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OF COURSE, WHEN YOU talk to your readers, you find out that they have many questions.

My typical response is to send out some of the earlier stories my authors have written in order to answer them.

Often, these stories were standalones and have fallen “into the stacks” and never made it as part of a series anywhere.

That was the case with several of these romances.

All our authors write romance into the books, in one way or another. Because most people like (or will tolerate a little) romantic interest.

For those who like a lot of it, this anthology is assembled.

What you don't see here is the “Universe Notes” which tie the stories into longer story arcs where the universes these books take place in have evolved.

So – sorry, these books may raise more questions.

Of course, in that case, just check in the back to find other stories by these authors which will (hopefully) answer those questions and resolve certain story arcs.

But this anthology was collated to help the Romance fan to see how love truly does make the world go 'round – and is the universal solvent for many things.

It also tends to who that two heads are better than one – and couples rule when solving mysteries and dealing with adventure.

Here is then a big tome of Romance that you can curl up to over a long weekend and binge-read.

Of course, all these short stories can also just be fit into your commutes and odd moments where you need to escape for awhile.

Please enjoy. Because that's what they were written for.

- - - -
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ROBERT C. WORSTELL

Chief Editor, Living Sensical Press
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On Love’s Edge

[image: ]




BY J. R. KRUZE

- - - -
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I OFTEN COME OUT TO the end of the dock on nights like tonight. Where the sky and the water seemed to meet at the edge of nothing. Both reflected each other so well that it never seemed like one ended or the other began.

This was when sky and water formed a perfect union, a marriage of two souls so deep that they didn’t exist without the other.

All I felt was the passion of the last time we were together. And the aches of those times we had since spent apart.

But the wild thing was that we had never met...

- - - -
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THE STARS AND THE SKY opened up that evening and we simply talked from our souls over an endless distance, it seemed.

But for all I knew, he could be just on the shore of the pond opposite, just beyond the mist, standing there among the trees, just watching. A slight smile on his lips. As if the whole thing was a joke or a pun, or some sort of clean and harmless limerick.

“I never saw a purple cow, I never hope to see one...”

Life didn’t have to be difficult, it didn’t have to be hard. Love seemed to make things just meet and match and fit. One of those wooden puzzles that are hard as hell to figure out if you never saw them put together, but you never want to take them apart if you did see them that way. The wonder was how they were built at all.

I would send my love out to him from the end of that pier, that long dock, and I’d feel the response instantaneously. Like there was no time or space, just love.

- - - -
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I WROTE HER SHORT STORIES with no plot. Just some character doing something or saying something that didn’t have to go anywhere. I could see her face in my mind’s eye – twinkling eyes of her own, all hazel-blue and full of laughter. She gets the point immediately. She sees that the story could only be short like that, because it didn’t have to be long at all.

A pooh-bear story. No adults present. No judgment of what was wrong or right. It just was. And fun, always.

That was the joke that came up when we’d talk in my mind, when she would seem to come and sit beside me as I wrote - tip-tapping out the story on the worn keys that had seen so much adventure through my fingertips.

And now were simply writing a love story out of the motes of stars and water and cloud. A story that simply flew across the sky, the endless distance and resounded in a massive orchestral chord.

Love is like that. It doesn’t depend on money or being somewhere, or having fine things around you. It means that you care for each other so deeply you just become the other. Finishing sentences, walking hand in hand without bothering to sweat from discomfort, because it is the most natural thing you can do.

Even though you’ve never met in body, you know she’s out there and she is always sending her love to you. Even when you are upset and quarreling with yourself or some character you are writing out of whole cloth.

- - - -
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I WROTE TO HIM AND of him as I crafted my stories. And often could simply just look out into space as my fingers typed away. We would be of one mind. A proofreading soul looking over my shoulder or through my eyes at the scenes as they shone through the page.

I was his female voice, he was my masculine influence. Together, as yin and yang, we wrote perfect stories in any genre - in every genre.

Any action had a romantic interest, had a mystery, had thrills and horrors and pure distraction from the world and all its difficulties.

A woman knows when a woman is writing, as a guy knows that somebody out there is probably sitting in a corner of a bar with a laptop - or a coffee shop - and is cranking out another adventure he would always like to take.

When it’s time to hear from the guy, it’s all brusque and cheeky and direct. While when the girl is talking, there is care and support and softness, the subtle hints of things unsaid.

Of course, it’s also true when the characters are together in a scene. He writes the descriptions of the guy and then I’ll come into write all about the gal.

He drags his fingers through his thick mane to force it rudely out of his eyes. Should have gotten that hair cut a month ago when I first thought of it. But it was one story after another and then four weeks were suddenly gone. How was a guy supposed to keep track of such things.

When I read through these words, I could almost see the plaid flannel he wears in winter as he types away, knowing that he didn’t want to bother with getting his hair cut or running trimmers over his chin more than once a week – because he was “supposed to be writing, dammit.”

And when I wrote the descriptions of the girl, she was always tenderly brushing an errant lock off her forehead and behind an ear. When lost for inspiration, she would twist the end of a strand around her finger and look off into the sky beyond the walls of her own room to a mystical place of lavender clouds and light brown tree trunks just starting to turn gold for the fall yet to come.

There was a difference about actions, descriptions, conclusions.

Male and female, yin and yang on the same page.

Both of us typing away from the same two pair of hands.

He was writing in his remote farm cabin, I was in a high room on a small and sturdy table set into a corner and by a window.

Yet we were as close together as if born twins.

- - - -
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WHEN WE WRITE THE LOVE scenes, it can get really bad. No, there’s no on-page sex, but the teasing and touching leaves us both moist with expectations. Often I would take a long walk to clear my mind, especially if I had to get the character out of some dire situation – and this cuddling was just a short break in the action before he jumps back into solving things.

Or maybe he has an angel who shifts in from another universe wearing little, just to tease him. And might wind up in his bed when he wakes in the middle of the night, kissing and caressing him, but then gone by morning – a complete dream, except it was so very real.

There are few ways for release at that point, even in rolling over.

Often it’s the only decent thing to do is to get up, turn the lights on and type out the story that’s been racketing around my brain, or mind, or whatever you want to call it.

Romances are best when they are brief. But that’s not love talking, that’s coming from the hard-tack life of building things, of organizing things to run better, it’s from herding your animals through pastures and fixing the fence when some storm drops another dead branch heavy onto it, crushing and twisting the fence so any calf will take that opportunity to show the other calves and their moms the fastest way out to new grass.

And the herd will act as a single beast does - they turn and twist and go the other way. Herd as you like, you cannot make them come back out of a new pasture to go into an old one. Once you go back to get the others, then the first bunch start back through.

So you just change your temporary polywire fence to at least keep them in that new small spot with a nice, potent shock on it to remind them why they are where they are. And when they all go out for water, you shut them back again and roll up that temporary fence once more. Or maybe you then let them into a larger space out there, now that you’ve been able to adjust the size of temporary pasture to their use.

But that’s a guy thing. Hot sweaty days where you have to get them back in anyway, and after all that walking, to get some rolled wire and a tin bucket with a sturdy wire handle that holds all the fasteners you could need. Along with that set of fencing pliers that can cut and twist and hammer all in one tool, so you don’t have to take three with you.

The sweat doesn’t go away, but some days need two bandannas – one around your forehead to keep it from stinging your eyes, the other around your neck to keep the biting cow-flies and mosquitoes away, to cool your neck on the back of it, regardless that the heat outside is not too much difference from inside. And the worst days where it’s much hotter outside than in.

Either way, you have to keep going and doing and fixing until it’s done. The cursing that no one hears out deep in the woods – where the fencing is the weakest to hold and the toughest to get tight again. Where the stagnant water in the creek and the ditches just keeps the air humid and dank. Where’s that damned wind when you need it?

That’s a guy’s job to do. I’ve heard women discuss it, but always talk as if they have help with them. A guy will go off and do it by himself and rarely say anything when he gets back except that, sure – it was hot.

- - - -
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IN THOSE TIMES, I WISH I was there to help him. Not that I’m strong like him, or could help much. But just to be there and help him. Somehow.

Actually, even if he won’t admit it, I am. I’m the reason he takes those breaks and looks around to see if someone is in earshot of his cussing. Or when he gives his cows a scratch just where they want it, and leans up against their bellies full of this year’s grass and their next Spring calf. Those brief moments when he feels something that is nurturing and that quiet warmth that flows through his fingers.

Like the love you feel when a dog wants your petting. When they interrupt your typing to tell you that it’s time for another break. Because you’ve been at it way too long and are working way too hard for something so simple. That your word count is way down, and getting another cool drink from the fridge (maybe with a snack) would bring your speed back and give your muses a chance to re-charge.

- - - -
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LOVE IS ALL AROUND, you just have to ask for it.

But sometimes it comes even without asking.

That’s when you simply have to let Love find you and flow over its edge back to you.

All you’ve invested in everything, in your writing, in your fencing, in your job – it can come back, compounded with interest.

Because you deserve it.

All this I see from my own quiet little desk, where the room is painted in a rose-pink, with ruffled curtains pulled back from tiny windows that rattle when the wind moves them, propped open to let slight breezes come and go.

I think at those times that you are here and moving those curtains as you climb in the window, shifting through the glass and screen like it wasn’t there. Come behind me and wrap your strong arms around me just to cuddle. Your stubbly face scratches my own, and I can smell where you’ve been out there today. Even though you’ve changed your shirt and run water through your hair and combed it roughly away. I can smell the rust, and dog, and cow on your hands. I see where the brambles have scratched you again, and feel the iron in your muscles where they are sore, the bruises from having the hammer slip in your sweaty hands.

And yet I can also feel the smile on your face as you hold me.

You’ve come to tell me to take a break with you. We can sit on the veranda in the shade and feel the breeze while we chat about nothing and tease each other with senseless jokes or just enjoy the quiet of that time of day.

Finally, I rise and you rise and we go back at it. You phase out to that world of yours with your cluttered desk filled with stacks of books, and a second screen, plus other computers just to research in. How you put your feet up on a makeshift stool just to anchor yourself into a typing mode to crank out your stories.

Mine, I like to persuade my stories to uncoil themselves onto my pages, to breathe life into them. I can feel them steaming from my bust in a quiet heat as they come to life on the page. I can hear their voices, their discussions. For I’m only here, just outside of that conversation, listening in and making quiet notes.

- - - -
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WHILE MY STORIES RAM through my head-mind like a moving picture in front of me. I can almost hear the projector flickery-flick as the celluloid strip is pulled and wound through, over the hot light to project the moving pictures against a bare wall where they can’t escape before I see them.

The action moves. The hero’s only reaction is how he stands and does nothing, but should be. Because something has happened to the woman he loves and he can do nothing. Raise an eyebrow, perhaps. But the long shot – where you see him just standing there, his face in shadow – speaks more than if you had a closeup on his craggy features.

That’s how he shows his love. By moving when he’s supposed to, by defending against uncounted dangers, by standing still when he has nothing better to do. Or simply slamming the door on his way back out the the fields so he won’t say something he would regret later.

Even the slamming door is a statement he regrets. But he loses himself in his work and lets the emotions flow out of his hands through the fencing, through his trudging boots into the hard-packed ground. Stomping isn’t worth the effort. Stalking off miles, maybe.

Or, if the snow is heavy on the ground, the wind too bitter cold, then he gets a fire into the old cast-iron stove in the machine shed and clears off the work bench to fix something. Or several somethings. And when he’s fixed or rebuilt, or torn apart to save what he can out of them. And his mind is clear again, then he can come back into the house.

Quiet, respectful.

She’s made you another pot of coffee and some cookies.

But doesn’t expect you to talk. And she looks for some signals from you that you wouldn’t mind her sitting close to you.

And she doesn’t say anything, because whatever ticked you off is gone now.

She smiles and kisses you lightly. Then goes upstairs to her little room with the short ceiling you bump your head on.

You go to your own cluttered, crowded space with the tall shelves stacked and cross-stacked with books by long-dead authors. The ones you pull down every now and then to read for a bit when inspiration doesn’t come. Styles you hate, styles you love. Plots with holes in them. English from earlier ages that inspire you not to duplicate their twisting and convoluted torture of English, but the phrase turns and the descriptions, or the scene shifts that keep you in the story regardless.

- - - -
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I LIKE TO COME DOWN when he’s worked all that angst out of his system and put a few thousand words down on the page.

I can see his shoulders are relaxed and he wants just to keep going because he wants to make a word count – or more probably that he’s gotten the characters into a real mess and wants to get them out of it before he leaves them for the night.

I know he won’t be long, though. So I walk with enough noise not to startle him and lightly brush my hand across his broad shoulders without saying anything.

My clothes have already changed to nothing but a long flannel gown. And he can smell the scent of my hair as I’ve let it down.

No words are needed.

In the bed, I’ll push my pillows up behind me and pick up that novel I’ve been slowly getting through each night, a bit and piece of it at a time. Often several stories stacked up on the nightstand. So I can be in Arabia, or Punxsutawney, or Abilene. And lose myself in the hers and shes of times long past or never-were.

He’s got his own night stand, but will as often read from a phablet, having a spare with the same set of books on it, or different ones.

But he’ll change into his sweatpants and t-shirt before he slips in from his side.

If we feel like it, we’ll make love. If not, we just enjoy each other’s company for awhile before sleep.

And waking in the middle of the night may have inspiration, may not. But the night will be filled with love.

Even though we’ve never met in person. And we don’t know where each other’s home is.

We meet at love’s edge. Where our stories intertwine, and nestle like spoons.
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BY C. C. BROWER & J. R. Kruze

- - - -
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WHEN A.I. GOES WRONG, it goes horribly wrong.

Chip-in-a-brain is no different.

In order to make massive changes to any computer program, you have to have administrator access: “root”.

Integrating chips into humans had become almost a social media requirement. Fear of Missing Out had the latest enhancements available to anyone who could afford them. Soon, legislatures legalized a simple audio “bio-hack” now available through over-the-counter pharmacies and installed as simply as a ear piercing. The chips had “momentary” root access to your brain. (It said so in the tiny type of the TOS.)

Soon, advertising-paid versions made the cost of implants virtually free, as the massed populations of major metropolitan and coastal megalopoli were all connected. Software upgrades were free and frequent.

And then the “fad” of the timed dopamine “rushes” started - where everyone stopped mid-action and enjoyed the smooth burst of calming hormones while a Macarena-style tune played. Like an elevator-music-sponsored pomodoro break where everybody simply went on “pause”.

After that, “accidental” deaths became more commonplace. Some regained their motion faster than others, an advantage for petty thieves - and others.

A single teen-ager saw a pattern to the deaths - as murders-for-hire. But who ever listened to an underachieving high-school student with a conspiracy theory, no matter how detailed. Except this one girl with some serious connections...

But the hacks also worked in reverse. Soon they were pursued - by those people who “returned” a split-second faster than others.

And wanted to keep it their little secret...

I

IT WAS ONLY POLITE to stop and stare.

Also, it meant that the cops wouldn’t bust you or ship you off to some “facility” where they kept “people like you”.

Because in this city, everyone here - except for us extreme few - were all wired in. This is where social media led us. For a few moments every hour, like some sort of enforced pomodoro break, people would zone out wherever they were and whatever they were doing. They’d all later wake up on cue, smile and carry on.

The rest of us had to play along. Or else.

Because when 99.99 percent of humans around you all did the same thing - you’d better, too. People had not-so-funny ways to dealing with people that didn’t. Especially as they were vulnerable - everyone was vulnerable - during those moments. So it was a matter of “public safety” that you pretended to zone out along with everyone else.

Just another reason for the walls around the city, and keeping people out as much as keeping them in. To keep us safe from everything else “out there”. Where they weren’t necessarily all plugged in. The rumors were that those were all the Luddites and ‘deplorables’ who were so ‘backward’ they couldn’t see the obvious advantages to plugging in. “Just above their station in life”, they explained.

Like that was a bad thing.

- - - -
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ME, I COULDN’T BE BOTHERED. I had my studies to do. I had things to figure out. And going without their mandated TV and their “socially-required” plug-in’s just gave me more time to work things out. Working things out gave me peace, helped me understand the world, let me live with less mandatory conformity.

For now, I could almost count down the days, hours, and seconds before I was no longer required to attend their truly dreary “schooling” to get my mandated so-many-hours of “education” so I’d be one of their “well-adjusted” and “productive members of society”.

More double-speak. “1984” was one of my favorites, along with “Animal Farm”. And some classic humor like “Gulliver’s Travels”. I always chuckled when he got in trouble for helping put out fires in Lilliput. That was also my attitude toward the too-numerous regulations and regulators: piss on ‘em.

- - - -
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THE “MUZIK PLUG” HAD been available for some time, but was regulated as a health device. Then some politicians soon “got interested” in deregulating it, making it available as an over-the-counter device that wouldn’t require a shrink’s script to pick one up. Right after that, they made a “ad-sponsored” version for free - and started the fad. Especially, since installation was almost as simple as getting an ear-piercing. And could be done at home, no adult supervision required. If you had a steady hand, you could even DIY your install. Even multiple versions if you wanted.

If your mind could take it.

The idea was simple - feed a sequential play-list of your favorite tunes in the background of your consciousness, so you always had some beat or other going on. If you ran out of your own tunes, you could have the device select and play the most popular ones for you.

Ads played in between each song for 15 seconds or so.

A lot of people reported it helped them improve their working conditions. Because their jobs were already mind-numbing. The muzik just helped them get along with each other. That was the name for this noise. They borrowed it from old Depression Era company that urban legend said wired background music into mind-numbing elevator trips. To make everything more enjoyable. But it was updated for people who had no clue where the original came from and were used to everpresent ear buds anyway.

All its programming was also generated under some sort of “open source initiative”. (Meaning it couldn’t be traced easily and liabilities for misuse would be impossible to prove in a court of law.)

Hacks and upgrades were plentiful after awhile. The mental-music called “muzik” could be attained from a number of sources, which were all themselves trademarked and syndicated.

A little research led them back to some shell-companies who were owned by other shell-companies. But it all meant the same thing - one or a handful of companies were profiting off these ads. And paying people to look the other way since it was “harmless”.

Of course, those same companies owned the tabloids and media. So they soon made it a fad, a “fashion statement” and the “next big thing”. For all practical purposes, “everyone” was wearing one, conspicuously or not. Customized or not. As long as they left it alone, in its basic functions, they were safe in using it.

And when some lawsuit did make it to court, that was the usual excuse that threw the case out. Their “customizations” violated the “root” clause.

Root access meant control. And it was supposed to keep the device safe for everyday use. And gave it control over some of your “autonomous” functions.

Generally, it seemed safe enough. You took their little boring device that played music and ads into your brain incessantly. Even “helped” you go to sleep and keep your dreams “pleasant”. So all the media said.

At some point, the idea of taking breaks to improve productivity came in. And the idea was to stimulate the dopamine levels in the brain so your next 20 minutes of production would be at the same or better level.

Everyone got on board with that one. And of course, it was backed up with all sorts of scientific studies published in the top “peer-reviewed” journals. (Which were owned by those same media conglomerates - big surprise.)

- - - -
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HOW DID I KNOW ALL this? Because I loved research. And you’d just as soon find me in a library vault somewhere looking up material, or at my terminal in the half-way foster house I was assigned to.

My whole research was under their radar. Because my grades were barely above passing, and my attitude was about the same. Just enough for everyone to give up on me ever amounting to anything.

Well, until I bumped into her - literally.

II

“HEY BUD, WHY DON’T you watch where you’re going?” I was incensed. This dull, unaware nobody had blocked my path so suddenly, I couldn’t do anything but grab onto his dark jacket to keep from falling down.

Of course, all my books and laptop and everything went flying.

At least he helped me pick them up.

All the time he didn’t say anything. So I decided to help him come up to speed, once I knew I had all of my things back in my arms again. Whatever he was carrying didn’t matter.

“Thanks, clumsy. Nice you could stop and fix the mess you made.” I added in some extra sarcasm to salt the wound.

He just nodded. But looked into my eyes with his puppy-dog sad ones, and then looked away to get his own books back before they got stomped by the crowd.

Something in those eyes. Certainly not in the way he dressed, which was some throwback to a pre-industrial age – or hand-me-downs from Salvation Army refuse bins.

“Muzik too loud or something?” I tried to get his attention, but he was looking down again.

My right hand went to his chin to pull it up. And that got his attention.

His own right hand flashed up to my wrist and held it in a grip that was commanding, but gentle. Then his eyes met mine again.

This time they weren’t sad, but a light of defiance burned briefly.

“Sorry. My fault. You’re right.” Then the dull look showed again. He let go of my wrist and dropped his hand.

But I wasn’t going to let it go.

I pushed my arm in and put my hand by his ear below that dark gray stocking cap. Yup, he had a muzic chip there. Older model.

Then his hand flashed up again to grip my wrist. This time the defiant look stayed.

“Look miss. You’ve got every right to be pissed. I said I was sorry. Now let it go and get on with your privileged life.”

I was shocked, my face showed it, and he saw it. But he didn’t let go.

“Whassamatter? Nobody ever talked like that to you before?”

And the shoe was now on the other foot.

He was taller than me, lean, and his loose clothing hid the power behind that grip.

Meanwhile, we were both almost invisible in this crowd of people - who were only nodding to their own tunes and not really looking to us other than how to avoid our unmoving block to their progress. All muziked-out.

I jerked my arm free so I could reach up and dial my own muzik down. “What’s your name?”

“What’s yours?”

“I asked first.”

“So? That’s your privilege talking again. Tell me yours and I’ll think about answering.”

“Always so obnoxious?”

“Always so privileged?”

Now he was deliberately getting under my skin. “Look you—you – throwback! Let go of me before I start screaming and the authorities come to handle you.”

He gave me a wry smile. “Oh, you must have missed the memo. No “hall monitors” anymore. Or school rent-a-cops. We only have time to get to our next class, and everyone is on their own “best behavior’.”

He cocked his head to the side, and peered into my eyes. His were a decided green. “Looks like I’m not the only one with the muzik jacked up beyond safe levels all the time.”

No one had ever talked to me like this. Since forever. It was obvious that he wasn’t tense about this situation. Sure, he had a grip that could cut off circulation if he wanted. But he wasn’t threatening me.

I saw the muscles in his face relax. “You’re Jean. I’m Tom. And I’m sorry to interrupt your day. But then, maybe not. Of course, you already know you’re cute, so...”

“How do you know my name?”

“Your spilled books.”

“Tom, I...” And couldn’t think of something else to say. It was his eyes. And his touch. Like he cared. And I hadn’t felt being cared for since my Mom passed. It had been an endless chain of servants since. Dad was always busy with his business, and I was in the way more than not. Too young to attend his booze-soaked parties, and my calendar was filled with extra-curricular activities. And disinterested tutors who knew their job was to simply to make sure my homework got done. We’d both crank up our muzik and ignore each other until their assigned time was up. I was their job. To me, they were just another supervising nanny in my life.

“Look, Jean, I am sorry. But you’ve got something about you - no, it wouldn’t work. Forget it.”

Tom carefully shifted his books into one arm and turned to move around me.

“No, wait. Tom - please.”

That stopped him in his tracks. So I caught up with him and turned him around.

“I just wanted to say ‘thank you’.”

His face was really shocked now.

“Tom, I’m the one that’s sorry. I was rude. Please forgive me.”

Now he was the one that had no words.

So I smiled. And that brought his quiet grin back. Then the warning bell sounded. We had seconds to be in our last class for the day – and out of the hallways. The swarms of students were already thinning.

“Hey, Tom, let’s ditch this last one.”

“Whoa - you with the platinum hair, and a no-account like me?”

“Not an option. You’re in. Hold onto your books.” I grabbed his arm and started pulling him behind me. His strength seemed to melt as I did.

The echoes of the hall were louder now without the muzik beats buzzing in my ear.

Then I remembered that he’d never turned his own muzik down. But heard everything I said.

III

ONCE JEAN GOT ME INTO the stairs by the second floor, I held back to get her attention. And she dropped her soft hand on my own wrist. I put my finger to my mouth and then pointed to an access panel in the wall.

She looked around on the ceiling and saw that the camera’s were all pointing away or missing.

It didn’t take much to get that panel open, even though there weren’t obvious handles, just recessed screws. A couple of taps and it sprung open enough for my fingers to pry it open. Then I climbed in, set my books down and turned around with both hands to take hers out of her arms.

All that was left was for her to climb through.

When I reached out for a jury-rigged wire handle inside that panel door, she got out of his way and I secured the panel with a couple of clicks.

Reaching nearby for a switch brought the red lights on. She could see that the panel had little spring-loaded latches in place.

I noticed what she was looking at and smiled. But put my finger to my lips again, then motioned her to follow. I picked up the short stack of our books and gear, then led off.

Soon we wove our way through a series of maintenance tunnels within the walls, to a wide space where an older monitor sat with its keyboard and nothing else on a small metal desk. Here there was a regular yellow light in place overhead. The display was the various hall cameras. And those halls were empty.

“I can get into your class if you want, and even get the audio for you.”

Her face lit up. “This is so cool! How did you find out about this?”

“Blueprints and schematics. All online. Just had to hack the janitor’s password. As long as I don’t leave a trace of being there, nobody cares.”

“Wow. But why do you do this?”

“Too much juice running between my ears. Hereditary genius. Don’t ask me if it runs in the family, I don’t have one. But I know you can’t teach that stuff in school - or it would have been taught out of me long ago.”

Her eyes softened. “Yeah, I know about the ‘no family’ scene. Sorry about yours.”

“Don’t be. I’m not. Won’t get me anything better by feeling sad. Yours though, that was probably something that hurt. So if saying I’m sorry helps you with that, then that’s a good thing.”

I looked into her eyes and they were all soft, like she wanted to tell me something. I just took her hand in my free one, then led her on before she could.

- - - -

[image: ]


WE WENT DOWN A FEW flights, and through some other doors, ones with real latches that we could lock from the inside.

The room was simple. A stainless tabletop big enough for a couple of computers and several monitors each, as well as their keyboards. A couple of rolling chairs, and a couch covered in clean knit throws in simple patterns. A two-doored steel cabinet on one wall where I kept the vital supplies I needed, which weren’t many. Lighting was dim, but clear enough to see without glaring off the monitors and causing eye-strain.

I set the load of books and stuff on one corner of that big table.

“Wow, Tom, this is so neat.” She sniffed the air. “And clean. You’d think this would be dusty and moldy.”

“De-humidifier vents are tapped into, and I vacuum regularly. Kind of a neat-freak. Cleaning helps me sort out my head when I’ve got too much thinking going on.”

“Like instead of muzik?”

I looked at her directly, with a raised eyebrow.

“You didn’t turn it down to talk to me.”

I shrugged. “Yeah, I hate the things. Messes with my concentration.”

Jean touched my sleeve. “Don’t I know. Useful for limo rides and that’s about it.”

I shook my head. “Most people take the bus, but with that hair and all those tailored leathers, I suppose that you’ve probably never had to.”

She just smiled at me. Her blue-gray eyes sparkled. “And let me guess. No family, don’t care. Probably in some state-run foster program with too many kids in it. You’re counting down the days before you can get out, and they’re counting down the days until you do - so they can get their next one in to replace you.”

I nodded. “No love lost anywhere. Mind your own business and mind your own stuff. Keep everything locked down.”

Jean moved closer to the table and felt the smooth finish. “Why two machines?”

“Sometimes one will get locked up with too many programs running. So I switch to the other - or start one running on a longer program while I get into other work with the second one, meanwhile.”

“So you’re not as dumb as you’re dressed to be.”

“And you’re too smart to really fill the socially-conscious blond brain-vacuum role you wear.”

“Touché. Although I do play the part well. Just have to get to my weekly hair appointments, and flirt with all the men to get their wallets open for the many wardrobe changes I ‘require’ for my ‘performances’.”

She pulled up one of the roller chairs to sit in it, and I pulled up the other.

“Here, let me log you in. If you just start tapping away, then it will activate a worm to erase all the data in there. I’ve got backups, but...” I made a few clicks and turned the keyboard back over to her.

Within seconds, she pulled up a feed for her classroom. A few clicks and she’d downloaded the homework for the day into her cloud storage. Then she checked on her social feeds and playlist, then minimized those. A directory showed up and she was reading intently.

“Jean, most of that won’t make a lot of sense...”

“Tom, you are so smart and so dumb at the same time. There’s a lot more under this platinum hair and this leather than you’d suspect.”

I just sat back and waited for her to get the punchline to her own accidental joke.

She stopped typing and turned toward me slightly, a bit more pink than usual. “Hoisted by my own petard?”

I just chuckled. “Sure, and you’ve been reading way above your grade as well.” I pulled the other of my keyboards closer to me and started in.

She leaned over to watch.

I could smell violets. But forced myself to concentrate.

“Wait.” Jean pointed at my left screen. “Go back. Right there. What’s that?”

“You probably don’t want to know.”

“That’s the muzik feed. You’re into their mainframe. Why are you studying that?”

“It’s called research and it’s what I do best.”

“But you don’t listen to it.”

“No, my ear gizmo was fried a long time ago.”

“You could get them replaced, get an upgrade.”

I shook my head. “Think it through. That stuff just keeps you from thinking. I do research best. Means I need my brain free...”

Jean nodded. “OK, you got me there. Should have seen that one coming. Wait.”

She turned back and clicked on her own keyboard. Charts and graphs filled the screens. Then spreadsheets with the data behind charts plastered over them.

“Jean, I hope you know they can trace you even looking at those...”

“Relax, Tom. I saw your tunnels and added another layer through an anonymity network.”

“Still....”

“And, I used my Dad’s login. He can get anywhere inside his company he wants. Virtually or actually.”

A few clicks showed the truth to the “breaks theory” results.

“Look – what they are saying is bogus. Productivity actually goes down since muzik and its breaks were implemented. People are only feeling better about doing less. There could be other factors, but the breaks aren’t improving things markedly, if at all. More lying press doesn’t make it factual.”

I was impressed. “Cool. Some talent you have there.”

“Very. It got very handy when I needed to cover my wardrobe accounts and get my ‘tutors’ some extra bonuses for covering up my late-night clubbing.”

“You know all the moves then.”

Jean sat back. “Dances, inter-corporate warfare, padded marketing accounts. I know my Dad’s company and all the politicians he’s got owing him. Tons more ‘moves’ than I ever let on. To him I’m just his air-brained daughter.”

Then I sat back. “So why did you get me to ditch with you?”

IV

I HAD TO TURN AND LOOK at him. “Take off your dunce cap.”

Tom pulled off the knit stocking cap. Of course, he had hat hair, but his chiseled face with it’s slight stubble just made him look better without the cap.

“I thought so.”

“What?”

“Your basic chick-magnet. That is, if all those clingy floozies wouldn’t cut across your ‘research’.”

His turn to go pink. And he shoved his knit stocking cap back on, lower than before. “I could make a sarcastic comment about other ‘research’ I could be wasting my time on...”

“But...”

“Well, most schoolgirls are just trouble. Present company excepted.”

“You could be having your fun, though.”

“No, you keep the club scene to yourself. Saves me time to do other things.”

I mentally counted up the time I spend at the clubs and being ferried back and forth. He had a point. It was taking a considerable amount of my free time. But I was only looking to another 6 years of college and ‘finishing’ school so I could become someone’s permanent arm-candy. Time wasn’t an issue for me – it was something to be endured.

“And what are these ‘other things’ that are so much more important?”

“Here, I’ll show you.”

Tom turned back and pulled up those audio feeds on his own screens. And more. Then still more - each in their own window.

“Watch carefully.”

The music was all different, but the pauses were the same. Mostly.

“Wait. What am I looking for?”

Tom leaned in, clicking to zoom the windows in. He smelled of soap, some non-fragrance kind. Nice to know he’s clean under all that.

“There. Watch the length of the pauses.”

“Some are ending earlier than others.”

“Right. That’s what doesn’t make sense. They are all supposed to be the exact same length.”

“There’s a gap - some people come aware a few seconds earlier?”

Tom sat back. “Yup. That’s what I’ve been checking into. Now - look at these...”

He leaned in again and clicked to brought up some petty crime statistics. “Robberies and missing purses were going up. At first, it was subtle. Then it became obvious purse-snatching.”

I looked over the various accounts. “It looks like they moved downtown, into the tony areas.”

“Right. But you’d think the cops would be on the look-out for patterns. Guess again - check this out...”

He showed a picture of the police chief, city commissioners, and one of the big social technology firms. All grinning from ear to ear and standing in front of that firm’s over-sized logo, shaking hands. “Caption reads: New Advanced Personal Surveillance Units Provided to Entire Police Force”

I shook my head. “Let me guess - all tied into the muzik system.”

“Right. Ad-free, records everything so they can pick up criminals right after they enjoyed their own ‘muzik-enhanced’ breaks.”

“Meaning that if they’re near a crime, they should be able to record anyone doing these robberies.”

“But the stories say no one has been arrested, and the cases remained unsolved.”

“Wait, aren’t there surveillance cameras?”

“Oh, but there’s more – guess what happens during those ‘muzik breaks’?”

“No – they are all paused as well?”

“Right. Same network. Now, check out these dates of those robberies.”

I scanned the displayed images. “They all stop a couple of weeks ago.”

“Now, look at these new statistics.” A spreadsheet and chart flashed on the screen over the other images. “‘Accidental deaths’ started happening right after those robberies quit. Certain people had fatal accidents like stepping into an empty elevator shaft once the break was over. Or falling into an open man-hole, or out an open window. All dopamined up - didn’t feel a thing.”

Tom sat back.

But I leaned forward and pulled his list of people up onto my own screens. “I know some of these. A few of them worked for my Dad’s company.”

Pulling up their personnel files didn’t show any reason they would all now be dead - or targeted in any way.

Right then, an alarm on my wrist made me sit up.

Tom was surprised as that sound broke the quiet of that austere and clean office. “What’s that?”

“It means I’ll be late by the time I get there. My limo is waiting.”

I started to rise.

“Wait - I can get you out in front of the school faster. Come this way.”

And he was up with a flash and headed out a different door than the way we came in. I snatched up my books, laptop, and other gear – and that made catching up even more difficult.

Small wonder he was so trim if he was running through these underground and hidden passages all the time.

- - - -
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WE CAME OUT OF A SMALL maintenance shed hidden behind a well-trimmed block of shrubbery. I’d walked those grounds all of my life and had never known it was there.

My limo driver was waiting, and looking all around since I hadn’t come out my normal entrance. Of course, his job was on the line if I went missing.

Then he spotted us.

I turned to Tom. “Quick, give me a hug.”

I leaned into him and he did one better. Right on my lips.

And I responded in kind, sort of naturally, but felt the cresting wave of a hunger I didn’t realize was in me. A hunger that warmed me.

He broke it off before it got too intense for explanations. But whispered first, “Look for my text.”

He turned away and was quickly lost in the shrubbery, so the driver couldn’t see his face.

I turned toward the limo, checking to make sure I had all my books and everything.

By the time I got to the car, the door was open and I swept into the back seat.

Once the driver settled himself in, I briefed him. “Another bonus for you if you tell no one about my new ‘homework tutor’.”

And he nodded back at me in the mirror, smoothly pulling out into the spare traffic around the school.

As it was, he needed to bend a few traffic laws to get us back to the palace-prison my Dad called home. So I couldn’t complain when I got a bit jostled at times as he almost slid around corners at high speed.

In the middle of that carnival ride, my watch showed a text from A_Frennd, “The model you were searching for is X-301. It has the upgrades you want in a retro base.”

I lit up at that. And managed to send that text to my laptop, smiling.

Of course. This meant shopping - the one thing that I really enjoyed.

V

MY SMARTPHONE WAS AN ancient design, compared to what was out these days. One generation away from a clam-type burner phone. But I’d rebuilt the OS from scratch. And could use it to target and track anyone without their or anyone else knowing.

And I still savored that stolen kiss as I waited unseen outside the only place in that mall she’d be able to pick up an X-301. One of the few places that one of the mall camera’s couldn’t get my face for any ID.

- - - -
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THERE SHE IS. JUST came out of the shop. Still rubbing her ear from where that “latest-and-greatest” version was replaced with her new “retro” muzik implant.

Almost in range – and... there. I hit the button. She stopped stock still, the shopping bag’s handles settling into her inside elbows as both hands went to her head.

Then she relaxed as the quiet settled in.

Her shocked face looked around. She knew it had to be me.

My own hand went to my ear to touch my implant. “Hey, it’s me - turn to channel 0.”

And she did. “Oh, nice. A built-in two-way.”

“Better than Dick Tracy’s. Works on proximity. No, don’t look around. Go get an ice cream so they can’t read your lips moving. Meanwhile, just nod like your muzik selection has a nice beat.”

There was a mall cart with a limited number of flavors nearby. Jean moved toward it.

“Don’t say anything, but point to their ‘Muzik special’. It’s a scoop of mashed potatoes with sprinkles. Looks like vanilla.”

Once she had a one scoop cone in her hand, the proprietor waved off any payment while giving her a knowing smile.

“Now, come and sit down at the benches by the escalator.”

“So, ‘Mr. Kiss and Tell’ - you could have warned me about that screech in my ear.”

“Not without giving everything away. I am sorry about that, though. Now you’ll only get a little ‘ding’ when the next break hits and a double-ding when it’s about to end. Otherwise, complete quiet.”

“Why all the cloak-and-dagger?”

“So you’re safe. I do this for everyone I care about - as long as I can trust them.”

“How do you know you can trust me?”

“Other than your gorgeous looks and your incredible intelligence? Well, you taste good, too.”

I felt a blush coming on. “A little personal?”

“Hey, we already know which sides of the tracks we each come from. A regular Romeo and Juliet as strange bedfellows.”

Jean shook her head. “A mixed metaphor, but I hope not a proposition.”

“Certainly not. That play had a lousy ending. So did West Side Story.”

“Then let’s compromise: Grease.”

“Deal.”

“I could hear that smile in your voice.”

“Yeah, well, I can have my fun, can’t I?”

“How come I can’t see you?”

“Cameras. Facial recognition.”

“I thought someone famously said ‘privacy was dead’...”

“Same guy that bought his own island and all the houses around his so no one could peep on him.”

“...and refused to say where he was staying while being interviewed by Congress on C-span.”

I cleared my voice. “Back to topic. You have places you have to be and I have places to avoid being seen at. The other thing - this has a private channel. I’ll text you later and we’ll be in touch. For now, just pause when you’re supposed to be pausing and give that vacuous stare of yours, the one your friends have when they’re zoned out like everyone else. No one will suspect - unless your eyes move. It’s hard at first, but it gets easier.”

“Wait - before you go. This may sound like a groaner, but am I going to see you again?”

“Sure. Same study hall we both came from originally. I’ll give your schedule a check-over and see if I can’t make some private-time space in it.”

I touched my ear and broke the connection. Before she would say anything mushy.

But her face fell, disappointed.

She did lick the potato-cone. Once. And smiled a little bit. The salt in the mashed potatoes and the cheese sprinkles went together well.

But she rose and dumped it in the nearest bin.

Couldn’t blame her. Fattening. And her shape was fine just the way it was, curves where they counted.

VI

TOM WAS A NICE GUY. Knew I hated Chemistry, so somehow, he got my record credited with successfully passing it. “A-minus” so I kept my average grades.

And replaced it with Library Assistant, which meant pretty much just having somewhere to work on homework during the day and nothing to do except stay out of the Librarian’s hair.

Just moments after I first arrived, Tom was in my ear. “Meet me in ‘smootch corner’.”

That was the one place where the camera’s weren’t. And how it got its name. You could hear the Librarian coming well before she could see you. Which was exactly the point. What the staff didn’t see, they didn’t have to report.

Tom was there, sitting in one of two chairs at the small table. Only his back showing to the shelves I came through.

“Hey.” It was in my ear. He didn’t move.

“Hey yourself. At least I don’t have to lick mashed potatoes to get here.”

He half-chuckled at my joke. “But just because you and I are now alone, that doesn’t mean we’re going to do much than just sit and talk. Even as cute as you are, we’ve got work to do that won’t wait.”

I sat down with my back to the shelves as he was, looking straight ahead at the wall of book shelves on the table’s other side. “I should take that as a compliment. Wouldn’t want to steal any of your valuable ‘research time’.”

He gave a low chuckle. “I had to spend extra time just getting the smell of violets out of my clothes and that room we were in as it was. Who’d know that a smell would be that distractive.”

“I can quit wearing that scent...”

“Don’t. It’s a nice distraction.”

“Oh, Mr. Compliment today. Hope this becomes a habit. Girls like that.”

“My studies show that it’s only when the guy tells the truth.”

I felt a blush coming on. “OK, then. We’ll leave that for now. You said you had a reason for this meeting other than smootching?”

He paused. I was tempted to look over to see the reaction I just created. But it took a bit of steel will to resist it.

“Touché. I always suspected there was something clever under that platinum hairdo of yours. First order of business: I may have come up with the connection between all those people.”

“Which is?”

“A group of them were in the same time and place. They either saw something or were part of something. The rest of them formed a sequential time-line along a few streets - like they were probably witnesses to some getaway vehicle.”

“Wow. That must have taken some digging.”

“Finally had to run a cross-check on their locations and times - use the clustered ‘vanilla’ boxes in the computer lab to run the program.”

“Nothing like an off-grid low-powered supercomputer to help out.”

“Don’t forget the anonymous part. Once you power them down, all the evidence is wiped.”

“Three cheers for virtual drives.”

“I’m getting impressed. Not that I wasn’t expecting this once you mentioned tunneling. Clusters are almost antiquated now.”

“Not so fast. Just because you can get all sorts of processors on a single chip these days doesn’t mean chaining them together doesn’t still save considerable bucks. My Dad’s R&D will often use those clusters to simulate what they want to achieve in a chip under development somewhere else. And besides, a lot of data crunching can be done overnight with all the unused CPU cycles at the various administrative desks. Just takes a timed network reboot.”

Another pause.

“OK, you win. Means I don’t have to explain a lot of how I get my data figured out. Thanks.”

I had to smile. Old “tough-boy” Tom had his soft spots. Too bad he didn’t want me kissing him right now. He wasn’t the only one who was softened up today.

“So, Tom, you were saying about those people...”

“We still don’t know why they got killed, only that they were connected somehow.”

Then one of the Librarians made an obvious sound and we both stopped talking. Tom put his arm around the back of my chair and dropped it just as her heel clicked into the space behind us.

Then we heard the swish of a book being removed from the shelves and a rustle of skirt as she turned in the narrow aisle and click-clacked away to the carpeting.

I snickered. “Busy-body.”

Tom reached over and took my hand on the table top. “No, self-defense. They just want to make sure anything back here stops short of coitus.”

“So your arm?”

“Was to make sure they saw something they expected to find. And to know that we knew they knew.”

“And they know?”

“Nothing really. Just that we’d better not ‘go there’ during school hours.”

Of course, that left my mind racing. My mouth out of gear. And some warm feelings in certain areas.

“Sorry to distract you with hormonal cues. Let’s get back to what we need to find out. And I think that means you’ve got some more homework for tonight.”

“From our Library Assistant job?”

“Tunneling into your Dad’s network to find out what they were all working on.”

I sighed. “Oh, I thought for a second we’d – never mind. Just send me the names.”

A ding in my ear sounded.

And I found Tom kissing me in the next split second. Which lasted the whole of that pomodoro break. Perfect timing. Not that I minded at all. And not like he had planned that all ahead...

VII

IT WAS A FEW DAYS BEFORE we could meet again.

And I got Jean to meet me where the incident happened. Sent her a route to take that should keep her safe and unsuspected.

It was a narrow alley with one-way traffic. If something went wrong, the outlet and inlet could be blocked simply. One car width.

I’d come up through an old access tunnel into one of the basements nearby. One that had an outside access for deliveries.

Pushed up against the shadowed wall on the south side, I saw her coming. And had to force my heart rate down with careful breathing. These hormones were a pain to deal with, but the feelings were - well - an interesting “casual” research line. Or so I told myself.

Jean was wearing a hoodie over her typical leathers, and that hood was up. Something else was changed. Once she got close to me, I could tell.

“Black? Why such a change from platinum blond?” I was speaking only loud enough to come over her muzik implant.

She came toward me without answering. And that lip-lock she fastened on my face took awhile before she let go. And the surprise was enjoyable.

After that, she stayed in my arms without saying anything. Something was up. Something she’d found out. And so came to me for comfort and reassurance.

I started to take her hood down to have a better look.

“Don’t.”

I looked down into her blue-gray eyes and could see they were reddened around the edges. She’d been crying or almost.

“Jean, what is it?”

“Murder. There was one other name that wasn’t on that list. And may be more. Someone I knew, and he’d been nice to me. Just found out. His name was José. He’s been missing since that night, but not reported. He’s supposedly on an international fact-finding tour. There’s a body-double staying in his hotel suites, attending his functions, but it’s not him.”

“How do you know?”

“When he goes on those trips, he sends me gifts. From a personal account of his. So I checked further and just found out before I came here. That personal account has been emptied and closed.”

“How do you think that means he’s dead?”

“He set me up as a signatory on it. My dad didn’t even know about it. And would have raised the roof if he had - because it could make me look like an under-age mistress. But it was a simple scholarship fund. The last deposit was a day before he went on that tour. The very next day, that account was emptied and closed.”

Jean pushed in toward me harder, her head on my chest, and I just held her closer. There was more to their relationship, but I wasn’t going to pry. I could only trust. With her intelligence, it had to be platonic, even a father-figure.

If that guy had been murdered, having no family to raise questions would fit the scheme.

But worse, they now knew that she was a signatory. And the trademark platinum hair would make her an easy spot. Black hair now made more sense.

Once she eased off her grip, “Does your dad know about your new hair color?”

“Sure. He actually likes it. Or said he does. I made sure to have a full breakfast time with him so he’d see it more than as a glance around his stock paper.”

“He asked about it?”

Jean nodded. “I said it was a new style I wanted to try. And if I didn’t like it, I’d change back or maybe try fire-engine red.”

I leaned back to look at her face again. “Not seriously.”

She punched my arm. “Come on - you can’t think I’m that air-brained.”

I smiled. “But you’re betting your dad does.”

She nodded, and laid her head back on my chest. “Sorry, he’s a nice guy, but not as bright as he thinks.”

“As long as he keeps thinking you’re just destined to be someone’s arm-candy, and you’re fine with that.”

“You’ve got it. Until I met you, life was pretty lousy. And now, well, until I found out about my ‘friend’, I thought things were picking up. Even...”

I pulled back. “Even what?”

Jean looked up at me, deep into my eyes. Then stood on her tip-toes to peck me on the cheek. “Maybe with what you know, and my connections, we could disappear somewhere - Outside.”

My mind raced at this. “Outside” was beyond the city walls. Almost impossible for a single person to accomplish - security was incredibly tight. But with these new “pomodoro” breaks - and all the systems tied into them, it was becoming possible. And what she’d already told me about her connections meant she’d been working that out on the side.

“How far did your planning get?”

“Here.” She reached in and pull out a jump drive from one of her hoodie pockets. “Everything I’ve worked out. All anonymous files. Nothing to trace us to each other. Thought you’d appreciate that.”

I pocketed the drive and kissed her forehead. “Thanks. I think I still haven’t told you how we tend to...”

Jean looked at me, waiting, calmer now. “We tend to...”

“Fill each other’s voids - the stuff we’ve each been missing for so long.”

My heart went pounding at that. And only slowed after another long kiss from her.

But then Jean’s body went stiff in my arms.

“Tom?”

“Yes?”

“We’re in trouble.”

I looked around. Unless someone had walked by with a spotter scope while we were kissing, there was no one there.

“No, not right this second, but yes, even as we speak. You’re an unknown. And now I’m on their list. So I’d better quit seeing you.”

“Before you get me killed.”

Jean nodded.

“Ain’t gonna happen.”

“Because you’re so damned clever?”

“Because I’ve got something in my life worth protecting more than my scrawny future-less self.”

Right then, I did see something out of the corner of my eye. A glint of light from some optical system - or a polished gun barrel. And the someone behind it was heading our direction, down that narrow alley.

No time. “Jean. This way. Quick!”

VIII

DAYS LATER, WE GOT out of the city with apparent ease. Broad daylight. No hoods or masks.

We died our faces and hands to tan. Dressed in some worn work uniforms we’d “found” by passing a fair amount of Bitcoin through some time-trusted “associates” of Tom’s into other hands.

A set of forged, expired, migrant worker visa’s matched our descriptions and came with the clothes.

Someone had been busy looking for me. And after a fruitless search, a bleach-blond with my general height and weight showed up in one of the clubs I frequented. An overdose. Case closed.

That someone was earning their pay-off.

So any camera looking for us would give no real positive ID other than the ones we put in there as fuzzy images from “the day we got our entrance images taken” when her Dad’s company “imported” us as domestics.

Once our work visa’s expired, we had been “administratively detached” and the extra few days were evidence that we weren’t able to find other work inside the city, and so then finally turned ourselves in for “exportation”.

- - - -
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AND NOW WE WERE ON the Outside. Walking down the long empty highway with semi-demolished suburban homes and businesses on both sides of that wide pavement for miles. Wasn’t worth the cost of turning it back into farmland. And it was probably mined with bombs anyway. The city used to worry about being invaded after they seceded. So they hired some mercenaries as contractors to ensure they weren’t.

We just walked for quite a bit, hand in hand. Sweating in the sun. At least we got some straw hats as part of the outfit.

No traffic coming or going. The city was self sufficient with it’s fusion power, and feeding people with hydroponics - for now. So they thought they’d make it. And since the news was all centralized and filtered, the reports were all that they would.

Its big protective dome shimmered in the sky. Filtering out the air and protecting against UV rays. All while also holding cameras in place to watch all the citizens, even though their muzik chips were telling the city’s Masters everything else any citizen said or did. Around the clock.

Once we were a mile or two out, we even quit getting the pomodoro notices.

At about the two-mile marker, we crested a small hill and saw an old station wagon parked on the side of the worn highway, headed in our direction.

As we got closer, a big guy got out of the drivers side and waited for us.

Some twenty feet away, I recognized him and gasped, and then ran to meet him. Giving him a personal hug I’d only given Tom since my own Mother passed.

As Tom got closer, I turned toward him with my arm around the big man’s waist, while he had an arm around my shoulder.

“Tom, let me introduce you to José.”

José extended his hand and I shook it. “Tom, it’s good to meet you. I knew someone was caring for our little Jean, but we couldn’t figure out who.”

Tom’s forehead was wrinkled in non-comprehension. “I suppose there’s an answer for all this?”

José hugged me like family. “Jean’s ‘dad’ wasn’t really her birth-dad at all, I was.”

Of course, that hit me like a ton of bricks.

He continued explaining, looking down at me. “Your mom died in childbirth, and your ‘dad’ and I were partners at the time. Since his wife couldn’t have children, they agreed to adopt you. I was pretty torn up about my wife’s passing, and it took some years to get over it. But the unofficial agreement was that I could visit you any time I wanted.”

I looked up at him. “That explains why you were at every graduation and every vacation.”

José hugged me again. “Oh, just look at the sweat streaming down those faces. Here, get in. Cool water inside and A/C.”

- - - -
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TOM AND I SAT IN THE station wagon’s back seat enjoying our waters while he was driving in front with the A/C on full blast, and checking us occasionally through the center rear-view mirror with his smiling eyes.

“The rest of the story is that neither my partner - your adoptive “dad” - liked where things were heading. But the business itself is too entrenched in the city’s operation to allow us to simply leave. We both know too much. So we had to fake our deaths. It took months to work out because, as you well know, those few technocrats are trying to run and control everything. Right down to pulling all that data via their muzik network and mining it for far more than just sending ads.

“And we knew that Tom was taking care of you when you switched to that ‘retro’ muzik device. And after that we couldn’t track you to keep you safe. Sure, your driver told us that you had a new boyfriend, even though he didn’t get a good look at his face. And Tom, I have to say you are very, very good at staying off the grid. We never did find you. The closest we got was in that alley.”

I was smiling at this. Now, at least, I knew we were out of danger.

IX

JEAN AND I WERE STILL getting used to the cool A/C. We sat and sipped from water bottles in the back seat of that old station wagon. While Jean’s real Dad debriefed us. All on an empty highway with deserted and half-demolished suburban buildings on each side. A surreal scene.

At least the sweating had stopped.

“Sure, I ‘disappeared’ before that. So did those other people on that list. The trick was to make it look like a far-fetched conspiracy. The petty thefts were simply to test the system. Once we verified their loophole, then people could start disappearing. Because making a new life on the Outside was the only option once they started tracking your every move.”

I butted in. “So the sudden reappearance of the X-301 was you and your people. But that was months ago.”

“Right around the time of that last major upgrade. They left a loophole in the old system in an effort to ‘support legacy hardware’. Figuring that the tinny sound would eventually work in their favor. What they didn’t count on was our ‘open-source’ hack which turned off everything they were monitoring, especially the ‘root’ access. All they did was to buy up the remaining manufacturers. But we meanwhile bought up all the existing hardware stockpiles at fire sale prices. We made a killing when we started the ‘fad’ of retro devices with ‘authentic-original’ sound. They couldn’t do anything about it, since the companies were all privately owned and looked like someone was running their little home business out of their parent’s basement.”

“That’s all fine, José, but how were you out here waiting for us?”

“A lot of hard sleuthing. We were already tracking all the X-301 sales and we then narrowed it to the handful of fake applications. Then looked for changes in the little data we had on usage. It went down to four. Two of those we managed to track down by fuzzy surveillance camera footage. One we never did find. Jean’s was of course on record. But two non-tracking devices were listed to be ‘exported’ today, so I was waiting. Just out of sight, just in case.”

“Wait, you’ve been gone for weeks - you were still inside the city?”

“Oh, hell no - pardon my French. That place is a trap waiting to be sprung. We do have a few people waiting there until the last moment to help people get to the Outside. But we were monitoring from out here.”

“Monitoring?”

“You don’t really believe they have all the ‘best and brightest’ minds working for them - either of you?”

Jean and I looked at each other. She was holding my hand and gave it a squeeze.

José grinned through his mirror at us. “I mean, there’s you two, just to start with. And everyone who ever bought an X-301. Because that sound is really bad. But the people who were buying it didn’t want any sound at all. And those are the types we’re recruiting. Especially the ones who can hide their identity so well. Like that librarian in your school.”

My mouth dropped open, as did Jean’s.

“We still didn’t know who you were, but the fact that you matched the driver’s description and weren’t ‘going at it’ loud enough to be heard out in the stacks - well, that mean our little Jean was in very good, responsible hands.”

This time I squeezed Jean’s hand.

She spoke up at this. “But wait, why couldn’t you at least give us a clue? I mean you and ‘Dad’ and all this?”

José just shrugged. “Just because they don’t have the actual best and brightest doesn’t mean they’re stupid. Plus, we had to let them think they are – so their elite arrogance will keep leaving loopholes we can use. Believe me, I don’t know how many times we’ve listened to their boardroom meeting presentations where they said that ‘no one outside our company would ever figure that out’ and they had no clue their own audio was hacked.”

I had to know something. “So what is this ‘last moment’?”

José smiled and looked at me through his mirror. “They call it ‘The Rising’. When all their cities are going to lift off and go to the moon as part of some grand scheme. Practically, they have about a 50/50 chance of making orbit.”

Jean and I just nodded. This was the rumor-mill consensus of the reasoning behind all the moves by the elites to get inside the city perimeter. Meaning they had to leave their expensive private plantations beyond those walls.

“It won’t be long now. They’ll be starting the PR campaign today, actually. You can watch it when we get home.”

I spoke up again. “Home?”

“What we call it. A little village near here. You’ll like the place. And there’s someone named Sybil you’re going to love. Very bright girl. Very bright. And that’s a complete understatement.”

He took his foot off the accelerator and the car slowed.

Glancing though his inside mirror at us, “Oh, and you’ll find a lot of people you know there. Your adopted Dad for one, and some other people who have been helping you all along.”

José then looked out both his outside mirrors and checked both side’s blind spots, even though there was no one else on the road. “I think that’s far enough. Now we can quit passing for ‘normal’.” He put the car into neutral and flipped a series of switches in the dash. Some loud rumbling started happening below us.

“Sorry about that road noise.” José spoke up to be heard above it. “Once we get to a decent altitude, it will all even out.”

At the word “altitude”, Jean and I shared our shocked looks.

The “station wagon” had sprouted thin stubby wings on each side and we were slowly rising off the ground, picking up forward speed as we did.

“‘Best and brightest’ means a lot more where we’re going. Like eons beyond what those supposed ‘elites’ think is possible. You two are just in time for the greatest advancement in humankind - ever. Welcome home - to the future.”

About then, the station-wagon-turned-air-car rattled a bit... as we passed Mach 1.
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The Autists
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BY J. R. KRUZE

I

I THINK DIFFERENT. Always have. It turned out to be a perfect tool for surviving the Human Purge. Or be the weapon that caused it.

Me and my Carol. And the rest of us Autists.

Not that the world ended, or anything. And if you’re an average, run-of-the-mill human, you didn’t notice. Most don’t. Somewhere around 90-95% don’t.

Not that it affected their lives much. They were propped up by the mechanical society they were trained to be part of like cogs in a drive-chain.

I figure at this point that I’m writing for those of you who did see something change, something get better.

You know who you are.

Me, I’ve always studied history. Kept my bills paid. Told I was a walking Wikipedia on ancient history. (If they could stand to listen to me. I could be a bit raw, sometimes.)

But it’s modern history that we’re changing. We’re evolving. The trick is learning from the past.

The Purge started after World War II. Most of its first stage ended with the Internet. Definitely by 2050. Between those two points was when the centralized control of the media and our schools started unraveling. But all that new technology set evolution in progress.

The second stage started when we autists became more than 1 percent of the world’s population.

As trans-human beings started showing up more and more, the old ways of viewing us started failing. Because our numbers were increasing and so we asked for the same rights everyone else had. Instead of being treated like a sub-human with an incurable disease.

Humans were evolving, like it or not. From the “wise” sapiens, we have been changing. Improving. But like all our past, it hasn’t been without fighting, scratching, and a fair bit of knuckle-dragging.

Humans were no longer just homo sapiens. Rather it was like the old days of the Neanderthals living down the block from the Sapiens. Dating their sons and daughters. Hanging out, having fun.

From the 50’s forward, it’s been an increasing scene where a new species has been living among the old, without letting them know it. Because they couldn’t see what they refused to understand.

And all we ever wanted was understanding.

So those who refused to understand needed to be protected from harming us, protected from themselves.

The wisest among us quit thinking we were a final version of anything in the homo species. And so the name “homo transire” came into being. Apt that it uses a verb instead of a noun form, if you think about it...

We just called ourselves “autists.” A kind of play on words in many ways. But we like to make games out of things. Games are an efficient road to understanding.

Understanding is a set of stepping stones to evolution.

Evolution is forever.

Like love, kinda.

II

I MET REGGIE AT A DANCE.

I’d known him for a long time. The correct phrase is “known of him.”

Sorry.

I prefer to hug and touch than talk. So writing is a new skill for me.

And I’m learning so many new skills these days.

Anyway, Reggie was on edge of the dance floor. And I went up and hugged him.

Almost spilled his fruit punch.

He didn’t say anything, but smiled and hugged me back.

We stood that way for a while.

A while.

Then he asked me if I wanted to dance.

I said I did if we could hug meanwhile.

So we hugged and shuffled until the music quit.

He’s a good dancer.

Then he looked into my eyes and bent down to kiss me on the forehead.

I got hot in my face. [Blushed?]

And then I took his face in my hands and kissed him on his mouth.

A long while.

When I was done, I laughed and ran away toward the girl’s room.

I looked back, but he was just standing there smiling.

I felt wet in places I hadn’t before. Something felt right about it.

Like when a quintic equation solves with an actual radical instead of an approximation.

Beautiful, elegant, exceeding rare.

And this rare, elegant man found me later on the outside steps while I practiced my mini 4x4 Rubik’s cube with my right hand. (Working to get my time down to match my left’s.)

He just sat awhile next to me and didn’t interrupt. Not that he couldn’t, but I was happy just feeling the warmth coming from his thigh. No, we weren’t touching. But he was close, so close.

Beautiful, elegant warmth. Rare.

My face got hot again, and finally I put the 4x4 cube into my backpack and just looked out at the starry sky.

He started talking about the possibilities of chaos theory refuting the big bang theory and giving us the stars and their infinite, predictable motions.

I knew he was feeling nervous, so I took the hand he had laying on his thigh, turned it over and held it with my own palm. Both were sweaty. But they felt better together. And our fingers interlocked.

He stopped talking and we both just looked up at the stars.

After awhile, I moved right next to him and pulled that arm over my shoulder, then leaned against him with my head on his shoulder.

We sat for awhile just like this. Quiet. Rare, elegant warmth.

I could feel his pulse through his thigh and arm. It raced at first, then our pulses matched.

Elegant, beautiful happiness.

Feeling right. A kind of purplish blue.

III

CAROL SAYS I TALK TOO much when I’m nervous.

But she’s right in so many, many things. I believe her in this one. But I can’t feel myself talking too much. Usually when the other person simply wants to do something else, we quit talking.

And so I write when I don’t have anyone to talk to. Or when what they call “conversation” doesn’t go anywhere at all but around in inane circles about sports or weather or how-screwed-up-something-is-and-we-can’t-possibly-do-anything-about-it-except-complain.

So mostly, I quit trying to deal with human conversations. And find something I can do to help them, like clear the table and then go and turn on the TV to drown out their noise.

Nobody watches TV, they just endure it. Helps pass the time.

Like humans don’t enjoy time.

Probably because they don’t understand it. Or even try to understand it.

Like they have space, time, mass, and energy all defined in terms of each other. So they avoid having an actual workable definition of any of them. And they don’t see that they’ve really defined a system. And systems expand or contract, but never are static.

Like that committee that decided that in order to make their equations work, light had to be a constant speed all the time. (But it doesn’t - it pulses. Like breathing.)

The universe is alive. You can hear it on a clear night when you look up at the stars.

The trick is to get your heartbeat to go into sync with it.

Some call this Zen. Others call it true love.

Calves match their mother’s heartbeats when they are born, and for a long time afterwards. Human babies and their mom’s do, too. Most mother’s understand the idea.

Not politicians or media, especially not social media.

Because those ways of thinking don’t try to understand. They only try to depress you. To their level. To get you do do what they want you to. Vote someway or buy something.

Carol was different. Our hearts synced soon after we met.

And she was the beginning of how I starting to understand this universe for the first time.

For real.

IV

REGGIE CAN TALK THE ears off a corn stalk. Gawd that guy likes to talk.

When he can’t talk, he writes.

Me, I like to hug.

And children. I love children.

And what most people think are “difficult” math problems.

They just don’t try to understand what that equation wants. How it smells right when it’s accomplished what it wants.

So they use math to solve really dumb things like how a rocket jerks in flight. Instead of looking for things that want to fly, they have to build something truly inefficient that makes a big sound and blows up with a louder one. Because they don’t feel when it’s right. When the numbers do what they want.

I moved into Reggie’s apartment after we danced that one time. His room mate swapped apartments with me, since I lived near a bunch of other girls and he was tired of listening to Reggie. (But I don’t think so, it’s probably that he’d rather listen to girls giggle while they co-flirted.)

[Is “co-flirted” a word? Too bad if it’s not. Bag and Cat are now disjointed from mutual proximity.]

So I’d come back in from work to find Reggie tapping out yet another over-long essay on his computer.

I’d hug him and he’d pause. And his heartbeat would slow to match mine.

Then I’d let him go and move into the kitchenette to make a couple of sandwiches for us. I knew he probably hadn’t eaten. Or he would eat a sandwich I made just to make me happy.

And he would finish up whatever he was blogging about. I’d have the sandwiches on a plate and a big mug of sweet tea or something cold (or hot, depending on the season) with two straws. Then I’d come out of the kitchen and bring them all out into the great room. (Why people call it a “living” room is non-sequitur. Living is an action. But they sit and watch do-less TV in it, which is couch-potato logic.)

Our big screen was set to a live feed from one of Cal-Tech’s telescopes. (No commercials. No fake news.)

We’d sit and cuddle the night away watching stars without having to be uncomfortable outside.

Sometimes we’d have sex or make love.

Felt good either way.

V

CAROL WAS MY LIVING proof that it wasn’t just me.

And while I had been a few years studying all this stuff to make sense out of it, suddenly I had a new box to think outside of, a new envelope to push. Not that I hadn’t been going that way.

But she was such a good hugger. It took me out of what I was used to.

Yes, of course that’s scary.

For both of us.

Now I had another problem to solve. A big one.

You see, people that think different like us are mostly discriminated against. Like sexism or racism. Autism was just another -ism that should be considered as a bad, impolite word - like “a*tistic”.

Just because people think different doesn’t mean they are diseased, or need to be “cured.”

Practically, there’s a much more valid argument that the bulk of humanity needs to be cured of their intolerance. Instead, the most intolerant refuse to understand their own heritage and traditions. They aggregate into cities with other people who think as narrowly as they do. With politicians and corporations who will do anything to get their vote or sell them consumables.

And that is how homo saps are ending their species. Domestic violence, pollution, racking up credit card debt and student loans.

Cities are a failed theorem. Just because people in a mob think differently. And it’s not a nice different. Nothing you could or should put in an aerosol bottle or carbonated drink and sell.

The solution to the human problem, the homo sap problem, was to think differently, think better.

Computer design showed us this. Because computers are really dumb. Even the A.I. ones. They only decide based on the garbage you feed them. Good garbage in, good garbage out.

Politics is a dumb computer. It only “solves” things after they go wrong. Bad garbage in, bad garbage out.

That equation means that business will always get their profits before the government can make enough laws to make it unprofitable. And it costs a lot of money into their collective pockets to keep them from regulate against you.

The trick is always to run underneath their radar. To set up your organization so it doesn’t make any money on paper and doesn’t hurt anyone who would complain about it. (Meanwhile, have a well-paid lobbyist or two on tap.)

And if you can keep an eye on the fads and trends, you can reinvent yourself regularly and disappear from view.

So I started studying modern culture, and started collecting autists.

A non-profit foundation took care of support for them, under the progressive idea of doing something to help all these “disadvantaged” people who didn’t fit in. Take the problem off their hands in a “humane” fashion. (Like their old sanitariums.)

We had some people who wrote for grants from the bleeding hearts for funding. Meanwhile, our under-radar businesses were making money hand over fist. Learned that from politician-computers.

We also had some people who studied marketing dispassionately and could write effective pitches. Marketing isn’t hard, since it’s all laid out in old texts. Humans haven’t really changed in 10,000 years - or so they say in their texts. The same emotional “buttons” could be pushed today that would make people buy or donate like they always had.

What was changing wasn’t in their books. But we were about to tell them that the change was coming from within. Or maybe we wouldn’t tell them at all. Letting sleeping dogs lay, etc.

VI

I REMEMBER OUR FIRST argument.

Reggie was talking loudly on the phone when I got home and was in the middle of another blog post or a paper or something. And he had the big screen ‘casting news feeds from somewhere. Only thing missing was some talk show on the radio and maybe a laser light show overhead. It was that noisy. The room stank of bad-colored thought.

Reggie was over-saturating his senses to keep him focused on something.

I came out of the kitchen with our sandwiches just as he threw his phone across the room. Away from me, down the hall toward his bedroom.

Then he cursed.

And sat and did nothing.

His heart was racing, his breaths ragged. His hands were shaking.

So I sat quietly on one end of our couch and waited for him to come over.

He didn’t.

He kept typing into his computer.

I turned the big screen over to the Cal-Tech channel to watch the stars.

After awhile, he noticed. And got up, took the remote, and turned off the TV.

Then threw the remote down the hallway toward his bedroom.

And went back to his computer and continued typing.

I sat on my end of the couch and waited.

After awhile, a tear came down my face. And it was hard to breath without sobbing.
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