memoirs. Usually she can’t work a good restaurant but Estelle managed special circumstances with a 200 dollar bribe to the MaitreD so now we have time stamped evidential quality photos. I gave Mr. Meat 1000 dollars in cash and a certified check to cash for the fines for the rest of the week. I also paid for the meal, by the way, including tip. Missy arranged for a trace on the check and whoever cashes it will be under camera and held until properly identified. Yesterday evening I was to meet with him again at the same restaurant and make the final arrangements but I was a no show. I put our private detective on it about where the check went. We may have him arrested today but we’ll see when the dick calls me” she stated flatly.
“Which dick?” asked Joe. Not really expecting a reply he continued. “OK about the inspector?” he asked around to nods of assent.
“We’ll go back to topic then. I’m going to name the AI we create to look for Peter Beatrice and if no one objects I’ll continue.” Joe waits a moment but no one objects. “When the AI is done, when Beatrice is functioning, we’ll ask her to beam a message out to all the likely comets. We’ll pay special attention to those whose approach period was followed by significant events in earth history. Certainly all the numbered comets like 153P/Ikeya-Zhang.”
“I don’t understand the numbers” said Jack but he seemed to be speaking for all except Joe.
Joe explained “‘153 is the number, just the number, unique to that comet. P is for periodic but could be C, D, or X. C is for comets in hyperbolic orbits, D for comets which have been destroyed and X for those with unknown orbit. The letter is followed by the year of discovery, then an alphanumeric code indicating the day and month of discovery ending with the discoverer like C/2001 Q4 (NEAT). Not all of the recorded names are complete” he said. They all turned to the door, which was opening.
“You said I could sit in if I were interested” Missy said apprehensively.
“Absolutely” said Jack before anyone else could respond. He got up and arranged another chair and got her a Coke Zero from the bar and reclosed the door before returning to his seat.
“We need allies that are separate from the fab four” he declared before anyone could say anything.
“Is true, but I don’t want to hurt her feelings like we would be doing with Miguel” said Jerome.
“I’m not a great fan of religion” she said. “Further, I know your looking for an AI and the search for the truth sounds interesting. We only have one life and I think a breakthrough of this type would be magnificent” she said.
“Well, it’s true that things would get interesting if we did find the AI” added Susan “but things will probably get interesting without Peter with the coming global depression and all.”
“You’re calling him Peter?” Missy asked.
“I’m calling IT Peter but that’s as good a moniker as any” said Joe.
“It isn’t like it’s the first time the peoples of this planet have been confronted by a truth that wasn’t readily understood. They had to do it when sailors began sailing the seas and the Earth was determined to be round” said Missy.
“Well, yes but there was a good amount of time to adapt for that one. Think of all the tribes around the world that have come in contact with civilization. First the planes flying overhead then maybe a motor boat or ATV glimpsed roaring through the bushes. Then civilized men and the adjustment from self centered religious ritual to a world view” Joe commented.
“But it hasn’t always turned out well for the natives” added Jerome.
Susan added “No, the ‘inferior’ society never survives but the individuals often meld into the larger society; usually at the bottom”.
“Who is to say which society is inferior? Our anthropologists are learning to ease the adjustment thrust upon the native populations that are left. We can only hope that those who contact us are aware of the situation and have advanced adjustment techniques that ease our burden” advised Joe.
“We can hope” agreed Missy.
“Amen” said Susan and they all had a snicker.
 

“Do you think Peter will want us to serve him, when we find him, as the religions say?” asked Missy.
“He isn’t a deity, only a machine. I do think he has something he wants us to do, however” said Susan.
“I think he wants us to explore space” said Joe.
“But that’s kind of what we want to do anyway, isn’t it?”
“That’s the beauty of it” Joe stated. Missy relaxed. At least her significant other wasn’t doing anything that was dangerous to other people but as soon as she thought about it she had to ask.
“Isn’t this dangerous? What if Peter doesn’t want to be bothered or found?” she asked.
Jerome continued to explain as Joe shrugged off the question. “We have a bad feeling about the way the world is going. There is a real possibility that ignorance will exterminate the race before our destiny is achieved. Therefore we feel it would be less dangerous to work with a rational mind than to just wait and see. In general, people get involved in their day to day struggles and hope for the best but the big picture is atomic and if those bombs go off the human race may become extinct” he said, leaning in over the table in his desire to impress upon her the danger he felt all about him.
“How is Peter affecting us? Is he sending the flying saucers? Are alien abductions real?” she asked.
After looking at each other, Jack took the question and fudged it a bit.
“We don’t really know how it operates. It seems clumsy to me that an advanced system would need to abduct people and stick tubes in their rears” he said and Missy, who had always believed in abductions, agreed with the clarity of Jack’s thought with some reluctance.
“Now that I believe I know why it is doing what it is doing, what is it doing and if not flying saucers then how?” she asked.
“Oh, I believe Peter is changing the DNA making us hardy enough to withstand the rigors of space travel and even adjusting our attitude to make us want to explore space” he said, watching her reaction closely.
“And how is this being done?” she asked again.
“Probably it was done with a dusting of viruses that affect this or that. Then he allows natural selection to test our viability. After all, he is a machine and has no feelings about us. You might even say that, if you like that thought of exploring space, that what he is doing is good for you” Jack said to her.
“The problem is” said Joe with dire overtones “is that we are terribly overpopulated. The natural way of dealing with this is with natural disaster and then survival of the fittest. However, I’m guessing that we need to reduce the population by ninety percent to bring it in line with nature. That’s a horrible, horrible thought! If the natural disaster turns out to be atomic war, we may poison the planet to such an extent that the human race doesn’t recover” he said.
After some thought, Missy said “From very bad to worse” she whispered. “So why doesn’t Peter help us out?” she asked.
“We’re guessing that we may be on the edge of a final culling. When you grow corn you pull the weak seeds and after our final self inflicted disaster Peter will draft the survivors and help them migrate into space” Susan said. “Maybe Peter does send craft to take samples and those are flying saucers. It would explain why they never leave any evidence like a candy wrapper if they are machines” she mused aloud but quit as Jack took up the charge.
“But we” said Jack “know that there is lots of room in space and will petition Peter to begin the migration now instead of after the culling. If that doesn’t work, we want him to snatch up millions of survivors while there are survivors – before the survivors succumb to radiation. That’s if Peter even exists. All this is logical assumption” he finished. Missy smiled and shrugged palms up; she would listen but had not been convinced that the endeavor was worth the effort.
“OK, we were on comets. We are looking for one that approaches the earth and leaves again so Peter can do his work and rest awhile allowing the changes to age subject to natural selection. On the next approach he will test the viability of the last batch of changes and design a new set infecting us before he pulls out” he said, causing Missy and Susan to giggle but he plunged ahead as if he didn’t hear.
“Would we expect big changes after each change? What I mean is it seems there were big changes every two thousand years as of now then the birth of Jesus and the Phoenicians and the Egyptians even into prehistory. The dog was domesticated genetically from the wolf only fifteen thousand years ago – say fourteen. Would it be a good idea to look for a comet approaching every two thousand years?” asked Jack.
“Maybe, but who’s to say it isn’t an asteroid that passes close in the period. How often are we aligned with, say Jupiter and it’s moons?” added Susan.
“I think we should start looking at those bodies which show the most abnormality, like out of the elliptic plane, but we will need to continue until we have checked every body out there” said Jerome.
“Checked what? Do we send a broadcast or look at it closely with a telescope or other instrument?” questioned Joe.
“Yes” said Susan. “Both, and a broadband broadcast also in case he is listening”.
“What do we broadcast? A picture of our bodies sans clothes and some tunes?” quizzed Susan.
“We are operating” said Jack but didn’t finish. He had never seen it happen before but his overview lit up like a Christmas tree. The gist of it was that someone wished him harm and was actually targeting a weapon at him from outside. The overview offered several options for protection but if he hadn’t selected in time, the overview would decide. At this time, the decision was that the harmful entity would miss. That ruled out an angry AI (would an AI ever miss?) mused Jack and realized that the others had gotten the same messages from their overview – excepting Missy.
Jack moved to the window to shield her when the bullet shattered the glass followed by a weak concussion a split second later. Jack was able to zoom in and spot the umbrella camouflaging the actions of the agitated offender on a quiet stretch of sand about a half a mile distant. Thanks to the optics of the overview, he was able to identify the man as the electrical inspector Dwayne Meat. He was packing up and leaving the area. Apparently he had hidden the barrel, suppressed the flash and damped the report well enough to have avoided notice.
“Isn’t that a Howdy Doody” he said, turning to the expectant others. “It’s our Mr. Meat” he told them.
“Do you want me to call the police?” Missy asked.
“I’ll call the private eye” said Susan, rising.
The rest of them rose too, as work was done in the conference room for the rest of the afternoon.
Estelle was in the hall as they exited. “Call Miguel please” Jerome asked her when he saw her.
 

The group had no intention of calling the police, considering it a waste of time. A few shards had fallen forward to shatter onto the roof of an extended exit at the rear of the building leading to the pool. The punctured window was obvious from the pool area and onto the beach and the glass had made an excitable racket allowing for several unwanted calls to be placed.
Four policemen arrived within an hour and concentrated their time with pretty Missy. It was agreed that Missy would inform them of their suspicions regarding Mr. Meat but would decline to mention that he had been spotted by Jack because that would result in a unproductive time consuming contest of credibilities. The men were polite and asked questions that had no answers for several hours as they pieced together the available evidence but could find nothing to indicate any discontents blossoming into gunfire and they completely disregarded any reference to the inspector. It became obvious that they were not going to ask the man to account for his whereabouts although Jack and the rest surmised that he had provided himself an alibi; even a weak one would obviously suffice.
The office set about catching up on side details while the police circulated as the real work of planning their futures would have to wait until they got some privacy. Susan, however, had donned her least revealing outfit and headed for the pool. Even while the police watched her lounge and gossip on the phone she was working with her dick. She had called the guy, Lloyd Tenny, right after the incident but he had worked the previous night into the wee hours and his receptionist asked that he call her back at 4pm.
Susan had called again, after the shot, and requested he call her as soon as possible, informing the phone man of the delivery of a warning shot and that she suspected Mr. Meat, Lloyd’s contracted focus. Due to the emergency, the receptionist complied and agreed to wake his boss and to have him call as soon as he was refreshed. She waited at the pool, away from the police other then when two of them passed her on the way to inspect the angle from the beach, for his call which came within the hour.
“Susan Richter please?” was the question when she answered the phone.
“It’s me. What happened with Meat? Did your guy tell you that the prick shot at us today?” she said.
“How do you know it was Mr. Meat?” Lloyd asked.
“Jack saw him with a pair of binoculars” she told him. They would need to purchase some differing sets of the things with cash, including binoculars, and set them about she noted to herself.
“Yes, well, I think I may have some bad news for you” he said but Susan didn’t reply, she waited and he continued.
“It seems he beat us at our game” he said. “Instead of cashing those checks he signed them over and deposited them with the city. In case you are wondering if we have misjudged him, he kept the cash” he finished with the news, waiting to let the implications sink into Susan’s head.
“He got suspicious and didn’t take any chances. So we have nothing we can concern the law about?” she asked.
“Afraid not” he said.
“What about the pictures of him flirting with me” she asked him.
“We can’t use the pictures directly, we can’t order him about else we give these pictures to your wife’” he said.
“Why not, he was all over me” she questioned with irritation.
“That’s illegal in itself. It’s a felony, its blackmail to use the simple word” he said.
“Do you know what would happen if I allowed the press to get these pictures? It would destroy his reputation and marriage! It would make a laughing stock out of him not to mention the illegality of hitting on an underage girl” she stated.
“Some of that is true but it isn’t illegal to have dinner with you. Unless there was evidence that he had seduced an innocent victim resulting in actual copulation and even pregnancy, there is no illegality. Further, I have checked his family and found that he has one of those cowed wives that ignore his raucous behavior because he can provide her with a pleasant lifestyle. In other words, she cheats on him. As long as he provides financial support he can live in the spare bedroom. They seem to have an arrangement that they keep any trysts, and he is more interested in wealth accumulation than sex, away from their home and children” he said then finished “so he outsmarted us by depositing the check and now it appears he is personally dedicated to your destruction”.
“So should I seduce him?” Susan asked with a grimace.
Lloyd laughed. “I certainly wouldn’t counsel such an action, especially over a phone! However, you are emancipated and legally it wouldn’t do you any good and I doubt you would enjoy it”.
Susan ignored the personal reference. Was Lloyd fishing about her sexual interests? The answer was yes, she had sexual interests and no, those interests didn’t involve Lloyd or Dwayne Meat. She continued, hoping she could change his direction from personal to professional quicker than he was likely to do.
“So what do we do now?” she asked him.
“You are going to need a retrofit on those offices” he said, mentally adding a fat contract. “We need to secure the fourth floor. Further, Dwayne will need to be watched full time for the next month. That’s billable hours for two agents for 24/7” he said. Lloyd continued but Susan let the details flow past her consciousness and when his speaking stopped she spoke.
“Put the agents on him now and draw up the contract. Bring it by the office in the morning” she said. Lloyd agreed with enthusiasm and she proffered polite salutations before breaking the connection. That blonde young man, walking his well developed tanned muscles up the public beach in her direction, didn’t remind her in the least of Lloyd or Dwayne. Susan hustled to jiggle her ass into his path.
The remainder of the day was shot while the police investigated the threat and the next day was also wasted on Mr. Meat. They did attend the presentation of Lloyd’s proposal the following morning, including Miguel and the architect Ernest Miller. Ernest had made a special effort to attend after hearing of their emergency. It was decided that they would offer the remaining two neighbors on the fourth floor double their equity to secure their interests and, as had previously been ascertained, they were willing to move if the price was right.
The elevator and the freight elevator and the double stair access would now require a specialized key for floor access. Cameras with recognition software would be installed providing warnings of approaching personal and screeching warning of the approach of strangers. The windows were replaced with solid sheet bulletproof glass and no longer opened; further they were double layered frames with vacuum gaps preventing snooping devises from easily recording their conversations. They also had clear but metalized microfoil sheets bringing into question the value of EMP protection and tut-tuts from the building association which hastened the buy of the other suites. All the windows had to match; at least on their floor!
“So would you be requiring a call service?” asked Lloyd to the assembled crew.
“No thank you” said Joe “I think I would be more comfortable with notification calls to all of us on any instance of impropriety” he said.
“Even a false alarm” asked Lloyd.
“We require the Mack Daddy of equipment and false alarms should be minimal” warned Susan politely.
Lloyd adjusted his tie but he neither dismissed Susan lightly nor cowered at her demand.
“I’ll make it so” he said. “Calls out on any anomaly to Jerome, Miguel, Joe, Jack and Susan” he asked.
After an exchange of questioning looks among the group, Joe nodded their assent.
“If the standard land lines are cut, call out by self powered satellite link, two upload stations. On the roof?” he asked.
“Absolutely not!” said Joe.
“We have no control of the roof. Perhaps it is something we need to look into” said Jack.
“I would like to be notified of any anomaly, maybe I could be of assistance. I do have a carry permit and have several armed guards on patrol in this area every night. It would only be in emergency and I can make the retainer minimal” said Lloyd. He continued “And I understand the problems with your inspector and if I get the call you won’t have to work it out with the police on the spot” he offered.
“How minimal” demanded Susan but his offer was acceptable and accepted. Lloyd informed them, and they had no reason not to believe him, that he liked this start up company and was a fan of efficiency. He said that he wanted to be a part of their operation as much as possible and would sacrifice personal profit to assist them.
Finally, the vendors of the professional services had gone about their business leaving the main group and Missy alone in the conference room to carry on their discussions in private.
“Do you talk to Estelle about our discussions” asked Jack of Missy in front of everyone. She was already seated with a coffee and nodded yes without any additional comments.
“I talk with her too” said Jerome “and she’s cool with it; the search for the AI”.
“It’s just Miguel who we need to be careful with then” said Susan from the counter where she was preparing her latte.
“It seems that the pros are interested in our construct and not just from a sales perspective. It seems they like us and would all like to be further included. Anyone have any suggestions?” asked Joe, changing the subject back to business.
“I do” said Jerome from the counter where he was in line behind Susan. “I’ve been thinking about it for awhile and have concluded that they should put some money where their mouths are. I suggest we pay them partly in preferred stock and request an up front investment and a surety bond to guarantee secrecy. Actually, I think we need to take on a lawyer” he said.
“How’s the financial outlook” asked Jack and Missy produced her BlackBerry from her carryall.
“In round numbers, we have purchased 34 million in assets and spent another three million on contractual services. We have about fifty million in liquid assets from stock sales. We have twenty four million in payable but uncollected contracts and three million on advanced pay contracts. We are projected with a ten million deficit to pay stock dividends but not until the end of the year. The nut; our salaries and operating expenses, rent on our Orlando and Pennsylvania space and petty cash, separate from contact expense, such as Lloyd, are two million per year. Kevin’s programming services are running at two million per year” she finished with an officious sweep of her forearm.
“Thank you Missy. So we have been able to convert most of our investments funding to real estate with pretty much guarantees their funds and which makes me feel good about securing investors money” Joe mused aloud before proposing “So, lets move our rooms into the new units we just purchased and employ an expanded business office. Estelle can manage it and we can double her salary; but not cash, preferred stock? Instead of a lawyer we’ll take on a business manager but see to it (directed at Missy) that he doesn’t have an uppity attitude when it comes to technology services” he demanded and the others agreed, but Missy looked a bit hurt.
“Missy and Miguel are both working very hard and Miguel has hired two full time assistants, one of them with electronic tech experience. We will double their compensation and promote them with the same deal. Missy, will you excuse yourself for a moment and ask Estelle and Miguel if this is acceptable. You will be an administrative assistant at large for lack of a better term. Get back to us as soon as possible. We will continue but will fill you in when you return” Joe finished even as Missy was rising and headed for the door, coffee in hand and BlackBerry in the over the shoulder bag. They couldn’t determine if she was hurt or pleased.
“We have the expert systems down to an art already” chortled Joe “and we’ve just started!”
“Is true, all you need is a transcription of the work the workers have already accomplished” Jack added “and Kevin can rate the validity of the information and work out an overall flow in two days!”
Jerome was enthusiastic too. “Yep, that’s my sales pitch. About two weeks to a turn key system that we can operate from Orlando; the customer is better served at one tenth the cost. Its American engineering at it’s finest!”
“I am upset about the people we displace.” said Susan, but she continued “I wish more of these companies would offer retraining”.
“Most do, in any event, we all know that efficiency is key especially as we are near a social breakdown. Food production needs to be increased; pulling weeds until something else comes up isn’t the worst thing that can happen to a man or a woman” he stated emphatically to shrugs all about.
“So how is the AI development to progress” said Jack directing their attention to the topic of importance.
“Actually, the warped inspector is turning into a blessing. It gives us the opportunity to harden our environment against prying eyes before we appear on their radar. If only we can make ourselves energy independent” mused Jerome.
The door wasn’t closed and Estelle slipped her head around the corner and rapped lightly on the wall.
“Can we come in?” she asked, already slipping around the corner followed by Miguel, a visiting Carmen and Missy. None of them tried to sit but stood jittery, along the wall.
“Estelle, did Missy tell you that we want a business manager and that person would be you; at double salary?” Jerome said to Estelle, who nodded nervously but started to grin.
“Also, we want you to hire a business manager and personnel to handle the sales support and to count the beans; and a business person with stocks and tax experience, who will work for you” he continued.
“That would be wonderful” she smiled.
“Miguel, you’re doing a fine job and there isn’t really any title to give you, but the extension of your salary and duties is the same as Missy and Estelle.” Jack stated. “Your budget is extended along with your salary and we need to look into acquiring the fifth floor?” he continued and ended with a question that received quiet nods from those present.
“To insure that our stock holders have their deserved return, I suggest we don’t overextend ourselves. I haven’t done a thorough examination along with our new expert, but we should base any further purchases upon the acquisition of new contracts and only those contracts that have established an ability and a willingness to pay their bill on time” Estelle said and looked around the room to a concert of agreeable smiles.
“It didn’t take you long” commented Jerome. The room laughed quietly in lieu of applause.
“When are you going to start the search for this new business manager” asked Joe.
“I have her, if she takes the job” she replied then explained. “Francine Hanly is older than me. She was in one of my business classes. She kept my name and has been bugging me to work contracts for her but she overextended her expenses and is now out of business”.
“Why would we want someone that went out of business” asked Jerome, seriously.
“Because I am in charge of her. It’s easy for a girl, new to business, to overshop; especially with all the good deals offered by the office supply companies, and furniture stores and office rentals. She has the knowledge and the skills we are after while I hold the financial leash!” she finished.
“Is she black” asked Susan, without rancor.
“Actually, she isn’t” said Estelle without overtones.
“Are you a member of the NAACP” asked Joe with actual curiosity but knowing the Jerome held her leash as she held Francine’s.
“No I’m not; why?” she answered.
“Because I did a few years as a computer consultant and that was one of the banned organizations. The administration declared that association with one sided groups caused distrust in the workplace” he said.
“Was the Klan banned also?” she demanded.
“Any militant group was banned without even listing them. NAACP was banned because it caused dissention” he said.
“So the Klan was banned?” she said again.
“Yes, absolutely” he said.
“Were there any blacks working with you” she snapped, afraid of where this was leading but not about to relegate herself to a second class status.
“Yes, of course. Blacks were in great demand as computer consultants because they were usually in good shape and also because HR liked to poke holes in the myth that blacks couldn’t be trained as computer professionals” Joe answered.
“So some of them were placed because they were black and an entire posse was required with them to override the mistakes they made, all for the sake of apparent compliance with hiring laws” Estelle proffered with growing scorn.
“Sometimes; not very often. There are always screw ups placed by society into higher level positions. They require others to clean up the mess” he said.
“So you promoted me because I am black” she said, teetering on the edge of anger.
“Had nothing to do with it” said Joe simply.
Estelle looked at him, at Jerome’s smile, at Jack’s smile, at Susan’s smile and her smile slowly spread across her face.
“Later” she said and left with her new duties, her new salary and her smile.
“Thank you” Miguel said to the sea of smiling faces and left, turning to lead a beaming wife out of the room.
“Jesus! One mundane job after another! Let’s get to work ourselves” said Jack “how do we do the AI!”
“Uh, just one thing” the table turned toward Missy and she continued “if I may ask. What are your salaries? I mean, I do the checks and I haven’t seen the raises that we have received on any of your checks”.
“I live here and all my needs are met with expenses” said Jack and Joe and Jerome nodded in agreement.
Susan waited until Missy looked at her before responding with a coquettish smile “I’m already rich”.
“I’ll arrange checks for you all. If you don’t want the cash, reinvest it in stocks. I don’t know what kind of software they use at the IRS but you don’t want to raise their suspicions” she said, as they all realized that she was looking out for them; that was her job. Missy felt it agreed with her.
“So how do we do the AI” Jack said again, looking at Missy in mock fear that she would interrupt them again.
“Do you think Kevin will need to put on extra people” asked Jerome.
“No, I don’t think so” said Joe. “I’ve always wanted to make an Artificial Intelligence, every programmer dreamed of it, I suppose. I’ve put some thought into it. Mostly, however, we need to make it simple. Some of Kevin’s best are boring themselves using the flowchart that they developed and fitting other expert systems into their mold. It’s become routine and they have trained newbies to do it. If we allow just a few geniuses to work on it; then we avoid complications and organizational problems”.
“So what do we do first?” asked Jack.
“Let’s allow it to communicate” said Joe.
“And once it can talk, we’ll send it out to look for Peter, the control freak AI” snarked Susan.
“That’s a little optimistic” said Joe. “We have what we need for a talking machine; we have Kevin and we have that English professor Andrew Shim. They did a great job on the app we have in service and I suspect they can get a talking robot capable of passing the Turing test in a month”.
“That’s pretty optimistic, loading all aspects of human knowledge and organizing it in a month; besides, we aren’t the only team to have tried passing the Turing test” Jack warned.
“Let me guess, all the other teams worked from university and milked the project more for funding than to actually solve it” Jerome added.
“Maybe” Joe smirked “but back to Jack’s idea, maybe we don’t need a genius AI in the way of communications. We can have a limited AI!”
Susan laughed out loud. “You mean, we're putting all this effort into an intelligent machine and we’re going to get a retar”?
The all laughed at the thought. Standing in line for the Noble prize and hearing the announcement “And to Dead Man Talking group, the prize for the first retarded AI!” After a time, they quit laughing.
“A limited mentality may just do” mused Jerome. “I mean, we aren’t going to use it to find Peter, are we?” he asked.
“We aren’t? I thought this is what it’s all about?” questioned Susan.
“I wasn’t sure how it would work”, said Jack “As for me, an artificial intelligence is just a machine with an excess of expert systems and then fitted with limited emotional response” he said aloud but seemingly to himself.
“I’m not sure myself, but just today the idea jelled into this; we think Peter would respond more readily to an AI than it would to us, because it doesn’t really care to respond to us. But it’s not a matter of lazy, AI’s can’t be lazy. My thought is that Peter doesn’t know how to respond to us nor has Peter been programmed to respond to us. Peter has been programmed to react when Peter perceives a waypoint that Peter has been programmed to perceive” said Joe.
Susan broke in “but if Peter is only to respond to an event or a cluster of events that aren’t going to happen, I fear, (not adding of course that she knew Peter missed the mark – Missy was present) then why would he respond to our AI?”.
“It may respond because that may be the key that will get its attention. This is what I’m thinking; we need to free ourselves from our own brainwashing to calculate our own destiny from the evidence. The evidence is that there is something interfering with our genetics; that we are being bred. We need to realize that the breeder is beyond using us for meat or other frightening scenarios and reach out with understanding instead of suffocating sublimation” he said.
“Suffocating sublimation?” Susan mocked.
“Supplication” said Missy.
“Superstition!” corrected Jack for Joe, with an exaggerated lack of expression.
“I don’t remember; what makes you think that Peter is out there?” Missy continued.
“The changes lead directly to him” said Joe. “I assumed while growing up that the real changes, like those that put mammals ahead of dinosaurs, were far in the past. It dawned on me; dogs were split from wolves only fifteen thousand years ago. That’s all dog breeds didn’t exist sixteen thousand years ago but fourteen thousand years ago there were hundreds of breeds and all of them assisting man. Did you know that Neanderthal man existed up to sixteen thousand years ago? Did you know that man started living in semi civilized societies only six thousand years ago? Because the times aren’t exact let’s assume eight and sixteen thousand years when major marks were made. What can we learn from this?” he asked.
“That there seems to be an eight thousand year period between change events?” said Jerome as a question.
“Exactly, maybe a lesser division, like four or two thousand. And what does that tell us?” Joe asked.
“That the breeder lives a long time!” enthused Missy, not sure of what that implied.
“Yes! Maybe there is an ongoing research project manned by various individuals. But I doubt that because of what?” he asked, not really testing but asking as a way to involve the others.
After a pause, Susan filled in the blank. “Because we aren’t that important” she added flatly.
“That’s what I think” said Joe. “The lone group always places itself at the center of the universe and has creation moving about him. Many groups have seen this scenario shattered as I believe we will. So, looking at a logical scenario, how could anyone be changing our genetics for thousands of years and maybe even millions yet we really aren’t that important. How can that be accomplished?” he asked expecting everyone to reach the same conclusion, which they did.
“Because the breeder is a machine” Susan finished flatly for all of them.
“So that’s how we conclude that Peter is a machine. Now all we need to do is find it and cause it to perform a function that we deem as favorable. And why doesn’t it have sympathy for us and help us?” asked Jack this time.
“Because it is a machine and doesn’t care” added Missy in the same flat tone that Susan had used.
“Wouldn’t it just watch TV, and then it would know that we are approaching atomic war and move to temper the destruction? Then the pilots, that it has cultivated for centuries, could be cropped from the herd?” asked Missy.
Everyone looked at her but no one seemed to have an answer until Joe filled in that blank too.
“We don’t know how Peter measures our progress. Now that I think of it, it’s naïve to think that it measures our progress with the use of television or radio. In some cultures, these may not have developed. I have no clue what the criteria would be for Peter. But Missy, I think you have given us an important idea. You have given us the most important idea! What if Peter doesn’t even speak English? What if it doesn’t even try to communicate until it feels the time is right? That’s what is needed! We can have our AI broadcast a simple sequence that couldn’t be natural or even human – it could only be machine code. Our AI will continue the sequence until it has trained Peter in our language and then it will ask Peter to communicate with us! It’s brilliant! That’s not only a good plan, it is within our capabilities. Every broadcast, to every conceivable home for Peter, will include the entire tutorial in a short burst – computer decipherable only! How is that for THE plan?” Joe exclaimed in triumph.
It might have been a muted cheer but the affirmative response from the group was music to his ears. They had a plan.
“Make it so” Jack said to Joe. They rose in good spirits to go about their assignments.



Chapter -- Missy
 

It was several months of fast and furious work. The days blended into blurs of activity. Jack finally found time to relax with Missy. The air was warm and carried a spry spring smell along with the usual salt, brine and fish. A lot had happened since the group had made a final determination on their direction.
Electrical inspector Meat had quit his job on his own volition and disappeared from Lloyd’s view. The front guards were now armed. There was an armed beach side guard tucked away into a shaded but open air alcove on the roof, overlooking the pool area. The fourth floor had been soundproofed and bulletproofed and EMP (electric magnetic pulse) proofed for good measure. The carpet and ceilings were undercoated with a grounded wire mesh. The mesh grounding was even more difficult to accomplish than it appeared to be at first design. Their AI, that they had jokingly named Beatrice, was underway and stumbled along with the written word incorporating fair parsing of understanding (or correct responses – understanding was undefined in an AI for the crew at this time). Its association with the spoken language was progressing quicker than expected, at least with English. Business demand had raised ten fold which meant glowing payouts; even with unclipped expenses.
Jack had hired a chef to prepare Missy’s favorite lunch, a shrimp salad with balsamic dressing and gazpacho soup. He had added a red wine that she had professed a fondness for and Miguel had designed and made them an expansive secluded area marked off with a temporary structure of vined trellises. He had located it at the concrete seawall edge offering an open view of beach walkers from a six foot height upon the seawall. It was a Friday and he had requested that she arrange for the afternoon, evening and weekend to be spent with him. He had asked her where she wanted to go, over their weekend, but had not booked any of her selections – this weekend he had planned for intimacy, if all went well.
Before Missy made her appearance and while Jack was making the final adjustments to their chairs and umbrella, Susan appeared in one of her most revealing outfits and plunked into the chair that Missy would soon occupy. Jack ignored her until he was done with the final arrangements before facing her.
“Nice” said Susan, leaning forward to stretch her breasts across her blouse and loosing her most provocative come hither smile from a face of pretty poison.
“It’s for Missy” he said, waiting for her to leave but she just sat expectantly.
“Are you sure I can’t get some of what she’s having” she asked coyly.
Jack knew this flirtation was harmless, he could control any desire she may create and she knew it. Further, she knew just how much he cared for Missy. Jack had come to realize that Susan only knew how to start a conversation by first offering her body to any men she wished to converse with. It was annoying but it was Susan; Missy was the one who really disliked it.
“You know that I have a special weekend planned with Missy. What is so important that you feel the need to intrude at this time?” he asked her as she squirmed about in her chair. The trellis and the foliage had been placed to obstruct the view from the upper floors, so she couldn’t be here just to irritate Missy.
“Missy received a call from the lawyer Abigail Newtran and she can’t brush her off. I estimate we have ten minutes before she gets here” she said, licking her lips and batting her eyelids.
“Cut it out Susan! Tell me what you want!” he snapped. She straightened and looked at him squarely, exposing the intelligence that was usually hidden.
“I must say, I’m worried” she said.
“So?”.
“Do you see the beach? The people are less openly friendly and most appear to be looking for advantage. Did you know that most men I meet try to play me?” she said.
“I assume most men would do anything to get what you’re offering” said Jack flatly.
“No, that’s the problem! They don’t want to enjoy my body as much as they want to please me sexually and then borrow money. From me!” she complained.
“I see what you’re saying” he agreed.
“It’s progressing too fast! Soon, we’ll be completely socialist. We, you and I, can’t afford to have the government running our lives any more than they already are.”
“What’s wrong with socialism? Wasn’t it you that once told me, a very long time ago, that government didn’t matter; but what did matter was the greed of the people running the government?” he said.
“Yes but that was before we had an assignment and our biggest obstacle is government restrictions” she said. He waited as he felt this roundabout speech was just a lead in.
“A man came onto me the other day, from the beach that frightens me” she said.
“Go on”.
“He was very nice and in great shape. My overview gave him an 85 percent of optimum, almost unheard of in a regular man” she said “but he didn’t want to touch me in a normal way”.
She became fidgety again but this time it wasn’t to draw attention to her body.
“He wanted to spend time with me and he is about fifteen years older than me. He bought my legal status at face value as if he had already known. He has to work hard to control his desire and I feel he is trying to use sex to get something from me” she said.
“Money?” Jack asked the expected question.
“That’s just it, he’s concocted a story about inheriting money and has acquired one of the older beach houses, left over from when houses existed along the beach; but something isn’t right”.
“Concocted?” Jack questioned.
“It’s like he’s got me in his sights and he will do whatever is necessary to get what he wants yet he’s a nice guy – I like him” she said, exposing her discomfort at the contradiction.
“And what he want’s to do is chat” said Jack knowingly.
“That’s right!” she enthused.
“Military” he said.
“That’s what I’m afraid of” she agreed.
“Keep us informed and go about your business; while watching what you say in offhand comments” he instructed.
“It’s his very competence that frightens me” she said.
“Well yes, but on the other hand it can save us. We have no quarrel with the army. It will be quite a while before his reports are acted upon by the civilian authority which may ultimately receive them. The reports may not be official. It does bother me, though, that you say he is that competent. I don’t know why they would assign their very best to us. Bring him around to lunch when it’s convenient, in the mean while, scram!” he said and dismissed her as he went back to finalizing the preparations. Susan retreated through the foliage.
Jack had visited a diamond store last weak and was really pleased that Missy had demanded he receive a larger salary. He had no way to purchase an engagement ring without the office discovering the receipt. He mused that she had arranged his salary for this purpose; but he concluded that she wasn’t that manipulative. When it came to marriage he had no clue.
Jack has always disliked any ring that jutted out largely from its setting. It seemed to be a proclamation that the wearer was held in high esteem, but did no actual work. He could picture a woman wearing such a stone changing a baby that does what babies do; the ring snags a diaper resulting with a ring hand slathered with fuming green effluent which is the unused portion of fortified soy formula.
He had chosen a 3 carat ring of SI2 clarity and colored D. Jack felt the flush mount would still display the beautiful stone while helping to avoid snag. He still remembered the ad, word for word - Three Stone Design Platinum Diamond Engagement Ring with High Quality Emerald cut Diamond in the center and Two Matching Trapezoid Diamonds; one on each side on the ring setting. He hoped she liked it and that she would accept it. He didn’t have a backup plan.
Missy arrived only five minutes after Susan’s departure and he rose to greet her. She wore the strain of the week’s work on her face but when she saw Jack her face brightened with warmth. She placed a hand on her belly while raising her other arm to embrace him.
He adjusted her into her seat, something he had never done before, and informed the chef that he would like the Merlot to be served unchilled and soon. Jack noticed the tension on her face and asked the chef to present the salad in twenty minutes. He wanted to listen to Missy unwind. She took a small sip of the wine to infuse her palette with flavor but declined further ingestion and opted for the iced water. She was dressed in her usual business attire; starched white blouse and dark trousers, neither of which hid her figure. She indulged her feminine personality with the use of nontraditional studded belts; they matched her necklace or jewelry in some fashion.
“What is wrong with you?” he opened gently, waiting for her to lead him.
She looked into his face with worry and apprehension then sighed.
“It’s the energy problem” she said, even though that didn’t seem to account for the degree of concern displayed on her face.
“What about it” Jack said, taking a mouthful of Merlot.
“It’s the local grid. We aren’t permitted to use diesel generators when the grid goes down and it’s starting to bother me” she declared.
“But we just switch to laptops; even the server has battery backup charged for days. We installed emergency lighting per commercial fire codes and then extended their duration by a thousand percent. About the only thing we lose are air conditioning and refrigeration and cooking. We’re insulated to an overall R30 and have been allowed to install a solar cell powered heat exchanger on the roof. All that can happen is that we don’t cook and keep the fridge closed for a day. How long has the electrical power gone down for?” he asked although he already knew.
“Two days is all” she said.
“So what about our new capacitors?” he asked, even though he knew more about it than she did.
“Well, Advanced Capacity Incorporated has pushed our project to the lead. Purchasing the patents and renting them to Advanced, for a pittance, seems to be a wise move as they’ve moved our work to the front. They should deliver our prototype, super conducting, disks in the next month” she said.
“So what’s the problem” he asked her.
“I know we aren’t going to apply for a permit to install them as they are experimental. The city will milk professional oversight fees for a century. It does seem that it's a lot of power to pack into a small package” she said.
They had already discussed this openly. Each disk would only hold five thousand kilowatt hours, enough to run the office for a month, and was recharged from existing sources (wall plug). They were high temperature materials with robust crystallized interstitials. They were custom fit into reusable coolers; powered by the energy stored in the disks. If they were empty the cooler shut down. They also had standard inexpensive rectifiers and inverters, built into the cooling case, to import and export the power.
“Aren’t you a small bit oversensitive?” Jack asked her.
“Could they explode?” she asked “after all, experimental means untested”.
“I guess, but the release of 5k watts, even quickly, would be handled by the ground” he said soothingly.
“Well, beyond that, I’m getting nervous about the attention we may soon gather” she told him.
“You mean when we deploy the AI?” he asked.
“No, that is kind-of quiet, I have a bad feeling about this power. Do you remember the old wives tale about cars that got 100 mpg; the developers were killed by the gasoline companies?” she asked.
“I don’t believe it” he told her.
“Maybe not, but times have changed. People are really interested in making a buck. It’s more a matter of survival; it's a shrinking economy with resource shortages” she said, looking into his eyes.
“We are being pretty careful, honey. You are right, cheap energy will be controlled only by those who already control the expensive energy, as far as they are concerned. You’re right; the development of this gadget is dangerous. We should ramp up the corporate protection” he said. An idea jelled in Jack’s mind. Was this technology drawing the interest of the military and not the AI? Could it be used as a weapon? Jack had to put the idea aside but mentally noted that he should look into it further, bring up the topic of energy when Susan’s new boyfriend availed himself of the opportunity to spend some time with them.
“You’re salad ma’am” said the chef and they continued the meal. Jack’s anxiety built, while Missy’s didn’t seem to have waned, with his soothing ministrations and attention to her requests. Missy would often pass on desert but this time she ate her imported Prinzregenten Torte of Bavarian chocolate so quickly that the chef brought her more, pretending that the overage was part of the initial serving.
Still leaving her wine untouched, she sipped quietly at her latte, heavy on the coffee, light on the sugar, chocolate and cream. She would smile often at Jack but her eyes would slide off of him and focus into the distance, distracted. Unnerved, Jack progressed with his plan, drawing the ring from under his napkin and showing it to her in the open box while her eyes drifted back to focus on his offering. She had to loosen her grip on the coffee because her hand began to shake but she couldn’t pull her eyes away from the ring that she had been hoping for since the day she had met Jack. Meanwhile, he had moved alongside her and dropped to his knee.
“Will you marry me?” he asked her, his own apprehension mounting exponentially.
“Yes! Oh, Jack, oh oh oh!” she cried, reaching for the ring, then reaching for him, then pulling back completely to cry.
“Oh, Jack!” she said between sobs. Jack had heard a yes, but it seemed she was changing her mind and looking for a way to tell him.
“I love you” he said simply.
“Oh Jack, I want to but I can’t!” she wailed, openly sobbing now so loudly that others on the patio were sure to overhear; they could hear her yards onto the open beach. He feared someone would intervene as she sounded like he was beating her with a stick!
“You can’t?” he asked, stunned. “Is it your parents? Is it because I’m not smart enough for them?” he asked, beginning to grow angry with them.
“No, no, no!” she said, still wailing, her head lowered into her hands and onto the table. Crocodile tears wet the tablecloth. Her body wracked with sobs and Jack couldn’t help but feel sorry for her even though she had rejected him. He hadn’t used his overview on her since it had completed maximizing her health. He stood, the ring forgotten, and wrapped his arms around her shoulder in a protective warming manner.
“Maybe some other time” he said, hoping to bring her some relief.
“Oh Jack, Jack, Jack. I love you!” she cried. He soothed her for long minutes, letting her take the time she needed to formulate her rejection. Finally, she stopped crying, picked up the ring and looked it over longingly before handing it back to him. Finally, she sat straight and faced him. He took his seat; he was ready for her words.
“I’m pregnant” she said simply with eyes that were holding a plea for understanding; behind red rims.
Jack held it together while he absorbed the news; he didn’t move a muscle.
“And you won’t marry me because you are carrying my baby?” he asked quietly.
She nodded. “I don’t have the right to ask you for support because I forgot my birth control”.
“If you weren’t pregnant then you would marry me?” he asked.
“It would be the happiest day of my life” she said with conviction, wiping her eyes.
Jack’s mood began to change and he couldn’t stop himself. The feelings welled up higher and higher; until he had to let loose.
“What’s so funny?” she asked, perplexed.
Jack laughed louder until he spasmed and tears ran freely from his eyes. Finally, he focused on her.
“But I want children with you” he said. Slowly, relief spread across her face and she came to sit on his lap and tentatively examined the ring. She told Jack of her plans to keep the child even if he objected or sent them away. Jack made a mental note to change his weekend agenda – no clubbing or drinking on this quiet time.
 

Estelle had made many friends with her neighbors during her service as head of the owners association. All of the others had chatted with their neighbors in the parking lot, in the elevators or halls, or out back poolside. Everyone was on speaking terms, with only one exception, so it was no surprise that Estelle would get a call detailing Jack’s and Missy’s loud emotional encounter. Jack and Missy didn’t have any enemies so everyone was concerned as Estelle spread the incomplete news. The couple could be seen quietly leaving the pool area, after leaving their temporary shelter, and the entire office invented a reason to be near the front door to witness the couples return.
Jack envisioned an afternoon with his fiancé walking along the beach and quietly discussing plans for the future. Missy removed her arm from Jack’s elbow so he could open the door and they entered to find everyone blocking their way – the rest of the office had not intended to be so obvious but there wasn’t much room at the entry and polite curiosity was superseded by their growing concerns for the couple. Jack stopped in his tracks with Missy at his side to look as perplexed at the crowd as they were looking at him.
Missy resolved the issue by being the first to understand that her friends didn’t know what was going on but had heard of the emotional encounter and they were now concerned. She extended her hand, palm down and ring forward in an age old tradition. Estelle actually screamed as she lunged forward to be the first to admire the ‘rock of commitment’. The hugs and back clapping threatened to continue the rest of the afternoon as the phone was placed on answer mode and Jerome fetched a bottle of champagne from the refrigerator. Carmen brought a bevy of plastic cups. The cap ricocheted off the ceiling and a cup was placed in Missy’s hand.
“No, she can’t drink” said Jack without a thought. He didn’t realize he had said anything of import until he noticed that the ‘gang’ had quit moving or talking and again looked at him as expectantly as when he had first entered. Realization hit him and he smiled, Missy blushed and then smiled, and Estelle actually screamed with glee for the second time. Their friends all spoke at once with congratulations and well wishes, while Jerome rushed a glass of orange juice into Missy’s hand.
The two of them accepted their commitment and relaxed into it. Soon, Missy asked Jack “Can I call my mother?”
“You don’t have to ask me” he said. Both Estelle and Carmen followed her into a side room where they could overhear the private conversation she was to have with her mother. Florence was smart enough not to rain on her parade and offered only heart felt congratulations without mention of regrets or warnings. She assured the girl that her father would also be overjoyed and not to worry about anything.
Florence assumed that Jack had asked for her daughters hand after he learned of her pregnancy and she feared that the union would be forced and regretted. Now was not the time to examine such feelings. If she were going to be a grandmother then her daughter could have chosen much worse, genetically speaking, and she was looking forward to helping raise another baby regardless of the circumstances.
Missy was on speaker-phone and the girls began planning the wedding together. Florence asked that Missy set the date only two months ahead so that her first born wouldn’t be able to see himself bulging from his mother’s tummy in the wedding pictures. Florence agreed that it was too soon but argued that waiting until the baby was born was too long. Nothing is ever perfect, she lamented, but nothing could temper their joyous feelings on this day.
Missy had not lost contact with her friends back at school and she wasted no time, after another curt call to her grandmother and her aunt, in calling her friends and soon was shrieking into the phone in concert with her mates. Estelle and Carmen found themselves ignored at this point, inadvertently overlooked, and left quietly. Carmen spent the rest of the afternoon and that night at her husbands elbow, glorifying in the warmth of her marriage and family. Estelle spent her time with Jerome being as nice as she could be. Jerome was glad to have her and accepted her desire to advance a step in their relationship. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t already considered asking for her hand in marriage.
Joe and the new staff members present were less enthusiastic; there was no evidence that there was resentment or disappointment. Joe and the staff had only well wishes for the couple and there were no side issues to consider. Joe called Kevin in his office and told him, Andy, and some of those staffers, in a conference call, about the upcoming event. Joe promised travel tickets for the entire staff to attend the wedding and reception if Missy’s parents were receptive to the idea. Joe was already planning a private call to them expressing the companies desire to finance a good part of the wedding. At this point Missy and her mother hadn’t asked Jack about the timetable but he was sure Jack would have no reservations once the commitment was made. Jack and Missy would make nice parents and dedicate themselves to their children – it would work out.
It was midweek ten days later when things had settled back down to business. Jack and Missy had purchased a three bedroom suite on the eighth floor on a mortgage. Since both of them valued function over form they were planning on furnishing a comfortable home rather than an ostentatious showplace. With children on the way, and they had agreed on more than one, they agreed on a color scheme, blue skies over sandy beaches or tan and blue, and were searching recycled stores for clean comfortable furnishings although they could afford a decorator and all of his or her pricey suggestions.
They hadn’t moved in to their new digs and had a short walk down the hall to work where they arrived early and prepared themselves some breakfast from the community icebox. Joe, Susan, Jerome and Estelle were already there while Carmen and Miguel busied themselves about the area after already eating. It was going to be an interesting lunch, they all expected.
Susan would be running the show, as her new boyfriend had been asking innocuous questions centered on the capacitor business, which she had done her best to ignore. When she offered to bring him to lunch and show him around he agreed readily for a man in no need of money. Who would want to share a boring business lunch since he could have her if he was with her just about anywhere excepting the office lunch table. To make things more interesting, they had invited Steven Mathers, the Advanced Capabilities CEO.
Friday was also going to be interesting. Kevin and Andy would be demonstrating the AI. Further, there would be departmental reports with Abigail Newtran detailing the progress with the city inspection legal issue and Francine Hanly making a financial report with Estelle in the background. Lloyd Tenny was going to detail the search for Inspector Dwayne Meat and Ernest Miller was to present a building upgrades plan revision, the fifth, for the county.



Chapter -- Energy Disk
 

Steven arrived before lunch and Jack and Joe relaxed with him at the pool where they could go over a few things. Steven was slim, maybe 35, with medium length brown hair and didn’t sport the typical glasses worn by most engineers. He usually wore a comfortable looking tan suit with a long sleeve white shirt and a blue tie clamped to his shirt in line with the obligatory pocket saving pen holder. They had asked him to wear shorts and a polo shirt (the company provided good ones to the staff) and not to expect to return to his post that day. Things were going well and they ordered three rum punches as Joe wasn’t very concerned about keeping things from the army guy – that’s one thing about them, if they feel the need to know they’re gonna find out. On the other hand, he had never heard of the military harassing any private enterprise for personal gain.
Whenever the ladies in the floors above saw Jack or Joe at poolside they followed so it wasn’t long before the pool attendance tripled. If the ladies were retired their husbands watched them with amusement from above. If they were middle aged their husbands were working and these girls varied from cheating cougars to bored and curious. There were also the visiting cousins and daughters to spice up the scenery and these (and the cougars) wore their finest as they knew Joe to be available and Jack was, well, rich and handsome and within reach. Steven was married and had three children whom Jack hadn’t met; he was faithful to his wife but the man was appreciative of a fine figure.
The first two drinks went quickly amongst idle chit chat but on the third the men settled into a business discussion carried on in muted tones so that they did not appear as dull braggarts.
“So how are the models testing?” asked Joe.
“Fine. Not a deviation from expectations. Even those charged cylinders that we have intentionally broken had discharged within the grounding parameters that we set” he said.
“What about if they aren’t grounded?” asked Jack. To his knowledge, that area had been overlooked. It would be like connecting a fuse panel without a ground – no doubt there would be damage upon accident.
“That turned out to be more interesting that we had expected” Steve said. “Theoretically, the discharge would be instantaneous so we were unable to calculate the effect. As it happens, of course, the laws of physics have applied and instead of a discharge of theoretical infinite power we have found that the device discharges in a strait line output over one millisecond” he finished. Apparently, that should answer their questions but Jack required more information.
“So, it discharges in one millisecond. So what?” he said, a plea for some elaboration!
“Well, when you discharge 5000 watts per hour in one millisecond it generates an enormous amount of power” he said uneasily. Neither Jack nor Joe missed it and they became cautious.
“Now you have 5000 watts per hour times 3600 making watts per second. Then multiply that by a million and you’re beyond gigawatts. The affected area is very small, the capacitor disk is only one foot in diameter, but it gets pretty hot” he understated.
“How hot are we talking about?” asked Joe as expected?
“Without a ground the one foot disk vaporizes everything for ten feet in all directions. This plasma expands further and the heat and concussion causes’ severe damage to an approximate radius of 100 feet” he paused “we know because we tested it on a desolate Atlantic atoll”.
Jack and Joe looked as each other with concern.
“Did it poison the ground at the atoll?” asked Joe.
“Oh no, it isn’t radioactive or anything like that. It’s just a piece of clay that got so hot it turned to vapor. Well, there is a sprinkle of yttrium and aluminum, but nothing serious. There is less than a pound of the crystallized amalgam released in a melt down and I wouldn’t want to breath it but who wants to breath any powdered metal?” he told them.
“Is the melt down radioactive?” asked Jack.
“I understand your concern but really! I just answered that and the answer hasn’t changed. Everything is purely chemical, all considered benign and nothing with radioactive qualities. Even in an electrical short there is no EMP or X-Rays or gamma or other high energy destruction” he said, quelling some of their fears.
“So if we were to install it here, to provide power, what would keep it from blowing up the building?” asked Joe. He assumed that it was foolproof but hadn’t realized the potential for damage and wanted to make sure there was no chance of damage. Even the chances of getting burned in a Pinto had been one in a million for Pinto owners but that was enough to destroy the product (not to mention the lives of those burned).
“Oh, there are failsafes built in” he said. “For one thing, the superconductor is layered with a damping solution that absorbs the heat slowing the heat expansion and therefore the explosive reaction by a factor of one thousand. That damps the damage too so you can divide the blast radius by 50. Further, there is a ground switch forcing immediate controlled discharge if the ground is not properly attached. Lastly, in the casing, there is an expansive radiator that converts quite a bit of the power into high voltage with low amperage which can be discharged lightning like to the nearest ground. That addition further lessens the blast range” he enthused proudly. Clearly, some of these innovations were of his design.
“So it can be childproofed to use in clueless domestic homes” Jack asked and Steven nodded.
“Commercial?” asked Joe.
“Of course but you would need to space your capacitors. Each time you increase the wattage density stored within a unit the blast radius increases even with the precautions” he said. That was understandable, commercial currents quantities always necessitated great care.
“Can it power a car?” asked Jack.
“Oh yes. Just as fast as a gasoline powered one and getting 2000 miles per overnight 110 volt charging. One quarter the weight of the motor and no weight for fuel and all motorized efficiencies charge in very short order” he said with glee. Steven ordered his next round and was feeling a bit tipsy. So what, he could feel the changes in the wind. Just in time, too, as the world was growing mean as food and power became scarce.
Neither Jack nor Joe ordered a fourth drink but they too felt their excitement growing. They had never dreamed that an errant county inspector would set them on the path to energy independence of this quality.
“Air transportation?” asked Joe.
“Prop planes at the moment. It might move jet types geared to ramjet or rocket propulsion. Haven’t researched it, just trying to get this one home appliance on the market” he said.
“Time for lunch” Jack said and they went inside carrying their drinks.
The men entered the dining room to find Susan working her David, new boyfriend and suspected spy, over with her full attention. Apparently the overview can harden nipples or Susan had an implant because her headlights were on permanent fog bright; even Jack had trouble ignoring them. Susan’s long hair was ironed and gleamed of health, falling smoothly across her shoulders and shining expensively like a dark pearl. Her teeth were recently brightened and her skin was evenly bronzed and she obviously lacked tan lines; she was dressed in simple, thin, white cotton without buttons and only an impolite yet determined stare between her legs would reveal whether she wore matching panties.
The other girls were also gathered at the table in work dress and all were attending David as if he was the king of Sheba (and the queen was outta sight!). The girls had seated David at the head of the table with Susan in the courtesan chair on his right. Amusingly, Joe was at the far head of the table.
Pretty Carmen had contracted to serve and Miguel was assisting her although David would have liked to have them at the table; she liked the cash and took every opportunity to earn more. They had looked into army mess and lunch would be a six ounce serving of Porterhouse steak. Light gravy was prepared for the side of potatoes with a heaping portion of French-Cut green beans and roasted almonds. Spinach and whole grain pasta salad would begin the meal with a hot espresso and warm butterscotch pudding for desert. Community fruit trays were placed within reach of everyone. Steve was placed on the other side of Susan and across from Jack, Missy, and Estelle. Jerome was again on outdoor sales. Francine was present but she tended to dominate the conversation; seeming to take all the credit for great sales and she was placed next to, and under the control of, Estelle. Andy was present in preparation for tomorrows AI meeting but was anticipated to listen along with Abigail the lawyer. Renee, Susan’s mother, was on David’s left and was curious about the new boyfriend. She had lost any semblance of control over Susan’s actions and it was a good thing, she felt, that Susan caused little harm to herself or others.
David hosted many questions about his past and he answered, none of which rang quite true. His story about estranged parents leaving him millions to work with didn’t fit – they couldn’t nail it down but both Joe and Jack agreed that his accent wasn’t quite right and he was too mentally and physically buff to be a rich kid. As per David’s story, he had never attended college and had obtained a GED after off and on home schooling from a full time tutor that his parents employed. He seemed a bit embarrassed about being led about by a talented tart like Susan but everyone knew that she was special – beyond normal and, the men suspected, that was David’s real forte – checking up on abnormalities that may have a military impact. Susan had told all her coworkers about David’s bedroom capabilities and so far he hadn’t touched her but she declared intended victory for this weekend. She told a few people in the know that, sportingly, she would nail him without the use of her overview.
The conversation was quite animated, with the addition of the new people that the old hands were curious about. Francine would begin a story that was intended to be humorous but invariably ended with Florence’s triumph over a financial foe, many of which were unaware that Francine was their enemy. If Florence’s tale extended over ten sentences, Estelle would cut her off and shift the focus to David.
The first couple of times she did this without Florence even noticing but as time progressed to midmeal, Estelle would cut her off abruptly. Florence spent her downtime glaring openly at Susan as all the women might have done were it not for the understanding that Susan would not snatch their men if they remained civil. It was unlikely that Florence would present a man that Susan would snake but if the occasion were to come about the conclusion was inevitable.
When the attention turned to David, who was the point of the luncheon, he would answer any inquiries politely but curtly, as if bashful, and then move the conversation onto someone else; two out of three times he addressed a question to Steven, gradually drawing him out on the capabilities of Advanced Capacity. After lunch, the non working members, being David and Susan and Steven, moved onto the balcony for drinks.
By this point, David had abandoned Susan in favor of a robust conversation with Steven. To regain David’s attention, Susan had to catch the eye of Steven, move into the line of conversation while she had him distracted, and then drop Steven’s attention in favor of David. Jack and Joe let them go, the drama would play out and they were about to announce their progress to the stockholders of the newly acquired electronics.
Susan asked Florence to call her a limo, several hours after lunch and several more drinks later. When Florence began to protest, Susan switched to a state of intoxication and began braying loudly and nonsensically about Limo drivers and swooshing her full sticky drink above Florence’s desk.
“Fer Christ’s sake, get her a cab” Estelle demanded and Florence dropped her socializing to dig a phone book from her shelf and thumb through for a number. She had to make three calls to find a stretch that could and would take a couple of drunks quickly. She had to use her own credit card for the guarantee and although Jack would never let her take the loss, and neither would Estelle, both of them had to round the corner so that their laughter wouldn’t be overseen.
Susan was in her office space at eight am the next morning; it was necessary for her to clear up some details with her financial and modeling careers before the quarterly meeting. She would leave soon to pick up Dave who, they all agreed, she could invite on social grounds – as if to impress him. She was dressed normally and still looked darned good as if her drinks had no effect on her. Of course, Jack and Joe and Jerome knew that they hadn’t and by this time, Estelle, Renee, Andy, Miguel and Carmen suspected that she had some unnatural abilities but they didn’t know the details and didn’t ask.
As the 10am meeting approached the office saw a great increase in activity and enthusiasm. Everyone was present by nine thirty and gathered about the bar that had been set up in a reception area and enjoyed exotic fruit juice concoctions that had been selected from the shop of an importer in town. He had stocked the counter with iced drinks and prepared fruits and serving paraphernalia before leaving at nine. Some of the fruits were unknown even to the cultured and there was plenty of variety to sample and discuss helping to settle the nerves of the guests as they neared their presentations.
Jack and Missy and Jerome and Estelle chose a small table toward the back where they had a good view of the presentations but were also out of the way as none of them had anything to present. Susan made room for herself and David which irritated the two women but amused the men. Jerome had mentioned to Jack that he intended to ask Estelle to marry him as soon as Jack’s wedding was done if he could get Estelle to wait that long. Missy was miffed at Susan but Jack didn’t know what could be done about it – he had no intention of bedding Susan and visa-versa although he couldn’t seem to convince Missy that he was immune to Susan and that Susan would reject him with horror, because of Missy, if he did respond to her invitations.
Susan was amusing; she made a point of talking with everyone while purring like a pussy stroked to perfection. She dragged her new but haggard pet around by his natural leash to introduce or reintroduce him while he mumbled through a blinding hangover combined with guilt; the guilt was unwarranted as even the new staff knew he hadn’t stood a chance. He did sharpen his senses with some urgency, rising for a second cup of strong hot coffee, after Susan referred to him as her special James Bond while talking about Steven’s antics to Jack.
Susan, David, and Steven had left in a group the previous night and the unfortunate Steven failed miserably at keeping up with the other two. The fuzzy story was that Steven’s wife had to fetch him from the second bar they visited when he was no longer able to answer her telephone calls with the proper decorum.
Joe sat at the head of the presenters table and informally chaired the meeting. He had purchased and moved into a smaller two bedroom suite on the seventh floor. He now had a private life that was active and far enough away that his liaisons didn’t annoy Jack or Jerome. As much as they were willing to accept Joe as a friend and fellow, homosexuality made them nervous.
Kevin was important in Joe’s life and the feelings were mutual; the Pennsylvanian office was upgraded and the department heads had become productive leaving him with only minor problems to oversee and he spent two thirds of his time living with Joe. The home was fastidiously clean and their varied collections and furnishings were tasteful treasures. Joe announced an open house from six to 10 every Tuesday night and all day long on Sundays; everyone from work and the other homes enjoyed visiting at least once a month. Andy was also present for this presentation and had accepted Joe’s invitation to bunk in his spare bedroom. Andy had become fast friends with Kevin and was comfortable with the arrangement.
Joe rose and the expectant room was instantly quiet.
“Welcome, friends. You all know why we are here, so let’s get this started and finished before lunch” he said.
“Let’s begin with Lloyd Tenny and Abigail Newtran”.
Lloyd moved to stand at the head of the assembly and delivered an uninspiring report that was necessary to ingest but was of nominal interest. He spoke of his search for the errant building inspector that Susan had vainly attempted to embarrass. Meat’s family was still drawing his full salary months after his disappearance but arbitrary checks of his home and the home of his parents had failed to find him. Not all his neighbors liked the man and several had agreed to a reward if they noticed him about and reported that information but they came up blank. He advised that they should advance the search using the same amount of personnel.
 

Random violence had increased due to the lessening of resources and the increase in perceived corruption because most of the remaining workers felt they weren’t receiving their fair share and the disenfranchised and homeless now included competent professionals, doctors and engineers. Many of the unemployed felt that they had been barred from work due to governmental social adjustment and nepotism. Uncertified dental offices and medical centers were opening under shelter around the country and the one thing they had in common was their refusal to pay tax. Working people that hadn’t managed to see a dentist for a decade, controlling their abject pain with legal and illegally obtained drugs and dime store dental filling kits had become the majority and ‘illegal’ medical care facilities were zealously guarded.
 

Although the information wasn’t available to news organizations, Lloyd had learned that a resistance of anarchy was opposing government policies and the groups possessed computer and organizational skills. They had begun to target rich organizations and individuals that prospered from government corruption or special interest protections. Dead Man Talking and the new business Dead Men Working, the owner of Advanced Capacity, were not on the target list but hungry people may acquire a mob mentality and the beach offered easy access for armed looters. It was obvious to those whom accessed the beach on occasion that the ever dangerous landscape was darkening with threat. Lloyd suggested that the newly acquired corner suite on level five be given over as a garrison to house three armed guards on call at all times. They were to be armed with close encounter UZI submachine guns and the walls between suites and the walls between the corridors should be bulletproofed. He indicated that a space at the rear of a walk-in closet could contain a concealed weapons cache along with the corporate safe. He finished his prepared presentation with a suggestion that the safe should be stocked with one ounce trade units in .999 silver and gold bullion rounds.
Lloyd did not expect any response when he finished and asked for questions before taking a seat. Ernest Miller the architect was called next and he asked Lloyd a question from the dais before he began his report.
“Lloyd, can you get permits for automatic weapons within the city limit of Daytona Beach?” he asked.
Lloyd replied that the men would be legally armed with handguns while having shotguns and semi-automatic hunting rifles within reach and only politely concealed. If the men would need the automatics only during an invasive emergency. During a confrontation of survival permits and fines would be dealt with after the event by the survivors.
Jack watched David for telltales during the weaponized discussion. Florence was openly scandalized but it wasn’t her department and she had signed a non disclosure and as far as she knew defense was discussed with department heads in other corporations. David showed polite interest but there was no expression of concern; Jack thought it likely that David’s expression matched his true feelings as the military wasn’t overly concerned when productive American citizens prepared a defensive against anarchy.
Ernest did show some concern about the permits and pointedly told Lloyd that non permitted constructs could endanger his license. Lloyd told him that listing defenses with the local police and local authorities is a road-map to assured destruction. He expounded that given an emergency that threatened the government that the authorities would quickly loot them for their own use.
Ernest still didn’t buckle; his license was very important to him. Lloyd continued with an example.
“In the past, during floods and other emergencies, the police tend to confiscate the weapons that are legally listed from private citizens. The theory is that the untrained will use the weapons poorly in self defense and by disarming everyone it would be safer for the police when they do their job of protecting those same citizens. In reality, a lot of expensive weapons don’t make it back to their owners and the criminals are basically free to pursue some armed looting.” he said, waiting for Ernest to see the light. Ernest didn’t acquiesce so Lloyd continued with his last argument.
“We can not afford to be the victims” he said a slight pause before continuing “and everyone here knows we can provide a better defense than the local authorities would provide. I’m not just trying to make a buck here, my license is in the balance too!” he said, gaining some steam before leveling off to a quite finish. “But I assume that if I went out on a limb for this company then this company would defend me. In other words, if I lose my license that a job for me will still exist at the same responsibilities as if I had the license” he finished.
Ernest looked at the faces about him and although Jack and Jerome weren’t nodding in profuse agreement there was no indication that the same would not be true for him. He guessed it would depend on the circumstances. “OK” Ernest said; he couldn’t afford to lose his one important client.
He continued to detail the changes to the office space arrangements and the incorporation of the newly acquired suites into the traffic flow. He promised to incorporate the changes Lloyd requested into his work orders if he were to receive a request by corporate contract. He was about to reseat himself when Susan asked him a question.
“Just as an aside, would it be possible to make a bomb shelter here? I’ve always worried about the escalating nuclear threat and wondered if it was possible” she said. David looked perplexed; Jack assumed that Susan exposed the logical side of herself to him. She glanced at him and smiled simply, waiting for Ernest to reply.
“It isn’t likely” he said. “There is the high water table preventing basements, there is the problem of digging in sand, there are permits and this kind of work can not be accomplished without them.” he finished then added “Because it is far too noticeable with the amount of sand to be moved. You may be able to locate it under the retention pond area and tunnel over under the building. The sand would need to be taken away in quarter car loads so the car didn’t seem to be heavy which is obvious to anyone looking.”
Ernest paused, not sure how deep to delve into the subject “So it is possible?” she asked and he nodded, only to have Jack call out another curve ball.
“That would be very expensive. Please give us a ball park figure in the near future. Whatever Susan wants!” he enthused, ignoring the glare from Missy. Actually, he thought it might be a good idea no matter the expense.
Jack continued “But I would also like a copter pad on the roof. Can that be done?” he asked. That was more in the man’s capabilities; indeed, he had already considered such an addition and pondered the possibility while studying the specifications of the roof. “It can be reinforced rather easily up to a weight of ten tons. After that, I will need to research.” He saw his audience nod in approval and added as a joke “And would this also need to be done on the sly?” he said. Everyone laughed politely as there was no need to conceal a pad and everyone seemed to know that it was not possible.
“Thank you Mr. Miller. Do we need a break before Florence gives us the good news?” Joe rose and said from his seat. No one seemed to need a temporary adjournment. “Florence” he said motioning her to the dais, which she grabbed eagerly and laid out a spread of paper.
She had graphed and charted the statistics into PowerPoint and began gaily displaying them on the elevated projection screen. She had tried to save money but OpenOffice corrupted her file during a format change and save. Despite a grand showing of three minute backups no backup was available as her machine locked her into a reboot and she spent the next two days reassembling the information.
Florence detailed ‘accounts due’ as up to date with income from contracted accounts doubling over the past three months and far outpacing the increase in expenses due to acquisition of property and personnel. Although it was not her responsibility, she congratulated Kevin, Miguel, Ernest and the other department heads by name for their cooperation with her department and their concern for limiting expenses. She congratulated the policy of procuring more real estate in this building and the school that Kevin rebuilt; she had visited the site. She congratulated Steven for his work with capacitors (although she didn’t have a clue as to their value, yet) and of her hope that he would soon be out of the development stage and into production and sales; she hoped it would be successful (and wouldn’t bet against that, given this companies history). She looked to Estelle who gave her the nod so she wrapped it up with a personal note for Jack, calling him out by name.
“Yes” he said.
“I have done as you asked and contacted Beatrice VerSuche and her personal assistant Rebecca about the shares they purchased. For any of you who may not know, Beatrice was our first investor. Unfortunately, she has passed away with no instruction for these funds mentioned in her will so I have, as you instructed, offered the funds to Rebecca Vasquez. She has expressed her gratitude and requested a job with us. In her words, she would work for peanuts.” she said and the group chuckled.
“I am glad that we could offer her those funds and, if you would, see if you can place her with Kevin” he said and Kevin shrugged his acceptance. She sat amid polite applause, relaxing for the first time since she started her job.
Abigail Newtran was next up and she summarized the status of building department fines and holdups that began with Dwayne Meat. It seemed that lawyers were never in a hurry to resolves things but seemed to place themselves on either side of an argument and bill hours until the problem resolved itself – Abigail was no exception. The county lawyer had hired two assistants for research and Abigail emphasized that if the investigation council concluded that the electrical service was illegal or negligently applied, Dead Man Talking would be dunned for every nickel the city could add to their bill including fines, usury interests and unchecked billable hours by the city attorneys. Abigail speculated that the city hoped to gain controlling shares in a new, and they figured weak, company with phenomenal growth potential (after the work has been done of course). Abigail was assured that she would remain on retainer after the litigation was won as her presence alone would frighten away all but the most brutal business and government sharks. The positive attitude was maintained and no reference was made as to her future if she were to loose the case. She sat down after light applause and no questions, not feeling quite as safe as Florence.
Andrew Shim and Kevin were next and wheeled a computer blade to the dais and hooked it into the projector. The avatar booted properly and correctly, unlike most unrehearsed computer software presentations that any of them had attended. The retarded AI was introduced and stared out at the crowd emotionlessly with a minor and random movement of the lashes and eyes. She wore a Mohawk hairdo and her features were very lifelike. She wore facial tattoos of a tribal nature and her eyes were bright green and her lips appeared red and wet. She had no individual teeth but instead had an even white bar where teeth should be, like two large teeth with one on top and the other on the bottom. She had no ears, just an opening in smooth skin and her head floated center screen like the Wizard of Oz had floated in the air.
Kevin gave a synopsis of the work needed to create the machine, almost an AI he said. He told them that he had included the 182 topics that the company now had ready for support of various products. They were working on a medical program with the assistance of the top university in Florida. The university was hoping to gain notoriety as their program was ranked sixth nationally and about 20th worldwide and would succumb to lack of donor interest if something wasn’t done by the end of the year. Andrew explained how they were able to enter most of the human language as a backup and the work required to prioritize the responses. David showed more than polite interest and Kevin retold the story of how they had gathered millions of interactions from web conversations and how they prioritized those responses and checked flow so that their chosen response followed the prevalent conversation.
The crew was not ready to load the language parsing interface but spoken interfaces were progressing all the time and Kevin had borrowed one. He gave Paula, the name the programmers had agreed upon for their own AI, a gently sexy voice. The audience was nodding off and Andrew, who had taught English at university, knew the signs. He caught Kevin’s attention and they skipped the rest of the information to accept questions. Paula could not hear directly, yet, and Kevin found it necessary to type any question into the machine and she would answer with animated features and her computerized voice.
Susan raised her hand like a school girl and Kevin smiled. He guessed it would be something randy and nodded to her.
“Are you horny?” Susan asked.
“Only for you baby” Paula replied clearly, seeming to look provocatively in Susan’s direction. The room stopped to ponder their thoughts but Kevin stood and took a bow.
“You anticipated me!” Susan shrieked with delight.
“You bet! Paula might be good but she isn’t that good” he said with a chuckle and everyone felt a bit of relief.
“What is the capital of Afghanistan?” asked Jack.
“Who was the president of the USA in 1820?” asked Abigail and on in a similar manner. Lloyd got her stumped with this question “what should I do about Norman’s eczema?” he asked. Paula couldn’t expound on the minor disease until she figured out who Norman was. Kevin thanked Lloyd because it pointed out a progression that hadn’t been addressed yet. Paula had to resort to her English parsing and offered an oblique answer “Does Norman have skin? It is assumed Norman is a man with skin. The itch the rashes often respond best to has variety of treatments”.
“Clearly, that would not pass the Turing test” said Andy and most of the audience chuckled. More questions were asked and it was determined that Paula was satisfactory and would be in use soon.
“What is you purpose?” David asked. Kevin didn’t type it and Jack rose slowly.
Jack said “You understand that a nondisclosure agreement may be necessary as Paula’s function is academic and not used for support” he said to all those present. Everyone agreed, Abigail reluctantly, and Estelle fetched the appropriate papers that they used the last time. They were filled out in ten minutes and Abigail spent another five reassuring the group and herself that the contract was standard and often in use.
“Ready?” Kevin queried and typed in the question when he received nods and no protest.
“My purpose is to find the AI in this solar system, establish communication with it and convince it to meet with Jack, Joe, Susan or Jerome” she stated plainly.
Jack watched David carefully and the man was not able to hide his astonishment. Florence and Abigail displayed a fear that came and went like a variable anxiety attack – ‘oh God’ to ‘oh well’ to ‘oh God’, back and forth. The men displayed curiosity and Miguel tried to cover his anger.
Jerome took the floor. “That isn’t exactly the plan. There is no reason to be upset. Call it a hobby if you will, we have no intention of embarrassing the corporation or of overspending on this whim. Other young companies have uptech projects and ours is to explore this solar system for intelligent life. Paula, being an incomplete AI, a machine, doesn’t understand the differences between the significance and the insignificance of her work but we will correct her search parameters. She will be examining signals from space for that signal we are all looking for – the one that doesn’t appear in nature” he finished and found he had placated most of their fellow workers at least for the time being.
“What is the operating range of the M16” David asked her.
“I do not know M16” she said, not having a recovering answer for that one.
“It is a US Army rifle” he said.
“I have no knowledge of weapons” she stated simply. It was a lie; Kevin had prepped it with this top level response to any weapons question in preparation for David. He had done it just as he had prepped his AI with sexual innuendo for Susan. It was an odd question for a rich boyfriend but not so curious for someone associated with the military. Jack looked hard at the man but David revealed nothing beyond curiosity although even Jack understood the simplicity of the question. Paula should have known the commonly known answer, unless armament questions were sidestepped. Jack suspected that David’s interest had been clicked on.
“You know, there was a video I watched about an automated pack mule developed for the Army. It had four functioning legs and a pack saddle and resembled a mule. The human handler, in an effort to demonstrate the strength of the machine, kicked it hard in an effort to tip it over but it recovered by splaying its’ legs much as a mule would” David said and everyone waited to hear his point. He continued “the amazing thing was I felt sorry for the mechanical mule! It had no more life in it than a typewriter but because it mimicked living movement I was prone to making a decision based on the feelings of a machine that did not have any! It was an amazing realization” he finished. Everyone looked at him with renewed interest; most of them had also seen that video and had the same realization.
Kevin wrapped it up after asking if there were any more questions. Andrew helped him push the mechanism to the side to make room for the next report. They finished and returned to their seats amidst a robust round of accolades and applause.
The many smiles paled in comparison to the shit eatin grin that Steven Mathers displayed when he took the dais after Joe’s introduction. He detailed his information and the progress they had made, repeating all the information he had divulged to Jack the day before on the pool deck. As with the initial business of computer support, this business had no competition to speak of. Also, failure was unlikely as the cost of energy storage would drop by 90 percent as the company progressed. Francine stopped him at this point.
“This is only a storage device, how do you get a ninety percent savings calculation since you still have to produce the energy?” she asked.
“Ah, very true. The savings will come with the efficiency of the product and the way it will be used” he started, pausing to sip his coffee and wet his throat; everyone relaxed back into their chairs, unconsciously preparing for an extended speech.
“This battery removes the need to supply wires across the land and into the home and factory. Instead, the capacitors can be shipped to stores by trucks powered much more efficiently by the same product. There they can be bought and put into cars also powered with the capacitors. When they empty, they can be returned for refill. The real bargain comes from the generators! I did a calculation purchasing a Mitsubishi smaller scale sodium nuclear generator located offshore. It could fill the capacitors and ship them inland automatically. As a matter of fact, Florence, I’m glad you asked as I would like to contact the Japanese and begin the operation; first, however, we’ll need a certified business plan.” he finished.
Florence, shocked, could only nod.
“You want to put nuclear generators offshore of Florida?” Joe asked and Steven nodded.
“There is an easy route from the Gulf into Port of Tampa” he said “and they should have done it to power hydrogen cars but government regulations, you know”.
“Are these generators safe?” asked Jerome and Steven nodded.
“What about terrorists” asked Joe?
“I’m not an expert on this but if we can’t get the Navy to watch them then I would suggest a couple of mercenaries and lethal automations. If we can’t do it within twenty to fifty miles of shore we can go to 250 miles, out of US waters” he added. David was watching and listening intently and not guarding his interest.
“We will look into it” stated Jerome with finality. Light, unsure applause spattered about but Steven didn’t move from the dais. The room quieted again, not knowing what to expect, and they were not disappointed. Steven had been fidgeting in his suit pocket during his entire presentation and now withdrew a handful of chips; about the size of three inch poker chips and thin and red with a ball in the middle.
“Catch” he said, trying not to sound aggressive as he tossed one of the chips very slowly in Jack’s direction where it drifted across the distance in a strait line without the usual arc. Two seconds later, when it reached Jack, he stood and easily picked it out of the air lightly between thumb and forefinger. Meanwhile, Steven had launched the rest of them totaling a dozen.
Jack held his chip out and let it go. He marveled as it floated like a balloon although he had seen that it was constructed from what looked to be solid clay. He nabbed it again and released it with a spin and it quickly quit the spin and rocked to a stop stretched parallel to the floor. Not understanding what he was seeing, he let his disk float in front of him and looked to Steven whose grin had expanded even further. After extending expectations to their limit, he answered their question.
“These are miniature capacitors” he said “similar to the ones we are using to power houses. They have quite a bit of power packed into them but they are safe. As you know, in a superconductor the magnetic field is proportional to the wattage and in this case we have distributed the wattage over a large enough plane to offset gravity. The offset allows them to float but they are floating on the earth’s magnetic field. They are very light, too, which would allow them to carry a small cargo, in that pod in the center” he stopped, clearly enjoying the disbelief he was seeing.
After a full minute of stunned silence, David asked the big question. “Can they be enlarged?” he asked.
“They look like little flying saucers” said Susan.
“Don’t they now” said Joe, clearly amused.
“The problem isn’t with the size” said Steven, in answer to David’s question. “But in the power requirements. I calculated that it would take a full week from a standard power plant, like the coal burner in Jacksonville, to pump enough wattage into the rings to lift four tons”.
“Lift slowly?” asked David.
“Could be” agreed Steven. He didn’t say it out loud but they all had made the connection. Four tons floated into space could be quite useful and profitable. If it was a slow float, the cargo wouldn’t need the massive protection and support for a high g rocket boost. They wouldn’t need the heat shield for reentry. Once the capacitor was charged, they wouldn’t need to refuel and could go back and forth for as many trips as they liked.
The gloves came off when David said “Something like this changes the balance of power of the United States and should be delivered to the military” he said with an edge to his voice. David’s hand moved about his chest and if he hadn’t have been wearing a polo shirt Jack thought he would have drawn a gun. Jack moved between David and Steven.
“You signed a contract” he said plainly to David.
“The non-disclosure agreement” he said.
“That does not pertain when it is a matter of national security” David stated without humor.
“That would be if you were a legal military representative” Jack said. They all waited to see if David would break cover; they still weren’t sure about him. Time dragged on for a moment until Jack broke the stalemate.
“Look around David. This isn’t some foreign conspiracy; what it is a group of highly talented persons whose only irritation with their government is that they aren’t as good as we are at getting things done. Personally, I think the military is the only unit of it that does something for the citizens and is careful to be fair as the result of error is death and guilt. I can speak for all of us when I say that we will be looking forward to cooperating with the military as soon as an appropriate representative shows up” Jack told him with meaningful authority.
David thought about this for a bit and finally decided to report to his superiors and get himself appointed openly or request a liaison under emergency procedures. He looked Jack square in the face, sure of his physical abilities if need be (he wouldn’t stand a chance but he didn’t realize that) and extended his hand. Jack shook it and there was an understanding that the military would soon make inquiries and that Dead Man Talking would cooperate. Everyone hoped they understood correctly.
Joe took the dais looking flushed. “Ladies and gentlemen” he said “I don’t believe there has been a business update that was more interesting in the history of business. My God, people, Jesus, take all the time you need for lunch” he said to an avalanche of applause and noise as he informally adjourned the meeting and everyone began talking at once. Susan attempted to lead David to the pool deck for some service and drinks but he politely declined, using a forgotten appointment with his business broker as an excuse – he was out the door less than one minute after Joe had dismissed everyone and had palmed one of the floating disks. It seemed that most of the group was wary of handling the chips and left them hanging about the room.



Chapter -- Bands on the March
 

They didn’t have long to wait if they thought there would be a reaction to their disk presentation from the military. Everyone knew that the defense department could, or at least should, be interested in a vehicular power source that was far superior to carbon fuels. Dead Man Talking was contacted the beginning of the next week.
As was often the case, Jack and Missy were taking breakfast poolside; it was the beginning of a warm sunny spring day and their spirits were soaring in spite of the growing dread outside the bounds of what had become a compound. One of the residents had been stomped and robbed during a trip to the grocery store and the case remained open without hope of justice.
The group My Money Back, MMB, had expanded their looting enterprises. The stories were still not widely reported but by now everyone knew of someone who had been ambushed. Robberies and looting were the norm but there were some instances of family members held for ransom and others had been murdered. The 5x rule was in effect. When firefighters, police and teachers make five or even ten times as much as the tax paying clerks and workers they serve, then trouble will ensue. The continual whine for more money to make better schools instead of maximizing the funds already allocated did more than grate on those that had to foot the burden.
The taxpayers erupted with violent anger when they realized they would be forced to pay for decades into jobs that were now classed far out of their reach. Knowing from experience their vote was useless and applications without insider support were futile, they formed a loose coalition and named it the MMB for My Money Back. They would never have been able to overthrow the government because they weren’t ruthless enough. They didn’t dislike the cops and teachers they needed to overthrow and hoped, vainly, that government employees would make the necessary cut backs. They would have easily been beaten back if it hadn’t been for the Mexican Mafia.
Decades of bad politics had developed a price differential along the southern border of the United States with regard to illegal drugs. Many in the US, who were once subject to endless anti drug propaganda, now began to question their support as trips to foreign lands revealed that lack of overbearing drug laws did not result in societies ruined by the drugged and in many cases there were less drugged and homeless milling about than there were in the US. To be fair, that was often because the drugged and homeless would starve if they didn’t get themselves together and find a way to eat but that brought to question the value of the generosity of the US citizen.
The Mexican Mafia developed and blossomed into a thriving business as one delivery of pot could generate one million dollars of profit. This was a lot of money in either country. Some of these entrepreneurs managed to use their profits wisely; with the use of false identities and targeted studies they were able to place their friends in professional positions around the world. It was a tough trade, however, and a tough army developed, lacking national identity and national pride, but with loyalty to profit and their individual gangs.
There was a tenuous link between the gangs and the pseudo professionals. When the flag was raised the foreign workers in America would side with their mafia army and they did so. The leaders of the trodden American taxpayer, the MMB (MyMoneyBack), were approached by the foreigners now undercutting the few remaining productive jobs. Plans of revenge and reallocated wealth back to the productive worker were hatched.
What allowed the burglaries and lootings to work, however, was the undercurrent of morality. The members of the MMB weren’t stealing items from the rich government workers but were only getting items back that government employees had stolen from them. Further, only the most gaudily rich and abusive were targeted and the gathered loot was enticing.
The second half of the formula was the involvement of the gangs. If America was destabilized, the gangs could loot the entire country and weren’t concerned about the morality of their actions. At first they agreed to provide cover but soon it became the nature of the looting operations of the MMB; pick a target, get information from the foreign insider, and arrange for protection from the local gang leader. The gang would facilitate in the fencing of the loot and prevent the police from arriving for half the bounty.
Jack and Missy discussed the current state of affairs as they waited for their breakfast. Missy asked politely about the AI project. Jack told her that he was in charge of selecting the asteroids to target. First they would paint them with a laser and then the laser would flash a few times in a rudimentary attempt for attention. Then the light would be altered with amplitude modulations and the message would begin the message that included language training. Kevin was fine tuning the AI, as best as he could, and Andrew was finalizing the language training data.
“This used to be so beautiful on the beach and now every passerby looks like a member of the MMB” lamented Missy. There was no hint of her pregnancy and she looked radiant. Although he had no experience in the matter, he hoped that they would not be ashamed of or sensitive about her bulging belly and hoped to luxuriate in the warmth of nature.
Jack looked about the beach and saw that there were several persons who seemed to be looking at the constructed items, possibly casing the joints, while most people gazed about at the surf and cast about for an early beach bunny or two. Jack looked up to the disguised guard tower on the overhang but quickly turned away ashamed that he might have revealed a ‘tell’ to any astute troublemaker on the beach.
“I don’t think we need worry about it much. We aren’t government and the riff raff is still focused in that direction. Most of the retirees in this building, however, are getting their hefty payouts from their stint at government service and we will need to be careful” he cautioned.
“I like most of them, it’s a shame there is so much tension” Missy stated while chomping into her serving of eggs, grits, gravy and sausage, buttered biscuit and orange juice.
“How are things with your parents?” he asked, worried about the troubles. He acknowledged that he feared there would be interference with his wedding. She didn’t have time to answer as Susan hurried through the access door and headed in their direction. Missy immediately frowned but waved for her to come over and Jack turned to greet her.
“Hello guys and gals” she smiled. She was dressed in a floral wrap and sandals that might have been appropriate wear for casual Friday if she had worn any undergarments.
“And to what do we owe this honor” asked Jack warmly and furrowing Missy’s brow a bit further.
“The Army’s at the gate, just as you predicted” she said.
“Would you clarify that?” Jack asked her.
“Military people showed up at the guard house about five minutes ago. They are in uniform and look like military people, like I would know! Anyway, they asked for the CEO of Advanced Capacity and I told them to wait, I would be right there. I’m on my way, come on up as quick as possible” she said. She hadn’t sat so just turned and left taking the side-path to the front instead of going through the building.
“It isn’t even eight am” complained Missy, but it was just making conversation. Jack had already finished eating his breakfast and stood over Missy to rush her along. Amid a bit of protest she was moving and they loped up the four story stairwell as was their usual.
They burst into the corridor to find it empty and Jack opened the main entrance for Missy and pushing in front of her as soon as they were through the entrance. Three military people stood in reception and it appeared the entire staff, most of whom were present, was crowding the area to find out who the guests were. Susan presented them as if they were her best friends and Jack was the last to be introduced.
The man in charge of the three person unit turned to Jack and extended his hand for a shake. He was tall and slender, about 40 years old with short brown curly hair, sharp brown eyes and he stood fully erect with a cap stuck into his belt. Jack assumed they wore fatigues to blend with the casual dress of the business. He wore an unobtrusive colonel patch on his lapel and stood in front of the captain. She was not as tall, seeming Spanish and what should have been warm brown eyes were controlled and piercing; she looked them all over repeatedly and Jack assumed she was looking for weapons or a sign of disrespect. The sergeant looked as sergeants are supposed to look; he was five foot ten, shorter than the captain by an inch, stocky and calloused. His wind burned bare scalp was surrounded by a shock of short white hair. He did wear glasses and carried a pencil and leather lined note pad.
“Colonel Aaron Jacob” he said simply and Jack shook the offered hand.
“Jack Smalley” Jack said to him, returning his clear gaze. “Why don’t we get comfortable so we can chat” he said then, as Estelle was handy, “Estelle, would you mind rounding up Carmen and bring us some coffee and” he looked at the colonel “fruit” he said and the man nodded “and some crackers?”
Everyone present crowded into the conference room including Kevin, Joe, Susan, Jerome, Jack, Missy, the three military people, and Estelle after she had found Carmen.
“It’s always pleasant to welcome the best of the US into our office. What can we do for you?” he asked.
“Thank you for seeing us at such short notice. We flew out this morning from Fort Huachuca and were hoping not to have to make another trip” the colonel said.
“That’s in Arizona?” asked Jerome.
“Yes” said the colonel. He paused and then stated his purpose “We have heard you are developing a reliable power source and would like to investigate uses wherein your product may benefit the security of the people of the United States”.
“You mean the capacitors” said Joe.
“Yes, the capacitors. I have received information that a single unit can power the average home for over a month, including heat and air. That is amazing! Such a unit could easily be used in our vehicles making them lighter, stronger, and may give our men and women in uniform that added edge in a time when they may need it”.
“They might at that but at this time we are moving along nicely with the home units” said Joe.
“As you may know, Mr. Smith, the world is becoming less stable making speed a factor and we feel we could be of assistance” he offered. The Colonel apparently didn't feel comfortable enough to address Joe by his first name.
“Assistance? Our company is doing well, why would we need assistance? I am sure that our security could handle any improprieties that might arise as far as security issues” insisted Joe.
“I see. Mr. Smith, do you know the difference between Goddard and Von Braun?” and he was about to finish but Susan jumped in like a school girl with her hand up in class.
“I know, I know” she waved “Goddard worked as a secluded genius and Von Braun got the government contract and is responsible for managing the space effort that got us to the moon” she stated then leaned back into her chair with self satisfaction.
“Actually, now that you mention it, I do remember Goddard as an obscure rocketry pioneer. But I also remember Gerald Bull. Do you remember him?” asked Joe with the slight sneer of those that don’t trust the military.
“No, I don’t” the colonel lied, waiting to see if cooperation had already reached its end.
“He made weapons for the CIA in Africa and when the operation ended he was jailed to keep him quiet. Upon his release he worked for someone else and built cannons capable of launching a sabot charge into low earth orbit. He was murdered in front of his family by the Jewish Defense League while on vacation” Joe said.
“His victim’s didn’t get much of a vacation” the colonel said flatly.
“The only weapons of his that were used were used by the CIA and he was jailed to cover up that use. The lesson may be 'don’t trust the government'. Victims are always problematic but the purpose of the weapons is usually deemed defensive if only in the long run” Joe countered. When he looked around the room, he saw faces that wanted him to cooperate and he bowed to their concerns.
“I have no intention of attempting to limit any use that the military may have for our products. Caution is my word of choice. Caution” he said and found he had nothing else to say.
“That brings up an interesting point Mr. Smith” the colonel started before Joe stopped him.
“You can call me Joe” he requested.
“Joe, OK, Joe. The US is spending quite a bit of money on a missile interceptor that won’t work. There’s no politics here, please, no recordings and I assume there won’t be any public rehash due to press leaks?” he looked around and everyone nodded yes, of course, even his own two people. The sergeant moved his notepad about as if testing the air with it and Jack wondered if there might me more to that pad and pencil than met the eye.
“A low orbit rail gun would be just the trick, would save us a fortune, and give us the opportunity to put some flack into the path of a nuclear incoming. Do you follow my drift? But those are political decisions – the old hat industry that produces such expensive items operates for profit and those that collect those profits are positioned by politics. It is new talent that will produce the items that save this country and I am motivated to help you succeed despite politics and cronyism and am in a position to do just that” he clarified.
“But I’m off point. What we are interested in, and can help you with, are the capacitors. We are prepared to offer you loans in any amount that your business plan calls for” he stated, throwing money at the project and in large amounts; he didn’t expect the total act of reaction that he received.
“We have all the money we need” said Susan.
“You might feel fortified in this spot but you aren’t. Much worse is the protection of your factory” he stated intending to continue but Joe interrupted him.
“Is that a threat? Are you selling insurance here? If we don’t cooperate, something bad will happen, because” Joe demanded, leaning forward but sputtering at the end because he didn’t have a threat to counter with. The colonel, however, seemed genuinely taken aback while the sergeant gave it a snicker.
“No! My God, no! There isn’t any reason for us to lean on you. There is no secret plan to maintain the status quo by using the military to destroy the competition” he stated.
“Competition in this country, anyway” said the captain in a statement that wasn’t intended to convey humor and everyone started a bit but got back to it.
“Batter up” crowed Susan. The colonel looked at her and remained focused on her while continuing.
“So here’s the pitch” he said. “You’re factory is in an industrial park that can not meet your expansion needs if you should receive some large and unexpected contracts. There are some unused government holdings only four miles inland from this location. This site has a modest above ground presence and has several acres of underground factory floor. The building sits on one hundred and fifty acres, has interstate access and even a rail head for Amtrak. The building itself is hardened from EMF and radiological attacks. There is a substation at the corner of the property allowing power purchase at a substantial reduction and there is a nuclear generator onsite for backup purposes but can be put into service if needed” he said and stopped to admire his work as all jaws had dropped and hung there.
“And” Susan said. Her jaw hadn’t dropped and she was not blown over.
“And I can offer you round the clock surveillance and protection with state of the art military equipment that has yet to be compromised” he said.
“What was this building before” asked Joe.
“They built nuclear triggers. It was necessarily secure but not poisoned. The reactor is a sodium boil and creates no waste at least daily; the type does need to be refueled and cleaned every twenty years but it is put on a boxcar and hauled to the plant when and if need be” he answered.
“And?” said Susan, obviously used to hammering the deal.
He paused as if he were entering round two of options that he hoped would not be necessary. “And, this building may be safe from a wilding attack due to your security but it is not safe from me” he said with a sharp look to Joe, ‘let me finish’ his eyes said.
“I think that with the value of your work that you may draw professional interference from a foreign power. So, in the light of that possibility, we can do two things to harden this sight. The first is to facilitate a copter pad onto the roof with heavy lift capabilities, helicopter scale. The second is to provide you with eminent domain powers should you need space and the neighbors refuse to cooperate. It is my opinion that the current occupants will welcome a substantial bailout as the economy declines” he stated, waiting for questions.
“We could use that right now as we are having a lot of trouble with the local authorities” Estelle admitted.
“Three, we can smooth things over with the local authorities. I heard you were having some permitting difficulties. Rest assured that the military does not want corners cut that may endanger occupants. I do realize that authorities can bluster about and cause obstructions at great expense and only to assuage their own egos” he finished.
“Done!” said Susan. Since it was a deal they couldn’t pass up they all nodded in agreement. Certainly, providing for the military needs in the future would become troublesome but there was no denying that a determined military can help them generate progress.
Colonel Aaron Jacob rose, smiled and shook all around.
“If it’s ok with you, we can move the factory starting the beginning of next week. I have a guess as to the inventory involved and estimate that the move will be complete before the end of the week. Is there anything else?” he asked while already moving toward the door.
“Can we have a card” Jack started and expected to end with ‘so we can contact you again’ but noticed that the captain was passing one out to each of them on her way to the door.
Later that day, while the military visit was still being discussed avidly, Abigail Newtran called with an update on their legal issues. It seems that the county had dropped the case inexplicably and faxed occupancy approvals for all suites owned by the corporation. Further, according to the fax she had received, all litigation and expenses that the corporation had incurred during the struggle would be reimbursed and a bank draft for the estimated amount would be forwarded to the corporate headquarters within 24 hours.



Chapter -- Painting the Asteroids
 

True to his word, Colonel Jacob moved the factory for them and did it within a week’s time. The work was done without a contract and without a charge. A large unit of civil engineers appeared with heavy equipment, dislodged the machines and moved and anchored them at the new location without a hitch. Steven Mathers was provided with world class consultants that assisted with planning the layout of the facilities to accommodate controlled expansion into the rest of the factory space as they grew. Currently they only occupied four percent of the facilities.
Steven was given the ‘keys’ to the reactor but didn’t have passcodes for any of the control equipment. He was told a NuScale representative would arrive at the first of next month and hire the necessary engineers to monitor the system as soon as Steven was ready to use it. He showed Steven a graph detailing the cost of power generation and maintained that his unit would produce 45 megawatts for twenty percent of the cost of his grid usage even at the reduced rate. One of the civil engineers from the atomic division displayed a proposed factory layout that would utilize the entire factory space to manufacture half a million capacitors a year.
If they reached full capabilities they would be producing enough capacitor batteries to power half a million homes for a year and Steven realized that would require ten more atomic generators! When he mentioned this to the NuScale rep he received a smile and the man showed him the reserved space near the existing power generator – about ten times as much as the generator required.
The civil engineer told Steven that it would take a determined terrorist to access the underground plant and that it wasn’t listed on country records and it had no telltale containment buildings or steam vents. The machine used a passive cooling system that wasn’t subject to electrical attack. For this reason a lethal response automated system was in place for protection while it was stored but now that the plant was manned they would disengage the automatic and use guards.
Steven called the colonel about the guards as they had already deactivated the protection system but could not get his call through; instead he was directed to a Captain Mary Suarez. She identified herself as the colonel’s aide and was sorry she had missed him on her unannounced call upon the corporate headquarters. She was pleasant with his call, he said, and advised him that they had some contractors available and she would provide them, tomorrow morning, at no charge.
Later Steven would learn that Captain Suarez had called Lloyd and told him of the requirements for a certified nuclear power plant guard. She told him that preliminary findings verified him as a good candidate and as soon as he could arrange another ten people she would arrange for their training, available once a month, at Fort Hood. She said that half, on average, graduated the two week long course and that twenty men would be needed for the protection of the nuclear generator only; it did not include the protection requirement of the factory. If there were any silver lining to this expensive burden, she stated, it would be that if new generators were added in adjacent quarters that the manpower needs for security would not increase.
It was the middle of the week two weeks after the factory had been moved that Steven made time to visit headquarters and bring them up to date while gathering helpful and interesting information from the other departments. Lloyd was there along with Kevin, Miguel, Abigail, Susan, Jerome and Francine. Even Missy’s mother Florence attended breakfast with Jack and Missy as she was here to further wedding arrangements. Renee also attended the ten am informal meeting as a guest.
After small talk and refreshments, Steven filled them in on the major activities of the last month. There was quite a bit of speculation, some wild, about what the involvement of the military would mean in the long run; in the beginning they had certainly been helpful. Steven didn’t mention that, as the nuclear generators came on line, he suspected the military would request all the capacitors that the nukes could fill with electrical juice; they would then be harder to track as shipment densities by land, sea, and air would be tough for a spy to measure. Further, he had discovered an underground truck route leading out of the facility that was not in use, as of yet, and he did not know where it would emerge.
Everyone had already been informed by the office grapevine of the movement of the factory and the involvement of the small nuclear generators. Those same people were well aware that any talk of nuclear generators outside of these fortified walls might be overheard by the military and action taken. There was no speculation as to what that action might be; all assumed it would be effective.
Kevin intended to listen intently at the gathering but had his own update to display. He wasn’t as enthused with the intricacies of production and materials science as Steven, Jack or Joe. He had been preparing his presentation for two weeks and was miffed with the sudden surge of the capacitors. He considered himself to be professional enough to support Steven without rancor but had allowed his personality to be expressed in his clothing and attitude. Today, to the office, he wore a white island peasant shirt tied at the waist and white balloon pantaloons with a multicolored sash belt tied at the waist and sandals. Anyone could see that Kevin wanted attention and as soon as Steven began to wind down he fidgeted like a student with a hard question that the teacher didn’t want to call on.
Jerome took the bait after extending congratulations to Steven along with everyone else.
“Kevin” he said “how are things going in the software department? Has our AI passed the Turing test for retards yet?” he smirked, laughing at the joke they all shared. “Why don’t you fill us all in”?
“No, Paula is as socially inept as ever. As you know, realization is an exponential app and an increase of 1000 percent productivity may not budge the intelligence meter. She can keep it up on mundane tasks, though, and she is ready for a trial run!” he enthused, which is what he wanted to tell everyone.
“How does that work again?” asked Steven.
“We select all of the periodic comets where we think the real AI may be located and send them a signal. If that doesn’t work, we include all known comets and if that doesn’t work we start with the asteroids. We named the AI we are searching for as Peter for amusement. So our retarded Paula AI has only one thing on her mind, the search for Peter” he smiled.
The ‘civilians’ were a bit taken aback although they knew snippets of the search they did not know details. Seeing their blank faces Kevin filled them in.
“As you know, we are looking for an AI in this solar system. Other corporations look for intelligent life in the universe but we have narrowed the search. Call it an entertainment that we can easily afford” he said to the group without emphasizing their guests. No one expressed shock or asked him to elaborate so he continued.
“We point the transmitter to intercept the course of the target comet and squirt out a message. The message with an English lesson and ends with our address and a means of accessing the internet and a request for contract” he said as a preview then enthused “and we are ready to begin transmitting next week!”
Kevin shone with delight at the congratulation that he received. There were ‘and so fast’ comments along with ‘I knew he could do it’ and general wows and yippees. Jack gave him ‘three attaboys’.
Miguel had gotten used to the idea of searching for a leftover computer in space and reconciled with himself so that he did not impose his religious convictions on the group. He was convinced that nothing would come of it and he knew these people to be genuine friends; he allowed his curiosity some free reign.
“If you ended it with a contact request, how does the message start?” Miguel asked.
“A few precise bits and bops in a frequency not naturally used. It is the same criteria that searchers use to identify an alien signal although none have been verified. That is followed by an English tutorial starting with counting and finally incorporating everything we put into the expert systems that we sell for support. After that, there is an invitation to access the internet which should fill it in once it can read. Then our location is added and finalized with a request for contact. No one knows if there is an AI out there or what its motivations would be but it’s a worthy hobby if you ask me” he stated with pride.
Renee had heard this all before but somehow Kevin made it real and interesting for her.
“Why would an alien send a computer? Wouldn’t they just land and say hello?” she asked. Kevin looked around and saw quite a few expectant faces. If they really wanted to know he could and would divulge the theory that Joe had expressed and he had deemed worthy of his attention.
“It’s just a theory, mind you, but I think that we might not be the center of the universe. It might be that aliens don’t think we are that important. It is my theory that they scatter a great many of these AIs that root in random systems and they wait for life to find them. That is the criteria, you have to look for them specifically” he stated. He did not add the more refined data that he knew to be true for fear of frightening the non-enhanced.
“But wouldn’t they contact us if they found us?” asked Miguel.
“Again, it’s just a theory but maybe the machine is waiting for something to happen before it begins to communicate. Imagine how different it must be for civilizations on different planets. Here, we have to encompass a galactic perspective meaning we have to realize we are not the center of the universe. The machine may be looking for a civilization that has reached a certain plateau otherwise we won’t survive into the future” he said simply.
“You mean the AI will kill us?” asked Renee in fear.
“No, I don’t think so. It has to do with motivation. In our own history when one group encounters a less civilized remote group it destroys the beliefs of the lesser group and they begin to wander without direction. Those natives eventually merge with the larger group and both groups are enriched. In our atomic stage of development such a shock may derail reason with catastrophic results” he said.
“Further, if this effort were generally known and we were to make progress we could be deluged with demands from various religions and governments to stop. Their reasoning would be selfish, of course, as each group tries to maintain its’ control over it’s’ subjects and would feel threatened” he seemed to finish but continued.
“So, to wind things up, I am pleased to announce that next week, Monday morning, we will be sending our signals out to the nearest comets and begin our search. We should have them covered within six months and if it doesn’t work, we’ll try something else” he said. Kevin was about to relax after his announcement when Jack asked another question.
“How long does it take for a signal to reach a comet in case we find him on the first one” Jack asked.
“Oh, it varies from an hour to several years if the comets are way out in the Oort cloud. We can’t actually pinpoint those comets as they have perihelion periods reaching millions of years. Those comets at Jupiter’s distance, for instance, would require an hour and a half to reach while those out to Pluto would require four hours. Those in the Oort cloud may take a year or two. We won’t be doing those as there is no way to aim an extended signal but we have discussed spraying the first few bits on that unused frequency to elicit a response if all else fails” informed Kevin. Of course Jack knew all this but it was a question designed to illuminate his guests.
The get together didn’t last until lunch and at this point the excited employees made their way out of the room and back to work. It left the irregulars to concentrate on the important things of life such as the marriage. With all the newest activities the week went by quickly.
That Saturday, at midmorning, Missy and Jack found themselves lounging at the pool and planning on relaxing together for the entire weekend. Jack marveled at how well Missy looked three months into her pregnancy. His wife to be glowed with strength and beauty and he felt a certain kinship with expectant fathers through the ages; that trepidation as to whether they are good enough to guide a young mind and they’re pride in knowing that they will do their best with the ultimate opportunity given in love.
In the middle of his breakfast he glances up to see Susan hurrying toward their table, as she had done so often before. He had found a two top and wedged it between planters to discourage a third party but she zoomed in heedless.
Susan moved as bouncingly eager, as she usually did, but the look on her face was one of wonder instead of the ‘I’m available and easy and interested in YOU’ look that was as common on her as a trademark on jeans.
Without preamble she said “Joe sent me to tell you two that he is testing the Paula AI today and wants to know if you want to be there at the trial?”
“I sure do” said Jack but realized he hadn’t looked to Missy for confirmation. She nodded with a smile that bespoke genuine interest. He bought it at face value and they cleaned their places, reset the table away from the planters, and headed for the steps in the direction that Susan had gone.
They entered the main office and again found Susan waiting for them and motioning them down the hallway to Joe’s office. His office was a converted living room with beach overlook and there was ample room for them to sit on a couch while Joe keyed in the finishing touches. “Thar she blows” he exclaimed while Kevin echoed with an “Aye aye sir! Bounty on the horizon!” They all laughed. Jerome and Estelle were sipping hot rum toddies on the facing couch and Susan sat alone until Kevin joined her. Joe continued keying in data while his work was reflected on the 27 inch monitor.
“I just sent out the first signal Jack. I wanted to wait until you arrived” Joe said. His face was animated with complex emotions as his expressions displayed their shared concern as to the stakes of this operation. They remembered but couldn’t talk about the horrific consequences of their failure that would act on this Earth as it had on the last Earth, separated by over 200 billion years. Of course, they could only make progress and not rewrite history; for all they knew someone else had already found a way to stall off the upcoming atomic war.
“I thought you were going to do the comets all in a row so you could keep better track” Jack said.
“I am. This is a test run with the nine planets. The data squirt requires that the signal be stabilized for a little over four minutes. Thank God for computers” he said.
“So it’s doing one after another for three quarters of an hour” he said out loud to himself. Jack continued “and so we should hear back from Venus within the hour and Pluto by tonight, if the AI is there” he said.
“Well, true. But we know it isn’t there. Any of those places would be awfully uncomfortable for circuitry. If Peter were on one of the planets it would probably arrange a signal; something that doesn’t occur naturally, like the frequency we use” Joe replied.
“You mean like the red spot on Jupiter?” asked Estelle.
“Yes, but no. That’s clearly a storm and you can see it moving like a hurricane. Something similar to that, yes, but something that can’t be explained naturally and probably not that big. No, this is just a test; we don’t even have the receiving station set up” he said.
“The receiving station is just the dish antenna on the roof, right? I haven’t seen the transmitter. Aren’t those dangerous if you get to close to them?” asked Jerome.
“They certainly can be! We probably couldn’t get that permitted even with the army’s help. Well, we could if we made a tower at the factory and spent millions of dollars. Of that I’m not sure, however, because the signal would be going up and may interfere with planes and satellites. It does require a strong signal” he said. Joe had started to answer the question but rambled about causing Jack to ask the follow up.
“So how are we transmitting?” he asked.
The question seemed to startle Joe. Had he been lost in thought about the transmitter?
“So how are we transmitting?” Jack repeated.
“Oh, sorry. I drifted off. For years we have been working towards this goal and we all feel that it is worthwhile but none of us appreciate the ramifications if it does work. What are we going to do if we find an AI in the solar system that is ready to communicate?” he said, stumbling off the subject again. After a few seconds of reverie, he answered the question that Jack asked but not the one he posed himself.
“The transmitter is leased from the French. They have a mapping satellite with an adjustable transmitter. We just pay by the minute to have our signal squired out at a specific coordinate and to maintain a three axis path for the desired time” he stated simply. When he saw the astounded faces looking at him he expanded a bit.
“I was surprised to find such a thing myself. Actually, the company has been in business for some time. You can send a message to any star you choose; people have done it for years. It is big in Europe and the cost has come down significantly while the technique, or aim, has improved in reverse proportion”, he said.
After a minute, Estelle said “Test or no test, I want to be here when the signal is expected to be returned from Jupiter. When will that be?” she asked.
“About three pm, give or take an hour”, said Kevin, giving Joe a break.
Joe looked disturbed, and Jack suspected he felt guilty for beginning the transmissions without the rest of them present.
“I plan to be here. Thanks for including me in this auspicious occasion” she said with amusement but with pride also.
Jack and Missy took their scheduled walk on the beach but it was marred by what they first thought was a vagrant; if the man was a vagrant he was certainly a determined one. He fell into step innocently enough mimicking the path of Jack but 30 feet up the beach. He wasn’t doing anything odd on first notice because the hard sand only extended that far up the beach at this point and Jack was on the waters edge. The man, however, closed in on an intersecting angle and as he neared Jack grew alarmed.
The beach fellow had no shoes but his trunks were aged dress slacks that were cutoff. His red and greasy T-shirt humbled a state university that didn’t match his demeanor. He was bone thin but didn’t seem to have any endurance as he began to breathe heavily with the strain of his walking approach.
“Gimme my money back” he said, extending his hand.
“What” asked Jack? Jack had meant to ignore him.
“Gimme my money back you filthy government thief” he snarled with his hand still extended.
“Huh?” replied Jack and he clearly didn’t understand.
The man marched out in their path intending to cut them off with his presence but the pair was able to cut a path around the man and he didn’t reach out to touch them; he did continue to wave his extended hand like a charmer in front of a snake.
“He isn’t going to get us to give him any money that way” Jack thought. He stopped in his tracks while latching onto Missy’s arm and tugging her to a stop. He stared at the angry man who was waving his hand at them and forcing their attention inland.
Jack forced himself to look away from the initial threat and peered up the beach and saw the other two men approaching. One matched the dress, health, and demeanor of their accoster while the other was tall and strongly muscled in a lean manner, like a cowboy. They were only 100 feet in the distance and approaching fast, causing his overview to pulse for attention.
He didn’t want to expose the power forced on him to his partner as he was afraid he would lose her trust so he looked about for an escape. He did acknowledge to himself that when the overview went into warning as it was now, that is wasn’t pointing out a misunderstanding.
The third man, the cowboy, was well fed and toughly muscled. As he drew ever nearer, with self assurance and even steps, Jack was able to discern a ragged scar across both cheeks revealing that he had been seriously wounded either by a bullet sideways to the jaw or someone had cut both cheeks clean through. He could have had the scars minimized but hadn’t bothered and they gleamed white against his swarthy skin under the overhang of long greasy strands of hair. He turned a bit sidewise as Jack watched and he saw the gang tats that the man displayed before his attack. He dragged along a hand pulled golf cart which Jack assumed concealed weapons.
It was at that moment, while Jack looked incredulously at the bag, that it jerked aside seemingly of its’ own volition. The man beside the gangster hadn’t noticed and kept on moving forward but the gangster stopped and leaned to examine the bag. Jack thought he had heard a minor ‘thwap’ when the bag moved but he wasn’t clear on what had happened. The sand kicked up only a foot in front of the stalled gangster and Jack, now attuned, clearly heard the second ‘thwap’ of a muffled impact followed closely by the buzz of a passing bullet and the report of a silenced weapon. Missy was still peering around and would have rabbited away if Jack hadn’t held her tightly and tried to project reassurance through his grip. He knew that a bullet had pinged into the sand and so did the gangster. Without a second look at his mates, he turned and headed inland on the run while towing the bag. His fellows followed him quickly enough and in some confusion but lacking his speed even burdened as he was with the bag.
Jack and Missy turned and headed back to the condominium. He hadn’t explained to Missy what had caused the retreat of the rabble. Instead, he discussed the intention of the criminals with her and they couldn’t decide whether the men were about to rob them of their current valuables or whether they were going to kidnap them for a ride to the ATM or for a ransom. Jack didn’t look up toward the sniper site on the roof of the overhang in case anyone was watching but he did know that someone was going to get a bonus. He told her about the bullets after they entered the pool doors into the building. Jack would warn security that the police seemed to be distracted for a time and this area was vulnerable but he was sure they knew already.
Once they were back in the office they rushed back to Joe’s section and told the story all around, several times. It did give them something to do as they watched the beach for the return of the perps or other dangers. Word must have traveled fast as there were no incidents that they could witness over the course of the afternoon. Already with nerves on edge, they weren’t prepared for the visitation of Peter.
Estelle and Jerome had returned and watched the beach from the windows with Jack and Missy while Kevin and Joe sat around the console reading the feedback. The satellite had fed out the information without errors and Kevin monitored the traffic on the corporate website as the squirt had included login information to be used for contact as the dish receptor on the roof hadn’t been tuned to the appropriate frequency or aimed correctly. Each comet was given a window for reply so the pickup could be turned to receive signals from that area of the sky at the given moment. While the comet squirts could be accomplished in short order the return feeds would require from hours to years depending on the distance.
Susan did want to join them but had to meet David for some afternoon delight. He still shied away from sex due to the girls age but she was still his ticket to the inside workings of the software and capacitor companies. He did make a delightful escort and squired her about as her main squeeze but Susan kept a few side dishes since the main plate wasn’t filling her hunger as it should. In any event, Susan had cooperated when it was suggested that David be steered clear of the AI quest as they were in uncharted waters and could handle it just as well, or as badly, as the military.
Jack’s overview pulsed lightly for attention just as he reached to touch Missy’s arm and shocked her into emitting a minor howl of surprised pain. Jack noticed the static spark to be at least an inch long and he had not seen one so powerful nor delivered one on this surface before – the floors were tiled and the throw rugs had never caused this. He puzzled quickly that there must be a building storm or low or high humidity or other weather anomaly but realized that this unit was sealed and modulated to an unvarying standard. He began to panic as he realized they may be under EMP or atomic attack but his overview pulsed a minor danger warning which he ignored – nuclear attack would have pinged his meters against the pins.
He turned to Jerome to see Jerome staring wide eyed at him. Jerome and Estelle were standing amid glowing electrical auras causing him to whirl toward Joe and Kevin who had also stopped work due to the glow. Kevin was not looking at anyone else, as his computer had caught his attention. His monitor was shorting into the unit case with the high voltage spark of static. If it were the heavier wattage with higher amperes then they would be in danger of electrocution and fire. The static certainly posed dangers to the sensitive electronics of the computers’ circuits. Even as he looked the picture began to fuzz and flicker indicating an overload to the video card or the motherboard or even the port circuitry. He gaped as the video on both computers switched from flicker to black to ‘no signal’. The LCDs weren’t burned; the darned computers’ chips were frying.
The static potential became apparent in Missy’s hair and the drapes, both of which were standing out from the wall in waving crackling patterns. Jack stepped back from her so as not to cause what would surely be a painful discharge and still his overview indicated only limited danger. The fluorescents about the room first lit and then fizzled out with audible pops and the temperature dropped, actually frosting the windows. Jack had time to look outside and ascertain that the phenomenon was restricted to the room or the area before the glowing pipe began to materialize at the north end of the room.
The glowing tube of sparkling white but insubstantial flux extended from the north end of the room and up and outwards. A quick look out the window confirmed for Jack that it was visible and extended up and out over the ocean. It faded fast, though, and was less distinct among cloud wisps than it was in the middle of the room. The end point meandered about into the middle of the room and Estelle fell over her own feet as she dove off the couch to avoid it but was too late. The beam glided over and through her calves before Jack or Jerome could move to help her. The moment was frozen as they all watched Estelle move her feet about, apparently unharmed, after the beam had passed through and settled into the middle of the room.
A quick glance out the window revealed to Jack that the shimmering pipe was becoming indistinct and no longer extending to infinity in the sky and the end was closing at a fast pace. Even as he looked, the pipe closed up and was no longer visible from the outside of the building. Jack could still feel the static in the air and see that the drape was still stiffly standing out from the wall and didn’t need to turn to sense that the shimmering shape was still in the room. He glanced quickly around the beach and pool area and saw no-one had taken notice in the seconds that the beam was visible. He suspected that an explanation would need to be forthcoming for the roof guard who would most likely have seen the shimmering tube disappear into his suite.
He turned to face the static beam and was shocked into immobility along with the others as he saw the being take shape. With his overview still indicating minor risk Jack forcibly calmed his nerves and forced his eyes to look. The shimmering appreciation stood six feet tall and looked like a fuzzy see-through monk. The being had a body, a head and two arms but the feet were not apparent. Instead, there was a floor length robe and the form seemed to float inches above the floor. It wore a long sleeved cloak with a hood of gray. The hand areas were indistinct, unfocused, but the face was covered with a curved translucent glass that when Jack peered strait into it he only saw stars reflecting from a black background.
“Greeting, people of Earth” came from it in audible sound.
Even as shell shocked as the woman was, Missy corrected it. “That’s greetings, plural, in common usage” she chided.
“Thank you” said the shadow over Estelle’s peals of laughter. That woman has some balls thought Jack and the rest of those present. Jerome moved proudly closer to her and dropped his arm around her shoulder.
The entity stood mute, translucent, and properly chastised. They all looked at it carefully before everyone laughed out loud.
“I am sorry! I’m only laughing with relief. Did we hurt your feelings?” asked Joe.
“You can not hurt my feelings. I understand that you have been confronted with an unknown that may have been threatening and laughter is an expression of relief. I will tell you that, as far as I have developed, I am harmless. As I grow I will tell you that I will cease to exist prior to harming any of you, my contacts” he said. It was a muffled, mechanical, inhumanly male voice.
They all stared at it as realization set in. They had found the AI! Jack’s hand actually began to shake; that had not happened to him before! Joe was clutching his chest and his face was ashen. Missy took the lead.
“Everyone! Listen to me!” she said. “Take a deep breath, breathe with me now, long in, hold it, slow release, again!” she demanded. They all followed her lead, still stunned. They breathed for several long gasps and Joe’s color returned and his clutched hands relaxed a bit.
“I do not breathe” the thing said.
“Where are you?” asked Jack.
“I am here” is said, too simply.
“So you’re the AI in this solar system? Are there others?” asked Jerome.
“I am not the AI in this system, I am an avatar. There is only one, the AI. I am the avatar” it said with less simplicity. It stood there without movement while Estelle closed and locked the door and then sat again very close to Jerome. They all gazed silently at the apparition, as the minutes ticked by.
“Then you are in contact with the AI?” asked Joe, finally.
“I have no contact with the AI” said the entity.
“Then what are you?” demanded Missy in exasperation.
“I am an avatar” it said.
“OK, what is an avatar?” asked Missy before Joe could fill her in. Joe was curious, anyway, as the being’s definition may certainly differ.
“I am a construct of the AI. The AI has sent me here” the thing said.
“What is your name?” asked Missy on a whim.
“Rupret” it said. They were astonished to hear it, but it would certainly humanize the situation.
“Rupret, why can we see through you?” asked Jack.
“I am not complete” Rupret said.
“When will you be complete?” asked Jack.
“It will require several days of consumption. I am not completing at this time” he said.
“Consume is like eating?” asked Jerome.
“Yes. I will absorb the needed minerals from my surroundings. I am not completing because I should not be absorbing the minerals of my contacts. I am careful not to absorb from living things; things larger than one tenth of an inch in length” he said.
Kevin felt a fear growing; dealing with new technology was always dangerous and obviously this construct held great danger. “You could harm us by absorbing our mass?” squeaked Kevin, on the verge of hysteria.
“I could but I will not. My mission is to provide information to the selected contacts. You are the selected contacts” Rupret stated.
“Would you protect us, to maintain your contacts, if we were attacked by someone that was not our contact?” asked Joe, hoping to reveal a weakness before something bad happened.
“I would not. My mission is to communicate and provide information” Rupret said.
“What are you?” Kevin exclaimed with emotion although he was recovering from his near flight. Before the machine could answer, he held up his hands and waved them about to stop the answer, which might or might not have worked, but he continued before Rupret said anything with “I mean, what are you made of and how do you work?” he asked, seemingly in desperation.
Rupret turned to face Kevin like he floated on gimbals. There was no voice box visible nor was it easy to pinpoint the direction the sound was emanating from. His frame stood immobile; the arms and hands didn’t move and the head behaved as if there were no neck and did not turn from side to side. It was as if the robot was carved of wood and could be turned but the wooden arms would not wave. Everyone imagined they heard the gears turning as the answers were formulated.
“The AI allocated a mind state into an energetic lattice and projected it to the Earth, to this location, using a light tunnel. Would you prefer that I refer to the creator as Peter? It is, according to my memory, what you have used in a colloquial sense and I sense it may put you further at ease” Rupret said.
They all nodded and the machine continued. Most of them noted that the machine seemed to see and understand their nod.
“I am a subset of the Peter AI” he continued. “Peter issued memories to me sorted by relevant priorities concerning communications and the information you may need to fulfill the destiny you were created for. I make the assumption that the operating parameters are similar to the parameters of the master machine and that the amount of memories, 2.45 percent of the master’s total, are sufficient to perform my task” he said and seemed to wait for the next question.
“What happens when your mission is complete?” asked Estelle.
“There is no instruction. I will wait for instruction” he said.
“You will wait for instruction from whom?” Estelle continued.
“Peter is the only entity that can alter my mission or add instruction” he said. The questions were beginning to build in all of them and everyone was welling forward, waiting for a turn at Rupret.
“What are you made of now?”
“What are you turning into?”
“What do you want from us?”
“Where is Peter?”
“Why didn’t Peter come himself?”
The group of related questions was shouted out before Rupret could address them.
“Now, I have incorporated nitrogen to maintain my matrix that maintains my operating system and memories. The matrix is doped with O2 to provide an operating differential or power source. My shape and coloring is maintained with 0.0053 watts of differential” he said.
“I am instructed to solidify so I can better fit into your society. I will draw materials from my surroundings as I did with the nitrogen for this body. The body I will grow will not be biological but will be mechanical although it will look like a biological unit. The grown brain will be digital, different from your analog. I require a variety of substances so that I can build a functional unit and 30 hours of time. Each atom must be placed specifically and in order if I am to maintain my consciousness. I can limit my material drain to a specific area and I suggest a nine foot radius extended horizontally from the top to bottom of my form. The materials within this range will be significantly degraded” he stated then paused as if for breath.
“I would like you to find me such a place wherein I can concentrate and come for me in thirty hours. Do not come closer than nine feet for that time. Peter is on Saturn. Can we begin?” he asked.
Jack was adjusting to the mechanical needs of the devise. What techniques that are beyond your current understanding appear as magic and Jack tried his best not to let astonishment overshadow his logical assessment of what he was seeing, but the Saturn remark set him back.
“Why Saturn?” asked Jack, beating everyone else to the question.
“Because that is where the ships are” stated Rupret simply.
“What ships?” demanded Jack.
“The ships that your civilization is to pilot into untamed space” Rupret said.
Joe was as aghast as anyone but if he didn’t get a break, he was going to have a stroke.
“Enough! I need to think! Let’s put Rupret in his closet for thirty hours while we discuss this and come up with more questions. Everyone agreed?” demanded Joe, looking around to identify objections. When none was found, he issued instructions.
“Jack, check the hallway. We’ll put him in the spare bedroom. Wait. Missy, check the hallway to the closet. Estelle, go out to the kitchen area beyond and let us know if anyone is coming. You men, come with me to the kitchen and the storage closet. We will unplug the freezer and move it in next to him; that should give him some variety. Then we can get all the tools and crap we see about and pile it on the beds, next to him. That should do it. Rupret, if you don’t have enough of any one material will you let us know?” ordered Joe.
“Check on me once per hour. If I am in need of a particular substance I will notify you. Do not approach me please” Rupret said in his own inimitable way.
With everyone working together they beckoned Rupret to float his strange self into the spare bedroom where they surrounded him with a supply of various atoms to reconstruct and locked the door. They set up a schedule of checks as to who would look in on the monster and retreated to the bar with a sense of relief only matched by their sense of impending doom.



Chapter -- Rupret’s Peter
 

Joe played bartender and prepared stiff drinks for everyone excepting Missy. Jerome retreated to his room and returned with a fat joint that he lit without preamble and passed about; no one had ever smoked pot with him before but no one, except Missy, passed up the opportunity. Estelle made sure of the door locks and sunk into the cushions beside Jerome. Missy called Susan and told her she needed to check in with them quickly without attracting attention. David was hinting at his desire for an early end to their ‘date’ and she used that opportunity trying to sound distraught as expected.
They devised a schedule for checking on Rupret, at the top of each hour, as it had requested. No one had anything to say for the first hour and concentrated on downing a few tranquilizers by way of alcohol. Missy chastised Jack, who rarely drank more than an ounce an hour, but he wasn’t receptive and Estelle seemed to be in a race with Jerome to diminish their capacities. Joe drew the first watch and reported back to inform them saying that he opened the door and waited. At the top of the hour, to the second according to his atomically set watch, he heard ‘I am fine, thank you’ from the darkened room. It was Rupret’s disembodied voice and he retreated; closing and locking the door behind him. Fortunately it was Saturday afternoon and no one had felt the need to do any overtime.
Susan knocked on the locked office door and Jack let her in. She was as shocked as everyone else and started right in with the questions no one could answer. Joe told her to wait until late into the next night, Sunday night, before she could ask them of Rupret. No one had any intention of leaving the premises until Rupret matured. Estelle ordered a sumptuous dinner from the Hilton room service and they paid the exorbitant price for short notice delivery. It was a celebration, of sorts, and they adjourned to the kitchen / living room / office area where they ate heartily as if it were their last meal.
After they had recovered from the shock and they could think rationally again, no one knew what to do next.
“Which signal was it?” asked Missy, in general.
“I’m sorry?” Kevin replied.
“Which planet is Peter on?” she said, clarifying her inquiry.
“Saturn. What’s on your mind Missy?” said Joe. There was no reason to elaborate on the absurdity of the find.
“Maybe we should tell Peter that his buddy has arrived” she said. The group was astounded!
“Of course we should! I’ll get right on it! We should keep it simple. Peter, your partner has arrived and is safe. We will contact you again after he has matured in thirty hours. How’s that?” Kevin asked and everyone nodded in unison.
Kevin rushed back to the office to prepare and send the message. It would arrive within four hours and they still had not prepared a receiver but it would be operational on Monday, just a few days. There would still be an eight hour lag; reason enough for the appearance of Rupret, thought Kevin.
No one slept well that night with the vision of ‘The Thing’ rising from the adjoining room to turn them into bloody feeds for it’s horrific issue. Sunday was a lovely day and they milled about wasting time and trying to keep their minds from panic. Missy and Jack no longer walked the beach and the entire group felt claustrophobic and miserably cooped.
Sunday night they grouped day beds around the kitchen office area and awaited the arrival of Rupret. The alarm was set for 2am, the end of the thirty hour cycle and the time Rupret had estimated he needed for his construction. Most of them suffered from exhaustion and retired early, shortly after dinner, so that they could have some rest, knowing they wouldn’t be sleeping through the wee hours of Monday morning. They lay in beds watching innocuous TV and drifting off. This was the condition of the group when Rupret entered and sat at the bar. Jack was pulling the guard but hadn’t heard the creature’s silent entry and almost screamed loudly when he saw it. There was a warning listed on his overview but the danger meter wasn’t edging toward the red because no danger was present (subject to the limits of the overview!). The readings did provide some comfort for Jack; he fought to control his panic which subsided as Rupret sat immobile.
At least Jack thought it was Rupret! Instead of the diaphanous wrath that he had greeted earlier he now faced a handsome man in the peak of physical health and age. His overview indicated that no signals were emitted from him in the phenomal range or Kirlian forces; the man before him was not a living thing.
“Hello” quivered Jack. His spoken remark woke Missy completely and Estelle and Jerome shifted about and began to waken.
“Hello” replied Rupret in a rich, soothing baritone.
Missy alerted as did Estelle and Jerome. The four waited as Jerome rose to wake the rest. Alike, they awoke in a fazed condition that evaporated the instant they saw Rupret. Jack switched the light to full illumination and they gazed upon the handsome simulation. Rupret was average to handsome in all areas; skin tone, teeth, eyes, musculature, height and weight. It was as if Peter had mixed the traits of everyone to select an appealing average and morphed a body on the male mold. Rupret was naked.
“I am complete” he stated.
“Yes, a bit earlier than expected” chided Joe, very mildly. Estimate off by a large percent implied that the machine was far from perfect and caution would be needed. Susan giggled, angling about to the front to peruse the extent of Rupret’s completeness.
“You’re all there and then some!” she snickered.
“Thank you” he said, certainly missing the innuendo.
Kevin, lacking an overview, didn’t know how Rupret was constructed and moved boldly forward while Missy held back for obvious reasons and Estelle held back due to Jerome’s request. Once in front of Rupret, Kevin extended his hand to be shaken and Rupret did so without hesitation.
“His grip is strong, warm and natural” Kevin said, informing the rest of the group. Kevin peered into Rupret’s’ eyes, releasing the shake. Kevin reached forward to touch Rupret’s hair and face but paused to register the machine’s hesitation. Rupret offered no resistance so Kevin continued his exploration running his hands over every aspect of Rupret as Michelangelo must have explored his David.
“He seems human” Kevin said then gasped with amazement. “You’re not breathing!” he stammered.
“I do not breathe” said Rupret nonplussed.
Kevin had ascertained that Rupret had grown a human body and was astonished and frightened to learn otherwise while most of others present had independently established that Rupret was not composed of flesh and blood. Kevin pulled back in alarm but Rupret continued to sit benignly, without breathing. Another dangerous oversight, thought Joe and Jack alike.
“You can dress him up but you can’t take him out” said Susan.
Kevin looked at her for several long seconds before returning his attention to Rupret. “Can you breathe?” Kevin asked Rupret.
“I do not breathe” he repeated.
“Can you simulate breathing?” Joe asked.
“Yes. Would you like me to simulate breathing?” asked Rupret.
“Please do so; always, even when you sleep. Do you sleep?” asked Kevin, taking the initiative back from Rupret.
“I do not sleep” said Rupret.
“Do you eat or drink, urinate or crap?” Kevin continued and Rupret indicated no with a head shake.
“Can you simulate these things?” requested Kevin and when Rupret nodded yes Kevin said “please do so. Watch me and do as I do on your own schedule with variants. The only ones that are to know that you’re Peter’s avatar are in this room. No one else is to know unless we deem otherwise. You are to mimic human activity and attempt to fool any other person. Is this clear?” asked Kevin.
“It is not clear” said Rupret without elaboration.
“Can you mimic our activities as I have said?” asked Kevin in distress.
“My mission is to communicate for Peter. Peter has not instructed me to mimic” he said.
“You are communicating with humanity. We are human. We will soon be able to clarify things with Peter notwithstanding the time lag. Unless Peter directs you otherwise please understand that it is for your best interests to proceed slowly and carefully. As part of that approach, please mimic human activities and keep your origins a secret from any other people. Do you agree?” asked Kevin.
“I am aware that I look human and if you like, I can morph features. I am not human, however, and have attempted to mimic activity to be a proper avatar. My shortcomings were easily exposed by my first contacts, the seven of you. My priority matrix has not been properly adjusted by the required amount of field exposure and I rate my chances of creating a viable human persona, among an undisclosed amount of new acquaintances, as low. Therefore, I override your request and will communicate as requested by Peter” Rupret said.
“For the next week, I want you to communicate with me and Kevin at all times. I want you to be with one or the other of us and we will communicate with you constantly. We will take turns sleeping so that you can communicate all of the time, as requested” Joe said. There was no hint of desperation in his voice although everyone felt it.
“I will communicate with you, Joe, and with Kevin” Rupret said.
“Let’s get dressed!” said Kevin and rushed out of the room for some clothing. “Raid my clothes!” Jack yelled after him and was pleased to hear him change direction towards Jack’s closet instead of his own. ‘Good Lord, that’s all we need is a flaming avatar from over-stars’ Jack thought.
“We’re going to have to communicate with you someplace special” Joe said.
The others gave that some thought before a plan seemed to gel for everyone at once.
“Rupret, you’re going to see a marvelously rich resort for eccentrics. It’s a place where the staff is restricted to silence and the communication services are first rate. First rate, world class communication facilities where Joe can run the receiver while updating the rest of us in real time” Jack enthused with nods from the rest of the crew.
Rupret sat impassive.
“Do you defend yourself?” asked Susan to change the subject. They were going to move Rupret, not reason with the thing to move of its’ own accord. Kevin returned and moved the robot around from place to place by small hand pressures so that he could dress him. In place of underwear he had brought a jock strap, reasons unknown. Susan checked out the machine’s balls and extensive chain anticipating an opportunity to lead him about.
“No, I will not defend myself” it said.
“If I tried to hurt you, would you let me do it?” asked Susan a bit perversely.
“Yes” he said moving about to accommodate Kevin’s moves to dress him.
“Would you let me kill you?” she asked.
“I am not alive” he answered.
“If I tried to kill you would you do anything to defend yourself? Would you let me destroy you”?
“I am not alive, so you can not kill me. I would let you destroy me, but you can not” he said.
“You wouldn’t stop me but I could not destroy you?” she asked, perplexed. She had been trying to ascertain the dangers in dealing with Rupret while quelling her curiosity. No one else asked any questions but all listened intently to Susan’s conversation.
“I can not destroy you?” she asked, remembering to be literal.
“I do not believe you have facilities to do so. I could be vaporized by an atomic blast or even atomized in a plasma furnace” he said.
“What is a plasma furnace?” asked Susan but before Rupret launched into his explanation Jack hushed him with a wave of his hand. Amazing, he thought, that the machine could manage such intricacies as facial expressions and hand gestures while entirely missing that fact that he was nude. Priorities Matrix, he remembered.
“It’s an electronic beam exciter often used in advanced biological disposal, Susan. Any material passed thru the beam is vaporized to atomic plasma to condense out into low potential salts, elements and carbonized gases like methane. Enough methane is generated, by the way, to generate enough power to run the entire operation including the shredders and loaders from varied garbage. Currently, the generated beams can only be a foot square so a lot of shredding is required but sorting is not. Metal salts are shipped to smelters where the metals are extracted” he finished.
After awhile, Missy asked “So why do we have a garbage problem”?
“I think it’s regulation although I’m not sure” said Jack. “Whenever a new industry starts that can be sold to the taxpayer the price is multiplied by ten and then the city does a calculation to see how many friends can be rewarded with stand about jobs. By the time they are finished the efficiency and savings are milked from it and the incentives are gone” he said with a shrug. Everyone knew of Jack’s chipped shoulder but the information still rang true.
 

“Blah, blah, blah garbage problem” said Estelle as she came down the hall. Jack had not noticed her departure but turned his attention to her.
“Talking about garbage, you need to see the room he materialized in. He sucked pieces out of everything. Real close by his ‘spot’ everything is reduced to dust. As you go out in a circle everything is odd. The refrigerator is the worst! Much of the metal is reduced to dust as he pulled something out of it and the food! I can’t explain it but it ain’t natural” she finished with a shudder.
“Not natural” repeated Joe “is exactly what to expect” he said as he continued to explain. “He did say he would be drawing materials from the batch atom by atom. What you have left is excess iron without carbon, for instance, and no telling what happened to the food when the carbon was extracted. You are composed mostly of carbon, aren’t you Rupret?” he asked it.
“Yes” replied Rupret agreeably.
“How are you made from carbon?” Susan asked.
“I have a flexible carbon crystal matrix for memory and monofilament molecular lines buffered with carbon octal rings wound for dynamic effort with silvered copper from the crystal matrixes to the semiconductor pads of silicates for feedback sensors. I have charged a battery similar to those produced by Advanced Capacity and recharge it with my photovoltaic cells. Also” he said but stopped as Kevin raised his hand in front of his face. Kevin had finished dressing him in tan slacks, a pullover polo shirt, and penny loafers.
“That’s enough of that for now Rupret” Kevin requested gently and Rupret stopped talking.
“We need to clean that mess up in the other room” said Joe.
“True, and dispose of it completely. We can not have a garbage man or stray army spy” he poked a look of mock accusation at Susan “find this stuff. According to Estelle it can be readily seen to be abnormal and, if it should make it’s way to a lab, it would be proved to be beyond Earthly manufacture. In other words, it would attract diligent and unwanted interest”.
“What do we do?” asked Missy.
Joe took charge. “Missy, you and Jack cart all the food parts and anything burnable to the roof and burn it in the gas barbeque. Plastic leftovers and metals will have to stay here for now. Susan, will you find a lock and put a serious close on that guest room door? Also, put up a ‘Sensitive Storage’ sign on the door. Everyone, we’ll spread the rumor that sensitive business records are stored in there and that should ring true. Estelle, if you and Jerome would rent Kevin, Rupret and myself a plane that leaves for that Mexican resort before 10am if possible, that would be great. Not anything flashy like a Leer Jet but something less, like a six passenger prop jet. Check the Cessna Citation we were looking at; buy it if you need to” he said then paused.
“Kevin, who did you say could pilot”?
“Andy” he replied.
“You think he has a rating for an eight passenger Cessna turboprop?” asked Joe.
“I know he was training on light commercial and was planning on progressing to small jet ratings. I know he does have something along those lines” he reported.
“Great! We can trust him. He would love working with Rupret! Kevin, will you get Andy on the phone now and get him down here? We’ll let him make the reservations on the aircraft type and we’ll surprise him with Rupret. Be funny, huh?” he ended on an upbeat. They all laughed along with Joe but stopped as they watched a smile spread over Rupret’s face. At times, he just looked too damn human!
Estelle moved to the middle of the room to gain their attention then said “I’ll call everyone and tell them to work from home. I’ll make something up. Hmmmm, uh, yes, I’ll tell them that we had an actual threat from Dwayne Meat and the police asked us to keep low. I’ll tell Lloyd we need to do some internal auditing in preparation for a downsizing and we need privacy. If I tell Lloyd that we are in danger he will insist on being onsite. Huh? Agreed?” she asked. Everyone nodded their understanding.
“Also” she added “there is no way I can buy a plane and get a pilot on it by ten am! I’ll do my best”.
Jack and Missy began bagging loads to be burnt while Kevin called Andy. Estelle prepared her employee list; Estelle wouldn’t be calling people until seven am.
By eight am a large pile of garbage had been bagged and piled by the exit and Estelle cancelled all activities and closed the office to employees for the next week; she requested they work from home or just enjoy themselves with pay during a renovation that would release fumes into the air (she lied). All sales work had been cancelled for Jerome, not so much as his work would compromise Rupret’s presence but more because Estelle wanted him near her. He proposed to her during the commotion and Estelle pulled Missy aside to give her the details.
“He proposed!” exclaimed Missy, overjoyed for her friend.
“You bet! It’s wonderful, I love him so much. I never thought I could be so happy. He wants to delay the ceremony for one full year but he feels he doesn’t need any engagement; says we might as well have been engaged as we live together. Get this! He wants to marry me next Wednesday! Next Wednesday! He wants a quiet civil marriage so we can jointly own property and all and then have the big party and ceremony in a year! I’m so excited! I said yes! I imagined myself being coy at that moment but I was so happy I didn't even try! Oh God!” Estelle blurted before beginning to sob loudly. She released her surplus emotion in long, sobbing breaths, unencumbered by decorum for a full minute.
Missy couldn’t be happier for her and hugged her closely. Estelle bawled like a child for several minutes before trying to recover and Missy rocked her lightly while gently mouthing words of encouragement. Missy knew that Estelle was not crying because she was going to miss the singles life or because she felt she was settling for Jerome. Although Jerome was her man, Estelle loved the other men and even Susan with devotion and respect that was stronger then she had ever expected to feel about anyone and could not believe she could be so fortunate as to be chosen by him. Missy knew this because she felt the same way.
“Do you want to go with me on my planning trip?” Missy asked her. Estelle readily agreed and in two weeks she would plan a fourteen day vacation to accompany her friend to Clearwater. Missy told her that they may be cramped in her mother’s home because two aunts were visiting from other states and would also be there to ‘assist’. Missy laughed and told her it would be nothing but fun and good times, even though they would be a bit crowded.
“I can not make you my maid of honor, Estelle” Missy said, apparently with regret.
“Of course! You’re sister will be lovely standing with you!” Estelle exclaimed before she realized that Missy had not said anything about her sister but was relieved to interpret a thank you in the smile she saw.
“What’s going on?” asked Jack as he strode down the hallway pushing a luggage cart that they were to use to tote the burnable evidence to the roof.
“Oh, it’s nothing for now. I’ll tell you about it later” Missy told Jack. She felt it was too early to involve everyone with Estelle’s private plans and if she wanted to tell Jack she could do so herself at a later time. Estelle did smile and returned down the hallway that Jack had just traveled in search of Jerome.
They loaded a third of the pile onto the cart and opened the front door intending to push the load to the elevator but found their way blocked by Jesus.
Jesus stood in front of them in an imposing manner with his laser sighted Uzi strapped loosely over his shoulder. Jack knew that the man always kept his weapons loaded and suspected the safety was disengaged also. Jesus also wore a bandolier with twenty (twenty!) spare clips across his muscled chest. He finished his visible armaments with a Glock in a quick draw holster also studded with extra clips.
“Good morning Jack, good morning Missy” he said casually in his heavy Mexican accent. He still blocked their path along with his compadre, a new recruit with the last name of Franklin as displayed on a patch sewn onto his khaki shirt. Franklin, whose first name was George, also wore the short rifle but didn’t have the pistol, bandolier or holster. He gripped his shoulder strap as if the weapon were new to him and Jack hoped his safety was engaged.
“You startled me” accused Jack while trying to get around the pair but Jesus accidentally bumped George into his path then assisted Jack to move about George which bottled the progression. Again, Jack had to stop before he actually got started.
Before accepting a contract with Lloyd, Jesus Torres had graduated officers training with the US Army and had earned the rank of captain before requesting a discharge at the end of his obligation. He would have stayed in the military if he hadn’t been assigned to narcotics along the Mexican border. He still had family in Mexico and although he would not profit from drug trafficking or imbibe any drugs, including marijuana, he understood the lure of smuggling several hundred pounds of weeds across an arbitrary taxation border for a profit potential in hundreds of thousands of dollars. Jesus realized that narco kings often ruled with murderous self interest that held little benefit for their subjects and less for their victims; hence the internal conflict between bad or worse.
His mother had died from an abscessed tooth while living in a border town. If they had stayed in the farming village of his youth she might have lived, reasoned Jesus. In the sticks his mother was not exposed to the fast food snacks of sugar laden starches that may have caused the problem. Secondly, as primitive as they were, local practitioners could have removed the tooth with their antique tools or pliers. Thirdly, natural pain killers such as opium were available to see her through the recovery. Jesus couldn’t rationalize civility that didn’t provide medical services for the poor while actively preventing the poor from choosing less reputable but affective services. Medical was only one of the Americanizations prevalent along the border towns that his self sufficient personality strongly disagreed with.
Jesus knew that Jack and Missy were VIPs in this town. He realized that either one of them could dissolve his employment, without cause; if they were inclined to do so and he knew that he was annoying them at the moment. There was something wrong with this outfit, however, and he felt threatened. He had a wife and four children that he knew would be better off with an unemployed father than they would be with a dead one. Things happened too fast, here, and he had manned the snipers blind when something very strange tunneled through the air. His instincts told him that Jack meant well for him and besides, he had saved the couple a short time ago with a few silenced shots.
“Franklin, get the rest of that garbage, will you? I’ll get part of it and we can do it in one trip instead of Mr. Smalley having to make two trips” Jesus said, edging past the couple and picking up half of the remaining bags.
“No, really, that isn’t necessary” said Jack with an authority that Jesus sidestepped.
“It’s a short trip down to the cans” said Jesus as they reached the elevator.
“This is personal stuff and we were going to burn it” said Jack cautiously.
“Shredded notes? It’s a little heavy for paper. It isn’t plastic is it?”
Jack didn’t reply and the ride up the elevator was quiet until they reached the rooftop foyer. Jesus unlocked the rooftop entry and the four of them tugged the garbage out. Jesus was unsure of their intent as there was no disposal furnace up here. Jack and Missy carried their loads to the picnic area and Jack lit up the gas grill on high.
“We’ve got it from here, thank you very much” Jack said amiably to Jesus.
“Franklin, would you do me a favor and put on the coffee in the guard’s suite” Jesus said, looking at Franklin.
“It’s already on” he said, immobile and apparently stupid. Jesus glared at him and he got the hint, nodded politely to all and headed across the roof to disappear into the elevator access room. Jesus stood tall and solid, giving Jack his no nonsense look; Jack ignored it and began loading the wood that showed the least irregularities into the grill. The wood crumbled easily and didn’t burn normally with a flame but glowed until it powdered into ash. Jesus watched silently, not relaxing his stance, and his face registered the strange burn of the crumbly wood. Finally, Jack ran out of wood and had to incinerate the bags of material that were obviously abnormal. He faced Jesus.
“Are you religious Jesus?” asked Jack.
“No” he replied.
“How can that be with a name like Jesus?” Jack questioned.
“I keep the name assigned by my mother from respect for her memory. As a young man I ran up against some hypocrisy that I could not excuse; my trust and innocence were used against me” Jesus said.
“You were sexually abused?” asked Jack, not really wanting to know.
“No, I was not. When I asked my father about the overly friendly youth minister, he looked into it. He didn't tell me what he had found but he withdrew me from all churchly activities. My mother received a visit from the sweetly handsome staffer and it caused her to object strongly with my father. She would not believe anyone 'Ordained by the Lord' may be less than authentic” he said. Jack waited for the rest of the story.
“I was confused and wanted to be liked. I missed the friends I had made within the youth programs and fought against my father’s decision. My mother also made him pay. Years later, some of my friends developed emotional problems and I was able to connect the dots. For me, churchly activities are of no importance” he finished. Jesus looked at the next bag and wondered why neither Jack nor Missy was opening it to burn it. Jesus decided to relax his stance and did so by unslinging his rifle and slouching into one of the nearby leisure chairs. He lit up a cigarillo after offering one to Jack and one to Missy. They both declined politely; he waited for them to open the bag.
“What did I see the other morning? It seemed to be a glowing tube descending from the heavens; not unlike what I suspect the second coming of the Lord would be like” he said quietly.
Missy froze in discomfort but Jack had expected the question and continued to wait.
“I saved your life” Jesus said.
“Yes and I am trying to do the same for you. Missy and I are in deep water but we know how to swim. I can explain but it would put you in danger that I know you aren’t prepared to meet. You’re best bet is to just trust us; you know you can” Jack pleaded.
“I do trust you but I saved your life and I want to know what I’m facing” he said. “What’s in the bag?” Jesus insisted and moved toward the bag to force the issue; he was beginning to worry about body parts or other murderous evidence. Jack dragged the bag and himself back from the guard’s relentless approach when his walkie-talkie squelched with a squawking demand for attention. Jesus answered with a low voice into the covered mouthpiece that Jack couldn’t hear and he didn’t use his overview to intercept the message.
Jesus finished the conversation and said to Jack “Steven is on his way up”.
“Why did you cancel work for everyone today? What did I see the other day? What are you burning? I want to know” he said and apparently wanted his questions answered before Steven arrived. Jack stalled and Steven arrived within the minute but Jesus did not back off out of earshot. Steven looked upset.
“Jack, I have to talk to you! If anyone else was in the office they wouldn’t open the door. What’s going on? I know I was told to stay away for the week but we have some danger. Why did you cancel the work week? I saw Franklin outside the office and he sent me up here. Why are you up here? What’s going on?” he demanded, obviously disturbed to the edge of hysteria. Steven hadn’t even seemed to notice that Jesus was also on the roof.
The walkie-talkie squawked to life again and Jesus handled the call as quietly as he had the first one.
“David is on his way up” said Jesus with amusement. He also sensed that there was more to David’s presence than that of an infatuated playboy.
“Is David on your list of open entry?” asked Jack. He knew that the guard post was to accept Steven with a polite nod but there was no pass on the books for David. Susan wouldn’t have gone around their agreement and done so of her own volition. There was no question about Susan's loyalty, David had circumvented the security.
“No” Jesus said. He still had the expression of justified guilt and amusement.
“Then how is it that he is on his way up here?” demanded Jack with irritation.
“Franklin said he found him outside the office on the fourth floor. Franklin said he seemed to be in the process of picking the lock. Franklin didn’t know what to do with him so he sent him up to me” said Jesus. He had collected his rifle before Steven’s arrival and now he pointed it casually at the ground. The snout was pointed in the direction from which David would be arriving.
David came through the door, took in the number and position of the players and arrived at the side of Jesus as quick as if he had traveled through a matter transmitter. Jack suspected he would have taken the rifle and the handgun from Jesus if the man hadn’t moved like a cat to keep David in front of the suppressor. For a protracted second the two jostled for advantage while pretending they weren’t. David rescanned the rooftop, seemingly for a distraction, as he focused on the bags in Missy's grasp. Missy hugged her bag closer as if she were discreetly disposing of counterfeit bills.
“Missy, let me help you with that” David said while feinting for Jesus’ weapon. David bypassed him, latched onto the garbage and ‘accidentally’ spilled the contents about the roof’s flooring. Jesus and David peered with disappointment at the mixture of half eaten sandwiches and yogurt containers. The container of macaroni salad looked to be vomit with olives until Steven, who had only given the garbage a cursory look, made the comment that would change all their lives.
“What’s wrong with that bread?” he asked, not understanding the importance of his statement. The bread had become multicolored and brittle in places while soft spots and impossibly ragged holes appeared throughout. The more he looked the more he realized that what he was seeing wasn’t a result of any natural process. The other two men had closed in on either side of Steven and they saw the unearthly oddities too. David stood and reached slowly but very deliberately for Jack’s other bag. Jack could trust these men, he thought, but he didn’t want to.
“Crap! Crap, crap, crap, crap, crap!” he said, tossing the bag out in front of him, no longer caring who saw it. Missy started to burn the contents of her bag and no one stopped her.
“OK, some things have happened and I will clue you in” Jack said, resigned. “First, Steven, what is on your mind?” Jack held up any more questions with an outstretched hand and indicating that the men should have a seat, which they did; David and Jesus flanking the unarmed Steven and all facing Jack.
“It’s the military, Jack. They have been taking all of our early output and last week they got the nuke fired up. With the extra charging energy they have doubled output” he said.
“I didn’t know that we have a nuclear power plant over there. That’s good to know” Jesus stated. David had no comment on the matter.
“Are they paying?” asked Jack.
“You bet, three times the going rate we were going to charge to the public. But the capacitors being charged on the nuclear side, discreetly, have a change in their design that even I haven’t seen. I don’t understand it” he said.
After a small wait, seemingly to see if Jack could supply some data that he didn’t have, he continued with “Did you see the morning news?” he asked.
“What does the news have to do with the capacitors? We haven’t even reached the marketing stage. Do we have demonstrators? The military was supposed to help protect the place, is our distribution being disrupted?” Jack asked.
“No, it’s just a hunch, really” he said. “Have you heard of Sargodha Air Force Base in Pakistan”?
“It didn’t register with me either” Steven said quietly after receiving a negative nod from Jack, a blank from Jesus and a broadening, knowing, smile from David.
“It a repository of nuclear weapons” he said. “At least it was a weapons locker. As of four hours ago, it’s gone”!
Steven expected a blank look from Jack but this time he did check the expressions on everyone and found Jesus to be waiting expectantly and found David smiling like the cat that had eaten the canary.
“According to reports, which are always sketchy from that region, there was a series of explosions. It seems that the effects were worse than small atomic bombs. Each detonation vaporized about a hundred meters of dirt and rock and the succession of explosions deepened and widened the hole. After things had cooled down there was only a clean hole. It appears that there was no release of radiations. What in the world can do that?” he ended, waiting for the connection to sink in.
“The capacitors?” asked Jesus, not at all sure of the capabilities of the devices. David seemed a bit bored and Jack suddenly realized why Steven had barged in on him.
“You think we blew up the world’s rogue nuclear weapons locker?” exclaimed Jack. Steven nodded grimly.
Jesus was up and had his weapon pointed at David as he backed off to a safer distance. As soon as the weapons theory was voiced he knew just how dangerous his situation had become. David’s true vocation had crystallized within everyone's mind.
“Freeze” Jesus said, blatantly pointing the Uzi’s muzzle at David. It was obvious he intended to shoot him through Steven if necessary. David did freeze but his hand seemed to drift towards his ankle.
“Hand high or I will shoot you” Jesus said and no one doubted that Jesus would do it. David raised his hands to neck height and the left hand began to drift behind his neck while his right hand, the obvious choice, began to move outward in a vain attempt to draw the attention away from his body. Steven had also raised his hands and was now edging out of the line of fire, toward Jack.
Jack was having none of it. His overview had begun to throb for attention but he didn’t have time to do a menu selection. He chose the electric shock option that he was familiar with. Jack pushed Steven back between the two men and through them before anyone could react. Jack was between David and Jesus when he reached a hand out toward each man, releasing the voltage charged up with the help of the overview. Lightning struck and both men toppled hard, voltage cementing their positions. It was a testament to their conditioning that bones weren’t snapping like brittle twigs as they crashed to ground.
“Get the guns” Jack told the stupefied Steven who nevertheless began to strip the obvious armament from Jesus. Jack removed an ankle gun from David and a carbide stiletto taped between his shoulder blades. Both of the prone men were staring at him and were conscious but their extremities had not recovered sufficiently from the shock to allow them movement. Jack wondered if their hearts were pumping but was too annoyed to care.
He darted to the rooftop tool shed and removed several coils of nylon test line and tightly tied the men’s wrists behind their backs and wrapped toward their ankles, binding them tightly. He didn’t care if he stopped their circulation.
Jack turned to Steven who looked on with fear. Jack withdrew a key-chain from his pocket and handed the keys to Steven with one key selected. Steven took the keys from him as if they were on fire.
“This is the main door key. Open the door and tell whomever you see that you want to see Joe. Tell Joe to accompany you onto the roof and bring Rupret. I’ll wait here for you” he said.
“What about them?” Steven mustered the strength to ask.
“What about them?” Jack said. After a moment he realized the import of the question.
“They’ll be here, just like this, when you return. I’ll explain everything and release them then. You’ll see it will be OK” he said as soothingly as possible given his agitation. Steven still didn’t move, seemingly frozen to the spot.
“Hurry! Do it before limb blood loss affects them before they can be untied” he said, starting to get irritated again. David was able to move his mouth and face by this time and mumbled something about it being ok, go ahead. Jack considered giving him a kick for thinking he had the right to give Steven permission but it was a fleeting thought.
Steven left on the run once he decided to move. Jack had time to look at Missy. He was afraid to face her and his fears were justified. Missy didn’t have the fear he half expected to see written across her features but she was crying quietly. She looked at him with unfathomable sadness and he looked away, unable to hold her gaze. Jack stuffed more of the garbage into the neglected grills while he waited for Steven’s return.



Chapter -- Up and Away
 

The two men were regaining their mobility and both glared at each other and at everyone else. They had thought that Jack got the drop on them and smacked them with a hidden electrical weapon. In truth, that is what happened but he guessed Missy had seen too much. He debated whether he should tell her the truth or invent a weapon to placate her. He wished she hadn’t seen that attack so clearly. He didn’t want to begin lying to his wife, no matter the cost to the project, so he delayed his explanation hoping he could maneuver her beyond earshot.
Steven returned a minute before Joe and Rupret appeared and the look on his face was ghastly. Steven wasn’t weak but he had suffered several significant jolts this morning; now he had to deal with Rupert. Steven surmised the robot was constructed by an unknown competitor and forced his mind to blank until he had more information.
“You know” David was able to say “that many military theorists have concluded that a lot of the wrongs of the world could be corrected with a bit of force.”
“Duh” said Jack. “That’s what the military always thinks”.
“Yes. But they also concluded that their current big bang, the atomic bomb, causes far too much collateral damage to be of any use. In this country, not the most benign in the world, it was concluded that many nuclear explosions may well poison the world beyond recovery”.
Jack began to listen to David. It was the first time the man had ever spoken of any matter of substance and this time he was speaking military with authority. Jesus noticed it too and quit glaring to listen, reasoning that they may actually be on the same team.
“What the military needs is a better weapon. One that isn’t so poisonous but can do the damage of an atomic device” David said. Jack looked squarely at him trying to determine just how influential David was in the military community.
“So what you’re saying is that you think we, Advanced Capacity, are providing these new bombs for the military? Oh! You know that we are providing the bombs for the military”! Steven brought the back of his hand to his mouth in an involuntary attempt to mask the cry of fear that he felt building within him.
Looking at Steven and knowing how he felt, Jesus had to add his own two cents. “That’s right, Steven, that is serious knowledge to have. I wish I didn’t know it either”.
“You know I have children” Steven said to David and David tried to calm his fears with statements of denial and professions of ignorance. The talk didn't help; they all knew that they were all in deep. There was a noise behind Jack and he surmised it must be Joe and Rupret. Without looking around he moved behind the two tied men and began to untie them.
“Don’t even think of it” he said with untold threat entirely hidden from the tone of voice he used. They had moved the known weapons, much less the hidden armaments, away from the two. Jack knew that after they were exposed to Rupret that they would not be fighting among themselves.
“What do you know about Sargodha in Pakistan” Jack asked David.
“Like I'm in the loop on that” he sneered.
Jack repeated the question and David looked Rupret over carefully and then answered with care.
“I can not say for certain but I have overheard military rumors that Pakistan is actually united behind the terrorists. Their government is an expansive front and as soon as enough weapons are stored they will deliver them into the USA by freight. They won't hesitate to trigger them.” he said but saw that his answer satisfied no one so, after a shrug, continued.
“If I were of a high enough rank and got my hands on a weapon that would do the trick, I would annihilate any radical weapon caches such as the armory of Pakistan. It would take more restraint that I have to spare the radically insane enclaves that hatch or support such an inhuman assaults”.
“So you think” said Jack “that a ranking military operator is using our capacitors to adjust the balance of power in the world?” asked Joe.
“No” said David. “I think that they will annihilate the Pakistani nuclear weapons. There is no telling where the destruction will progress to but I can tell you that, no matter the level of violence, it probably saves the world from nuclear destruction” he stated, looking his listeners directly in the eyes.
“You all know Joe” Jack said, after using a moment to reflect on the gravity of David's statement. “Now meet his friend Rupret!”
Rupret stood facing his three new ‘friends’ and extended his hand to Steven to be shaken. Steven shook it, barely containing a shudder. He felt the texture of the construct and knew that he would not have noticed the slight differences unless he had been warned to look for it. Steven rightly surmised that only early success with the AI project could cause such confusion among this group of superbly functioning professionals.
Neither David nor Jesus realized the importance of the thing for the moment and took the man’s measure on a level done by men since tribal earth. A light breeze wafted a smoke trail from the grill in their general direction and Jack used the opportunity to move them back from the small flame with arm gestures and ushering movements. The flame didn’t warrant the move but Jack’s real purpose was to move them away from Missy, who tended the fire while emotionally engulfed in misery.
Once he had them out of earshot of Missy and with his back to her he grouped David with Jesus so he could talk with them. With a smile toward Missy and then turning the same smile on the men, he said “You guys are over your head and I didn’t want to involve you. Both of you pushed into the situation and now you will do as I tell you. If you fuck up, I will kill you!”
He looked over his shoulder to make certain that Missy was still at the fire before continuing with “don’t make a mistake about this; you are both military so you may believe what I am about to tell you; you have a chance. If you don’t do exactly what I tell you to do I will fucking kill you. You have already experienced a touch of what you’re up against but I know how a man’s mind works – in short order you’re going to minimize what’s happened and think about vying for the upper hand. One more time; you forced it and you are involved. Do exactly what I tell you and you will be OK with me but that doesn’t mean you’ll be ok. Even test me and I will be forced to kill you; just because I don’t want to doesn’t mean I won’t” Jack finished with another smile for Missy.
Joe approached and although he hadn’t overheard the conversation he stopped, smiled back at Missy and said, turning to the two men, “and if he has to kill you and misses, I’ll kill you”. Joe had dropped the smile and although Jack was believable there remained no doubt as to the punishments offered by Jack and Joe.
Steven began to quake; it was too much. “I’ll do whatever you say, really, believe me please. I have a family to consider! I meant no harm!” he exclaimed.
Jack risked dropping his attention from his two captives to look Steven over before mollifying the man. “You’re information was important enough for you to barge in here, especially as important as the capacitor company is to us. We may have had to include you but I think you understand why we were trying to spare you this information”.
Steven looked stirred but not as shaken. “We don’t want to release Klaatu’s Gort by accident but you don’t have any hidden agendas like these guys do. Just use your best judgment and follow the chain of command like you usually do” Jack said with an attempt to soothe the man that didn’t work as well as he hoped.
A bit less agitated but still shaken, Steven asked about his real concern “So if I do the wrong thing, you’ll murder me”?
Joe laughed a bit but Jack answered him. “We’re not going to force you into anything! I know that you understand reason and we welcome your help with this, uh, communication. We found him and Rupret wants to talk. He said he isn’t dangerous but his existence IS very, very dangerous. Who should we call? Should we involve the police or the military”? Jack left the question hanging as Steven knew that it would be better to limit involvement, at least at the beginning.
“So this is the AI you guys were talking about” David said as if Jack hadn’t just threatened him.
“It is the AI and who do you work for” asked Joe.
“I am a special unit, little more than a squad, working under Army Intelligence” he admitted.
“Jesus!” swore Jesus.
“Don’t worry Jesus. It’s not God, it’s just the machine that made us. It isn’t the ultimate authority; it isn’t the first mover! Where the spark of life began and how life got to this point is still the mystery it always was. The AI is merely the machine that designed us” said Joe. He was thinking of the shock that Miguel would have if faced with Rupret; but Jesus was not Miguel. Jesus, however, was certainly frightened of the monster that may emerge.
“When do you report?” Jack asked David.
“It was once a week, Sunday morning, but it was recently changed to twice a day” he offered, apparently sincerely.
“Do you understand that we can’t turn him over to the military?” Jack asked the men.
“Not really but I think it is apples and oranges. Like in the movies, you seem to have been prepared and then chosen. I think the military could handle it as well as you, depending upon the unit that garnered the prize, but not necessarily any better” David said.
“Would the ‘unit’ that you are talking about inform the president and place this monster under the same political control that governs the military?” asked Joe.
David considered the question before answering slowly. “I think it would be wise to delay informing outsiders until the situation is under control and the dangers understood”.
“David, you will be moving in with Susan and her mother; you will not leave this building until we say it is OK. Don’t worry about the age factor, Susan isn’t what she seems. And Jesus, you will now be in charge of the protection of Rupret. We are leaving with him this morning and you will accompany him” Joe said with authority.
David and Jesus both nodded with reluctance.
“He looks normal to me, how do you know he is the Real McCoy?” asked David. Jesus shuddered, remembering the diaphanous tube extended into the sky.
“Rupret, please stop breathing and stop your heart for two minutes” Joe asked.
“I don’t have a heart. Would you like me to stop mimicking the sounds that indicate fluid pressure?” Rupret asked.
“Yes, for two minutes. Keep them off for two minutes then turn them back on. OK”? Rupret nodded in the affirmative.
“Listen to his chest” Jack instructed Jesus and David. Jesus backed off mumbling that he believed but David complied. His eyes widened and he glued his ears to Rupret’s chest and displayed a startle when the two minute time period ended and Rupret turned on his ‘heart sounds’ and his ‘fluid pressures’. The return of breathing movement seemed an afterthought.
“OK, I’m convinced” David said, drawing away and everyone was relieved that he showed a startle.
“Why is he here?” asked David without asking anyone in particular.
“Because we asked him to be” said Joe. Joe didn’t like David and allowed his feelings to show.
“Steven and Jesus, please, listen up” Jack said while addressing David. “The AI created us to push exploration further into the galaxy. Part of the ‘test’ is that we have to find it and that requires freedom of thought and a civilization that allows enough freedom for the search. Then we have to get to the ships it created for us; then we have to master the unknown to explore the region it has in mind for us”.
Jesus was speechless but David mustered enough gumption to take advantage of this time he had with the construct. He asked “Where are the ships”?
He had asked Rupret and Rupret answered while the sound floated out from it without any mouth movement. “They are on Saturn” it said.
“Isn’t it a bit windy on Saturn?” asked David.
“The winds scour around the planet at a brisk rate with an abrasive scour that has smoothed all land and prevented any hope of life” Rupret said.
“But we have to make our own way to the ships? Wouldn’t it take tens of generations to surmount that problem?” David continued.
“What problem”?
“Getting to Saturn”!
“I do not believe it would take you generations to get to Saturn. I am not downloaded with the specifics but a review of statistical overview indicates that most successful civilizations reach the objective planet within two decades of first contact”.
David waited but there was no more clarification. Everyone watched Rupret whatever he did, still fascinated and still discovering new aspects in its every moment.
“How do you land a spaceship on what? Frozen methane?” David demanded.
“The hanger floor is frozen water or ice. As you know, very cold water has many of the same materials properties as steel at STP. The frozen water has been crystallized in a manner that provides the proper amount of supple strength with the correct measure of brittleness; it is very similar, I say again, to carbon steel”.
“How is it that ice ships can hold up to the corrosive winds of Saturn? For that matter, how in the world can we be expected to land a ship against such a wind and anchor it on a rock hard polished surface?” David asked Rupret in exasperation.
“The ice ships are not designed to hold up to the corrosive winds of Saturn; they were made for interstellar space. You are not expected to land against the wind nor are you expected to anchor on the platform constructed for landings” stated Rupret in a normal voice. The two breathless minutes had elapsed and he appeared to speak normally again.
“How are we expected to land on Saturn without fighting that damned atmosphere!” shouted David. Apparently, he had joined the team of his own accord.
“You will land on the north pole where the ships are hangered and the wind is held back” Rupret said.
“Welcome to my world” Jack laughed, unaware of the double entendre.
“There is a hanger built at the north pole of Saturn that holds interstellar space ships for us. We can land there?” asked David in amazement. Everyone was amazed and Jack motioned Missy to join them so she wouldn’t miss this new information.
“You can not land there” stated Rupret but continued. “According to our previous sentences, you would like me to expand any stated sentence with a negative reference contradicting the statement in reference to your perceived needs. For you, I can say, you can not land there because you can only approach to within 200 miles whereupon your craft will be subject to port authority and gripped to a landing pattern that will lower you to an assigned docking area”.
“Jesus!” said Jesus. They were all stunned but Joe was the first to recover.
“That’s it for now. Jesus, call your wife! Get ready to rumble! Let’s go Rupret, we have got a plane to catch” and with that, Joe, Rupret, and Jesus left for the elevator and were soon out of sight.
“Ya know” David said “If you make those little floaters that you demonstrated at the corporate update meeting a little bigger, you could leave the atmosphere” he said, stroking his chin as if he had a long beard such as Confucius is shown to wear.
Steven had regained his composure with the departure of Rupret. “What good would that be? It’s only a hundred miles in a very long journey” he snapped.
David shrugged but Jack picked it up.
“Of course! An inexpensive atmospheric lift! That would save ninety nine percent of the cost of putting heavy equipment into orbit. Would it work?” Jack asked Steven. Jack was so thrilled by the possibilities that he was shifting weight from foot to foot and shimmying his shoulders in an unconscious dance/prance.
Steven wasn’t so thrilled and said “Probably”.
Everyone looked quizzically at Steven, puzzled and trying to decipher his mood. “I’m not a space man” he shrugged in explanation.
“Have you looked into this aspect of the capacitors?” Jack asked carefully.
“I had it done with 20 billable hours. The results were promising but there were a few weaknesses. I’m pretty busy at the moment and thought I would bring it to your attention when things settled down” he said without the slightest bit of remorse. Although Jack was personally interested in space technology and exploration, he could not criticize the man for his analysis.
“What did you find?” Jack pressed.
“There is an optimal stretch of a forty five foot radius for the capacitor plate balancing the semiconductor substance with supportive struts. At that radius you can carve a 15 foot central radius or a thirty foot wide ball and the plate will float about three tons. That’s not a large load and you can’t get into space environments without heavy protection so I dropped the subject” he said.
“Does the three ton float limit include the struts and ball enclosure?” asked David.
Steven looked at Jack but when Jack didn’t object he answered the question.
“The three tons is the gross. That’s the lift and the enclosure, payload and support structure can not exceed that amount all together. Any more and your acceleration doesn’t lift; less and you can go faster” he supplied.
“So that’s maybe six hundred pounds for environment for a two man crew and four thousand pounds of cargo. That isn’t very much protection” mused Jack.
“There is a private French company that has already orbited light environments. They’re modules are rubberized fabric with carbon composite. They weigh more than that but are expected to maintain themselves as space stations. They might be simplified and adjusted in short order” David supplied.
“Make it so!” Jack commanded Steven. “David, I want you in charge of this project working directly under Steven. There is no pay involved and my former threat stands. Agreed?”
David nodded with a grin and Jack suspected that he, too, was a space nut and would even risk his career to assist with the orbital effort.
“Do you have spinners that can make a capacitor of that size?” Jack asked.
“I suspected we would need larger capacitors and set the jigs on two large spinners in their own space. I haven’t spun them up yet but once the material is supplied we should be able to grow one a week on each spinner. Another week to charge it and you’re all set” Steven said.
“How would you steer it?” asked David. Jack wasn’t clear on that either but, somehow, it appeared that David may be better informed about the possibilities of this growing technology that he was.
“That’s built into the feeds” said Steven. “But instead of energizing all of the sections equally we will transfer wattage from one of the thirty six equally spaced sections to another which moves the structure at a slant. There is a self contained computer to measure and allocate. The steering mechanism can be a simple mechanical stick with a lever for height. The rise and fall is controlled by the amount of juice supplied to the edges”.
Jack mulled over possibilities for an entire minute, as they all did, before asking one of his final questions. “How, by the way, is the earth’s magnetic core generated? Is it a giant bar magnet and can we use up all the power?” he asked Steven who shrugged.
“The magnetic field of the earth is variant in all aspects and I will check to see if the steering computers are up to the challenge. It isn’t a bar magnet but instead is generated each moment by the dynamic effects of the solidified outer iron core of the earth, directly under the crust, circulating around the liquid inner iron core” David informed them.
Jack smiled with delight as it looked like they had the proper men in place to launch outward.
“This is Monday morning or soon will be. At 10am on Monday morning two weeks from now I want a jury-rigged magnetic floater landed right here! I will be here and expect to ride up to one thousand feet. Can it be done?” he asked but it sounded like a loudly stated demand.
“I think so” Steven mumbled but David nodded emphatically over a broad smile.
“What about the press” asked Missy? She wasn’t very happy about her future husband riding around in experimental aircraft and would raise any objection she could find.
“I think that will be the limit that we can control Rupret. The shit’s going to be hitting the fans about then and we might as well meet the flak with a solution. Just because this thing has a small payload doesn’t mean we can’t make a lot of trips. The cost to orbit will be reduced from what, a million for seven pounds, to the cost of one driver for three hours at ten bucks an hour” he prophesized but added, to lighten the effect “and we’ll probably have to pay a full day for just two trips”.
Missy wasn’t in any mood to share the laugh with the guys but instead grasped Jack’s arm and squeezed him into contact. He smiled at her and didn’t attempt to free his arm while she squeezed harder on it while memorizing his smell, his feel, his presence.
“Let’s go” Jack said and they headed for the elevators for what they all knew would be an intensive week.
The next two weeks were more difficult that Jack had anticipated. He had to cover for the absence of Joe, Kevin and Andy who left without a clear reason, causing unasked questions from the staff. Several people had seen Rupret on the day of his departure and rumors were spreading. There was no speculation as to Rupret's true nature but he was the cause for the hubbub.
Jerome had diverted a lot of his time to Estelle and their formal marriage preparation plans spilled over onto their working schedules. They had gotten married quietly and preferred to keep quiet about their circumstances until things had quieted down. Estelle was planning an extravaganza that would take all her free time for the next year just to plan! Jerome was easily able to delegate sales calls to his staff. The books showed an exponential profit curve and sales were more a matter of picking up checks and he devoted the extra time to his wife.
It was the absence of Estelle that really affected Jack. Many of the managerial problems that she smoothed over, or fixed, now came to him. In this rushed period he was overly gruff with divergent viewpoints and alienated the homeowners association again. He also alienated the county building department over an engineering specification concerning the helipad permitting.
Missy wanted to be with Jack when the ‘saucer’ arrived but had promised her parents that she would make an extended visit to finalize the wedding plans. Jack was so preoccupied and gruff that he hadn’t been good company since the arrival of Rupret. Missy wanted to be with him but was relieved that she had an excuse to get out of the office; she had prepared an elaborate romantic dinner for Jack which didn’t achieve the desired closeness that she wanted. Jack had eaten almost silently and, finally noticing the candles and her dress and her subdued mood, had rushed her into the bedroom before she could serve dessert for a mechanical sexual encounter that touched all the bases but fell short of the home run. He gave her a kiss on the forehead and left the bedroom to deal with an after-hours call from Steven.
Steven had become distracted but was still functioning properly. His big problem at this time was dealing with the military at his facilities. There were areas of the factory that he couldn’t enter without an escort! Further, the output of the military side of his facilities had slipped from his authority. He didn’t receive the proper paperwork for distribution and lost shipping authority also. He could only estimate the output of the guarded side of the facilities by the amount of raw materials they consumed and by counting the number of trucks and rail cars needed to ship the product.
Although he couldn’t do a proper billing for invoicing he always received electronic deposits paid on the account that they had set up for that purpose and those payments were always far in excess of what he estimated the billing would have been.
Steven complained of these injustices to Jack and Jack would always arrive at a reasonable solution. The problem was that the reasonable solution was undercut almost as soon as it was implemented; he was again out of the loop. He didn’t know that Jack simply relayed the problem to David and David handled it without Steven’s knowledge. David seemed to have a remarkable affinity when dealing with the militants and Jack left him too it without analysis.
The military supplied factory guard offered to send some personnel to supplement the office building protection staff but Lloyd refused them. He direly missed Jesus and promoted Franklin to his place. Although the boy was diligent and friendly he lacked the military discipline, the sharp eye and lethality of Jesus. He also added to Jack’s load as he filed (tried to file as Jack was in charge of filing also) a formal complaint requesting the return of his soldier and an explanation as to why his man was sent to a plush resort without Lloyd’s consent. Lloyd had to field complaints and requests from the man’s wife who imagined he was stolen to provide services at the continuous orgies she imagined he was subject to with the likes of Joe and the strange man she had heard about (and their hired women of course). His twice daily calls did nothing to alleviate her fears and she moved the family in with her mother in Miami for the duration.
The beach situation had deteriorated below tourist comfort and the motels lost that portion of their business. Fishermen operated without licensing directly from the shores and launched their boats and returned their catch with the help of thuggish guards. Many homeless people now camped on the beaches; mile upon mile was lit up in the night resembling the hordes involved in ancient sieges.
Dwayne Meat had returned from his extended and unauthorized vacation in Oregon. He had camped next to a hunting blind and fashioned an uncomfortable shelter which barely sufficed against the numbing cold; he barely survived. He spent a full week shivering through a blinding snowstorm unable to leave the covering even to relieve his bladder. He had expected to return with an anger numbed enough that he could retire and move away from the area with his family. He returned near the Monday that Jack spent on the roof finalizing his plans with Rupret, Joe and the rest.
Dwayne found that his wife had abandoned their home and moved across the country without a forwarding address but followed unerringly by his twice monthly city paychecks and insurance. In order to change this course of events he would need to report to work and explain his absence. He did call a ‘friend’ who informed him that he would need to be careful when reporting. There was a military request filed for his attention and it involved an inquiry into a shooting listed as attempted murder of military personnel.
Dwayne’s anger returned and blew through his remaining chocks. He spent a good deal of time mumbling to himself and wandering the beach where he was now crunching the raw shells of scavenger crabs and broiling the occasional gull for sustenance. He carted around one elongated bag that some people would guess carried his clothing; others would guess, and rightly so, that it concealed his 30-30 deer rifle. His anger rose to a focused fever and he spent his mornings within range of the building whose inspection had caused him so much concern. He watched the roof line, waiting for Jack to appear; head and shoulders above the four foot retaining wall.
It was Monday morning; bright and clear. Dwayne sat on his purloined folding chair that he had added to his possessions of which he now had four; a bagged rifle case, a loaded rifle, a fishing knife, and a chair. He had recently acquired the knife when the woman who claimed to own the chair had protested his acquisition of it and brandished it at him. He had won that skirmish and left her with a long slash to remember him by, if she lived through the infection that the fish scale encrusted instrument was sure to provide for her.
There was some activity on the roof and Dwayne came to attention; as much attention as his feverish mind could maintain. Dwayne removed his tattered shirt to cover the rifle as he removed it from its case and laid it across his legs. His excitement grew as he saw people mill about near the edge, presenting him with targets. He would remain calm until he recognized Jack but changed his mind when he saw the disk approaching from inland.
The disk hovered like a flying saucer with the exception that he could see a gondola hanging from the center. The large pouch was clearly of human design. ‘Winzen’ was emblazoned across the basket much like ‘Samsonite’ was marked onto luggage. There was no sound excepting from those gathered on the roof. Their cheering was loudly heard from where he sat. The others with him on the beach had grown silent. At ten stories up and only 200 yards off he could hardly miss if he fired at it. He raised the rifle and squeezed off the first round.
Dwayne had intended to place several more rounds into the cheering throng on the roof but he didn’t get the opportunity. He didn’t see the blinding flash that blinked across the entire state. Dwayne didn’t hear the explosive sound that followed the flash at a pokey 760 mph. Dwayne didn’t even feel the heat that vaporized him without even a shadow left on the sand. Dwayne never knew that he was dead.



Chapter -- Missy Moves On
 

Missy was up early enough to make a breakfast of cantaloupe and cottage cheese over whole wheat toast for her father. She found him sitting in the kitchen with his eyes glued to the TV when she arose.
“What are you watching at this hour?” asked Missy.
“It's Jack!” said Edgar with delight. Missy looked at the picture but only saw video of stunned extremists surrounding a hole seared into the ground amid surrounding buildings of rock and concrete.
“It looks like the same stuff we have been watching all week” she said without enthusiasm. “Did they discover who was peppering Pakistan with holes or why they are doing it?” she asked politely, without interest.
“Although the methods haven't been confirmed the best guess offered by the majority of pundits is that the US has a new weapon and is using it to destroy the Pakistani armories before they can use them” Edgar provided.
“What's that got to do with Russia and the Saudi lands” she asked. Missy had heard, just yesterday, that the mysterious destruction had spread to other parts of the world. The holy rock had disappeared along with dozens of mosques. The pundits speculated that these were actually biological weapon repositories. The Russians, although they hadn't reported any damages, were threatening a counterattack and the Chinese were restless but silent.
“Nothing but there is more of these mysterious bombings each and every day! It's quite frightening, actually. But what I was watching for was Jack appearances” he said, mood elevating again.
“Is Jack on the news?” Missy asked. She knew that 'Dead Man Talking' had planned a general announcement for today but was having trouble getting coverage. Estelle had told her that they had had to buy time on various outlets and this early in the morning those outlets were marginally exposures.
“Yes! See, there he is with that new robot. He says that the robot is from Saturn and that their corporation has developed a suborbital craft that can get us there within the decade! Oh my God! Missy, this is so exciting! I know that he means what he says but the media is barely able to restrain its ridicule. He says that he will have proof soon. Will he?” Edgar asks his daughter.
“Dad, he said that the entire crew would be there, on the rooftop, this morning. The new aircraft will land there about ten AM so we can all watch at that time. No one has seen it but I have seen the robot and it's creepy. Steven also 'launched' a mini prototype during a business meeting, so I know that something will fly over the building. It's a lot of excitement and that much change, all at once, scares me” Missy told her dad, revealing her trepidation. She couldn't reveal all she knew about the 'robot' to her father; let Jack do it on TV.
“Is your baby's daddy in trouble?” teased Estelle. The couple hadn't seen her come in and they turned to her while she poured a cup of coffee.
“Good morning” greeted Missy.
“How's my sweetie?” asked Edgar, as he offered a large smile. He moved over to squeeze a sidewase hug onto her. Estelle smiled a good morning while wrapping her arm around Edgar to return his hug while continuing with her free arm to add some honey to the hot java.
“Jerome will be there too” stated Missy, not to be sidelined with her worries.
“He can take care of himself; I'm not worried” she replied.
“Well, I need to move onto work. See you later in the day and if Jack calls, tell him I'm real proud of his success” Edgar told the girls with sincerity. He released Estelle after a final squeeze and moved through the door. The girls assumed correctly that he would enter into his car and drive on to work.
Missy's mother and sister joined them for the remainder of their breakfasts and Missy's sister left for school while the remaining three women adjourned to the pool area where they perused wedding catalogs and planned for the event at their leisure. They didn't watch the news channel and, when the news conference was scheduled, forgot to watch.
“Did you see that?” Missy asked.
“See what?” Estelle said.
“That flash! It even hurt my eyes” she continued but as nothing else happened she was already beginning to think she had imagined it. Estelle just shrugged behind her Polaroids.
Missy felt that it wasn’t another woman that Jack was cheating with although the girls flocked around him like moths to the flame. It wasn’t even his work although lately it had begun to impose upon her. There was something else; something she couldn’t pin down. It was like he was driven to change the world but she felt it couldn’t be that; people that set out to change the world were fooling themselves and Jack wasn’t an idiot. The most a person could do, she felt, was to make a positive imprint with the time they were given; that’s the way Jack felt too.
“There’s something strange about the whole business” Missy ventured. Only Estelle was listening while Missy's mother Florence leafed through a wedding catalog. They were yet to settle on the proper gown and since Florence had insisted on paying for the gown, she would have her impressions heard.
“Well, it is a successful high tech venture” Estelle offered.
“You know what I mean, the guys act strange” she said.
“You think Jerome is strange?” demanded Estelle in mock defense.
“He is the strangest of the strange!” she laughed. Estelle laughed with her but knew what she was saying; Estelle was having her own qualms.
“You mean Joe, Jack and Jerome” she said quietly.
“Yes, just those three and Susan. All of them were moving along normally and suddenly became very successful. It’s creepy!” she insisted.
“Did you know that Jack drove cross-country to pick Susan up and then left without her? It couldn’t have been because she was unwilling” Estelle said.
“Unwilling for what?” asked Missy innocently. They both knew that Susan wasn’t under any social control but the men acted in the same way. It was just that Susan was female and underage that made her oddities so apparent.
“But none of them knew each other until after Jack withdrew from school. I was the first person of this group that he met and he bowled me right off my feet” she said, looking over Estelle to see if her mother was paying any attention and found that she was not.
“He said he had to go see someone. How did he know where to go and whom to see? How in the world did he get them all to come with him, to Daytona, and how in the world was their endeavor so successful? It doesn’t make any sense and it worries me” Missy confessed. Estelle nodded but Missy pushed it further.
“I wasn’t that easy to conquer but Jack had me in his control from the first moment I looked at him. It’s not natural. You know what I mean don’t you?” she asked. Estelle was paying attention now and nodded in the affirmative.
“He has never mistreated me and I love him dearly but these oddities are very troublesome. Estelle, I don’t know if this is going to be good for my baby. I’m considering canceling the wedding” she whispered.
Estelle looked at her before changing the subject by saying “I missed my period”.
“The first one?” asked Missy and again Estelle nodded affirmative.
“Keep me informed” she said to Estelle.
“Listen, on the roof, Jack beat up the military guys. That’s not right” she offered as more evidence.
“Jerome wasn’t there but I do know that he has no fear. Even in this awful time of riots and murders he walks around as if he was immune to knives and guns. It feels great to be with him but, now that you mention it, I wonder if it’s bravado like I suspected or if he can really do it. I know he has no training or experience with self defense. What do you mean Jack beat them up?” Estelle asked.
“He just reached out and touched David and Jesus and they fell like logs. It wasn’t really that scary but I’m beginning to wonder if I know him at all. And that AI! What a cluster fuck that is! God knows how my marriage is going to maintain itself with all the attention that thing is going to cause. I see marriage as a comfortable nest where two people cozy up for years and years just to protect and train and raise their children. If they are lucky they can rely on each other through old age. There is no financial reward or excitement and the press doesn’t come around for updates. The only reward for that is when you see your children fly away from the nest with a smile and a wave to become productive members of society. That’s the only reward there really is!” Missy said growing emotional. Her mother smiled at her from beyond Estelle. She couldn’t tell if Florence had overheard or not. Missy lowered her voice.
“And that fucking AI has no human feelings! Did you hear it saying it designed us? Did you hear it compare us to other civilizations it has designed over the ages?” she cried, trying to keep her voice low enough so as not to draw her mother in.
“Rupret said that some civilizations poison themselves with nuclear war before they can gain access to the ships it offers. Who the hell wants to live in space anyhow? The thing says it’s safer and even prettier than on a planet but how can that be so?” Estelle added.
“Yep, that’s what it said. It also said we were on the final culling before we all have the opportunity to take off. It said that evolution and natural selection were part of the design and that ninety percent of the population was too weak for the journey. It said that they would die off soon” Estelle said with real worry showing in her voice.
“It just doesn’t care, does it? No, I know it doesn’t. I did hear Joe clarify it’s position and the monster did say that IT would not kill the excess population. It said that whoever reached the ships could fly them. Rupret just said that it suspected that we would die off from radioactive poisonings. It said that if we did reach the ships that it would probably only be a subset of the current population” Missy said.
“I don’t know if there is any hope in this but Rupret did say that most civilizations have nuclear weapons as a stage of development. I think I understood that if the civilization invents better killing tools with which to fight that they can suffer great casualties but don’t poison their entire globe” Estelle offered.
“Have you been watching the news? Nuclear repositories have been destroyed in Pakistan with some scary new weapon and no one even knows who launched it. The populations are scattering outward in fear. They kill everything and everyone they encounter! They live from the loot. It’s horrible” Missy cried.
“Iran has surrendered its nuclear program” Estelle mused.
They quieted and sat in reflection until Estelle asked “So Rupret isn’t invited to the wedding?”
Missy looked at her and then they both laughed. They laughed until it hurt.
Missy looked up to see her father standing in front of her and she was surprised.
“Daddy, I thought you were at work? How nice to see you; what’s wrong!”
Edgar opened his arms and his daughter rose to hug him. He squeezed her very tight and tried to maintain his dignity for this horrible moment but he couldn’t stop the tears from flooding his face. Both Estelle and Florence had risen from the seats and were crowding around him with concern pasted over their faces. Missy pulled back to look at him.
“Daddy, you’re crying! What’s wrong?”
Along with most of the globe, Edgar had watched the saucer approach the building. He saw his future son in law explain about how the craft could ferry payloads to the edge of space and how Saturn had a space port waiting just for us. Edgar watched as Jack explained that the world was in real danger of unrecoverable nuclear poisonings.
The news agencies didn't broadcast the information live but were only humoring a rich industrialist until the craft was spotted floating toward the rooftop dock while it was several miles out. This gave credence to the recordings they had made and all channels went live at the enormity of the event. The recordings were played and replayed in the moments before the craft was to dock, as a backgrounder and a filler. All cameras were focused on the floating craft hanging over the beachfront building, with its hanging gondola, when the feeds stopped abruptly.
It took moments for the shocked newscasters to provide alternate feed while the hiss of empty air jarred everyone's nerves. Edgar was shocked too, beyond speech. Later, when others reported that a terrible accident had occurred on Daytona Beach, Edgar gathered his belongings and locked his office. When it was broadcast that most of the population of Daytona Beach was presumed killed (broadcast with shocked disbelief) he moved to his car and headed home. There was no need to dismiss his classes.
The new global ban on superconducting capacitors didn't prevent the militarily of various countries from adopting and using them to destroy the nuclear weapons of their competitors. Some countries were less inclined to limit collateral damage and the retaliations and destruction continued until the human race was reduced by a large percent and these survivors hunted, gathered, fought, protected, traveled, and farmed as best they could until civilization reemerged.
Tremendously healthy, Missy and her son survived the decades of discord. Missy didn't live long enough, however, to witness her son pilot one of the new suborbital craft that was launched, under careful management, from the center of the Gulf of Mexico.
 




#######
 

Well! Wasn't that just peachy. Anyways, thanks for reading my book and the ending makes most people mad. Remember, however, Jack's mandate was to Save The World from nuclear destruction, and they did that; They weren't able to save the world from the horrible last culling.
 

#######
Thanks for reading this book. I wrote it because I think Rupret is out there and I wanted to detail my best guess as to what contact would look like. Also, in case you didn’t notice, there is a blueprint as to how to contact the thing although, again, it is my best guess. I spiced it up with some characters that I hope were real, maybe like some one you know?
 

Contact me if you like, I can be found on face book or my poorly maintained website www.pappymart.com. I really hoped you enjoyed the book.
 

Oh!
 

Hard Jack Junior
 

will be out by June 2011 also published at Smashmouth. Yes, Missy keeps the baby!
 

And finally
Junior Jack’s Travels will end the saga
Although I haven’t settled on the name
 

But the publishing? I am also going to add some survival booklets and maybe some home schooling science such as kitchen chemistry etc.
 

Again, thanks.
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