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      This book was derived from my fertile imagination. However, there were several people who kept my imagination in check, making sure I didn’t go too far and end up losing the reader. Thanks to my wife Cheri, Jerry, Pat, and Linda.
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      NOT THAT MANY YEARS AGO, I went to see Mel Gibson's movie, “The Patriot”. If you don't remember it, the story revolves around a Colonialist in early America who must decide if he supports the upcoming Revolutionary War with Britain. When one of his sons is killed by a Hessian mercenary, he joins the fight against Mother England and her allies.

      I'm not sure what Hollywood thought of it, but I liked it. Then again, I'm easy to please when it comes to creative works of art. The more imaginary and out-of-the-box, the better.

      Anyhow, back to the point. As I left the theatre, I had one of my "what if" moments. For whatever reason, a simple question popped into my brain. "What would happen if a Founding Father of the United States was brought back to life in modern times?"

      From that one question, it was off to the races. What would a Founding Father think of today's America? Would he be impressed, sad, or somewhere between? What would he think of our politics, dress, manners, morals, and behavior? The number of questions was endless.

      I kept all these questions in the back of my mind until I got the chance to answer them in the ReLife books you are about to read. Of course, my predictions of the future are most likely way off base. If it were easy, I would have bought Apple stock before anyone knew people would use telephones for virtually everything.

      So, without further chatter, grab a refreshment, sit in your favorite easy chair and enjoy this ride into the future.
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      The World Council came to power because of sex. Its rise and eventual takeover of the world had nothing to do with sexual preference or discrimination. A marriage of convenience between two powerful families wasn't the cause. And, the use of sex as a tool of influence wasn't at play.

      The central government, which represented all peoples and geographic areas of the world, arose because of human fertility rates. They went haywire in the latter half of the 21st century and threatened the existence of mankind.

      Most scientists picked 2055 as the year fertility rates started to shift from the 50-50, male-female rates which governed human reproduction since the dawn of time. Within ten years, the female birth rate fell to only 30% of all births. Five years later it hit its lowest mark of 12%. Also, total births were dropping precariously. By the time the female birth rate hit its low, the total birth rate had decreased by 50%.

      At first, social scientists thought the shift in fertility rates was temporary and would correct itself within a couple of years. But as rates continued to trend downward, scientists, governments, and citizens became concerned and desperately sought a solution. The effect on societies was overwhelming. The fertility rate problem dominated world news and the attention of governments regardless of political doctrine. Very little else seemed to matter.

      It wasn't long before the end of the world predictions began. It was easy to foretell the extinction of mankind if it could not replenish itself. Death rates crept by birth rates then accelerated to a hundred and finally a thousand times more. Countries and continents were dying a slow death.

      To make things worse, men who were unable to find female mates turned to crime, drug addiction, and war at an alarming rate. Male homosexuality increased, which led to new diseases and deadly viruses like the AIDS virus of the late 20th century. This reckless behavior amplified death rates and contributed to declining populations. Once thriving cities became ghost towns. Entire continents went from overpopulated to underpopulated within a couple of generations.

      Governments throughout the world put most of their resources into finding a solution to the female fertility problem. It was classified as a plague and given the acronym FISS, which stood for Female Infertility and Selective Sex.

      Every possible solution was explored with no conclusive results. A virus, bacteria, and all other forms of infectious diseases were ruled out as the cause. Possible environmental changes, like air and water pollutants, offered no causal reason for FISS. Drugs, foods, farming methods, fertilizers, and a hundred other possible explanations were explored with no results. Scientists were unable to find a common denominator in women who stopped conceiving or gave birth to only boy babies. The answer and ultimate cure for FISS eluded the entire scientific community.

      Couples who had children but could not procreate were of major interest to the scientists looking to cure FISS. Hundreds of these couples were isolated and put through a series of tests to determine why they became barren. Was the problem related to the men or was it something affecting only the women? Not one study produced an answer. Everything in their lives, from the quality of the man's sperm to living conditions, appeared to be the same from when they brought children into the world.

      Even though the campaign to find a cure for FISS was unsuccessful, cures for other diseases resulted from the intensive biotechnology research. The most noteworthy medical advancement was by a research scientist in Switzerland who stumbled upon a cure for cancer. What should have been earth-shattering news was hardly discussed after the initial press release. The attitude of most people was, why get excited about a cure for cancer when mankind might be gone within 75 years?

      The inability of the scientific community to find a remedy led most religious leaders to put the blame for the FISS plague on the back of mankind. In their opinion, man's injustice and mistreatment of each other were to blame. Ignoring God's laws for hundreds of years finally resulted in dire consequences. He had enough of man's lack of faith and worship and decided to take revenge on his disrespectful creation.

      End Times announcements became more and more common. Religious leaders pleaded with anyone who would listen. Their mantra was for everyone to prepare their souls for the end by coming back to God's commandments. Their pleas fell on deaf ears and had a negligible effect on creating new converts. Even former believers balked at returning to God and organized religion.

      Most people ignored or rejected the idea that God's wrath had anything to do with FISS. The hell and brimstone answers offered by religion were not very appealing. Spending the world's last days in comfort and luxurious surroundings was more attractive. Many people gathered a huge food supply, grabbed weapons, and headed to the fishing cabin they dreamed about for retirement. If it was End Times, they were going to spend it in comfort, doing whatever the hell they wanted. Most figured they could make last-minute amends with the Creator on their death beds.

      Women became a commodity. Many were moved to isolated areas and hidden. There was a common belief that women could run away from whatever caused infertility and the lopsided male-female birth rates. The theory had merit, considering it worked with other plagues throughout history. It didn't take long to learn that hiding in remote locations did not affect a woman's ability to conceive and become pregnant. Fertility rates for women in populated and remote areas were the same. The only people who benefited from taking women to remote areas were the men who accompanied them. They had available sex partners without having to fight other men for their affection.

      Nearly 45 years after it began, the FISS plague subsided. Fertility rates and male-female rates started to trend back to normal. At about the same time, twelve young women from various regions around the world claimed they had the cure for FISS. They backed up their claim by making infertile women conceive and women who could produce only male children give birth to little girls.

      How they accomplished this feat was never discovered because everything was done behind closed doors. The "Healers", as these women were called, took infertile women into a closed room for approximately four hours. At the conclusion, the women left and resumed their normal daily activities. There was nothing observably different about them. But within a month they became pregnant and 70% of them gave birth to little girls. When asked what the Healer did in the closed room, the response most often heard was, "she just talked to me; that's all." When pushed for a more detailed explanation, none of the women could remember specifics. No matter how much investigation was done, details of the Healers' methods were never uncovered. It always boiled down to "we just talked."

      A larger debate soon developed. Were the Healers responsible for ending FISS or did it run its course and burn itself out? The Healers modestly took credit for ending the plague and increasing female births. But they refused to explain how they did this. Their critics claimed it was a coincidence and the Healers happened to be in the right place at the right time. Their more passionate opponents believed the Healers were empowered by some sort of diabolical power.

      The similarity between these twelve Healers was more than coincidental. It was shocking and somewhat disturbing. They were all in their late thirties to mid-forties, unwed and homeless. No two of them lived in the same area. They were spread out across the globe and there was no evidence they had ever met each other. They had no living relatives and none of their friends were considered close. Birth, immunization, and school records could not be found for them. They worked alone and refused to let anyone help or sit in on their four-hour sessions. Their results were numerically the same regardless of the geographic location.

      Their fame and notoriety spread with each successful female birth. Within two years, each of the Healers had a cult following like a celebrity. Their fans and supporters were fanatics who believed the Healers were somehow divinely inspired. Their detractors and enemies were few and far between. They had difficulty explaining their opposition other than accusing them of using some type of evil power. The supporters responded to this criticism by claiming it was nothing more than jealousy.

      Intervention by the Healers was no longer needed after the fertility rates stabilized. By this time, they were the most recognized and respected people on Earth. Their supporters and opponents both wondered where the Healers would go and what they would do next. Most of the remaining population and government officials pleaded with the Healers to help rebuild society. The decimated infrastructures and economies needed their help and guidance.

      Without any formal announcement or fanfare, all twelve Healers traveled to a small village north of London named Ickleford and established a help depot. The concept was simplistic and very much like a roadside travel plaza. Anyone, from the highest government official to the lowest ranking person in society, could stop in and seek advice from the Healers.

      There were no limits or restrictions on the number or types of questions posed to the Healers. If the visitor was serious and didn't waste the Healer's time, he could ask about any subject. It could be seeking advice on personal problems, economic inquiries, or love interests. More serious subjects like the differences between theologies were discussed. The Healers even fielded questions about foretelling the future.

      Their advice was free and without any type of quid pro quo. Sometimes visitors were surprised by the answers. Other times it was exactly what they expected. Not all visitors agreed with what they heard. But none complained about how they were treated or claimed to have been intentionally misled. Many donated to the Healers' service. The poor always left with some food in their stomach or a few coins in their pocket.

      For the next five years, the Healers dispensed advice and information to all who sought their help. The world economy started to recover, families reunited and living conditions improved.

      The Healers disappeared on the five-year anniversary date of establishing the help depot. They were replaced by a dozen other men and women. These new appointees claimed to be selected by the original Healers. People were dubious about these replacements and questioned their authority. The replacements seemed to have as much knowledge and wisdom as the original Healers. But there was an egotistic edge to their personalities which didn't sit well with many people. They immediately restricted visiting hours. The previous open-door policy was replaced by an appointment-only system.

      For the next five years, the new Healers served the world as the top-ranking intellectuals, advisers, and seers. And, like the original twelve Healers, the replacements disappeared on their fifth anniversary. They too were replaced by another dozen people of various ages, races, and gender.

      Each new group of Healers became more authoritative and self-serving. Early in the 22nd century, the Healer group name was replaced with the title of World Council. By this time, its purpose had changed from giving helpful advice to telling the populace what to do and when to do it.

      Citizens no longer stopped at the Ickleford help depot to ask questions and seek advice. Contact with the World Council was now done by submitting an official inquiry. The newly devised Universal Communications Network (UCN) was used to submit all inquiries. Official decrees, rules, and laws replaced helpful, fatherly guidance. A network of World Council enforcers was put in place by the new world government. Any order of the World Council not obeyed resulted in immediate and harsh discipline.

      The only people allowed to own a weapon were World Council officials and enforcers. All other weapons were seized. Sports shooting and hunting were no longer allowed. Older weapons were destroyed. Newer ones, like energy burst guns, were issued to government enforcers or warehoused for whenever the government needed them. Keeping citizens safe was the reason given by the World Council to justify seizing privately owned weapons. Anti-firearm groups joined in lockstep with the ban. They enthusiastically participated in bounty programs to arrest people who still possessed weapons. As the no-weapon ban grew harsher, the underground economy in weapons flourished.

      Prisons became unnecessary and were eliminated. Only holding cells existed to temporarily house violators. Once the sentence was issued, violators were dealt with in one of two ways. Repeat offenders or violent criminals like murderers were put to death immediately. Due process and appeals were deemed outdated thoughts from past legal systems. Minor violators returned to society with a reduction of their monthly world credits, which was the new currency for the globe. This penalty could last from two years to a lifetime. Many violators were unable to sponge from friends or find a way to make up for lost world credits. They ended up dying within a year.

      All towns and cities with over 10,000 citizens had an official "drug zone". The World Council began distributing mind-altering drugs to addicts free of charge. Supplying low-grade alcohol and narcotics was an uncomplicated way of controlling the populace and minimizing crime. The lowlifes of society migrated to the drug zones to get strung out. With these people herded into a defined area, it was easy to keep them under control. There was no reason for the addicts to rebel against the government because they had exactly what they wanted from life; a perpetual high. The only restriction was that drugs must be used within the boundaries of the drug zone. Any citizens caught with drugs outside the boundary faced immediate execution or discontinuation of their world credits. Most apprehended violators chose a quick death by overdose.

      Each citizen got a series of injections to avoid contracting any number of contagious diseases. Information soon leaked that one of the injections contained a microdevice. This device entered the bloodstream and lodged in a kidney. The Council claimed this intrusive program would promote world health and prevent crime. It tracked future fertility rates, identify new plagues, and prevented hostage-taking and kidnapping. To the average citizen, the security and safety features of this program seemed reasonable. Besides, it didn't cost anything and didn't hurt. Once it was in the body, it was forgotten. There was no reason for the average person to protest its implantation. What the average citizen didn't realize was the injected microdevice was part of a devious plan. With a device lodged within each citizen, the World Council could watch and track everyone.

      World government replaced the individual as the most important piece of society. By the mid-22nd century, all countries and geographic territories acquiesced control and governance to the World Council. The average citizen didn't care for the heavy-handed tactics of the World Council but willingly followed its dictates to move beyond the horrific memories of FISS. Giving up a small bit of freedom and self-determination was easy when done in exchange for the security and safety provided by the World Council.

      The entire world landscape made a radical change in less than one hundred years. And it all started with an unexplained change in human sexuality.
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      Rodolfo Sweats left his office at Phoenvartis Corporation in Zurich, Switzerland, at nine o'clock and headed to a local restaurant for a late-night dinner before going home. Another twelve-hour day had left him exhausted. He was in dire need of a soaking shower and a restful night's sleep before returning to work early the next morning.

      The thought of playing hooky tomorrow crossed his mind. Routine seventy-hour work weeks were too demanding and stressful. He was aging prematurely with gray hair, wrinkles, and stooped shoulders. At 36 years of age, he felt 65. Each time he stood in front of a mirror he could see the signs of aging which were catching up with his mental exhaustion in record time.

      The money and prestige of working at Phoenvartis were fabulous. The world was in the midst of an economic recession and jobs like his were few and far between. As the senior vice president in charge of theoretical medical advancement, he was making over 350,000 world credits a year. On top of that were a healthy bonus, free housing, and a vehicle. Compared to the boom years of twenty years before, his compensation was meager. But, compared to most corporate executives in 2156 he was doing very well.

      When he compared his compensation to fellow Stanford classmates he was at the top. He was making three times more than the average alumnus in his graduating class. This wasn't due to a superior IQ, pronounced creativity, or overwhelming greed. It resulted from choosing to work in Switzerland, one of the few areas left in the world with little interference by the government. The tiny country still operated under the mandates of capitalism. Government involvement in business and the lives of its citizens was minimal. And socialism was repeatedly rejected in favor of economic freedom.

      Switzerland, along with three other geographic areas, formed the Free Zones of Cooperative Thought. Of the four, only Switzerland maintained the same borders it had for hundreds of years. The other three zones were pieced together from former countries or states. Texas and parts of Louisiana, former states in old America, formed Zone 2. Bangkok in southern Thailand to Phnom Penh in southern Cambodia became Zone 3. The country once known as South Africa with about 20% of southern Zimbabwe, also known as colonial Rhodesia, formed Zone 4.

      All four zones were tolerated by the World Council. They were immune from the social and economic dictates issued by the World Council to the rest of the world. The Council viewed the Free Zones of Cooperative Thought as a necessary evil. They were the only areas that produced new and innovative ideas and products.

      New ideas and products blossomed in the zones. These innovations included cures for infectious diseases, bio-technical advancements, and new housing systems. In exchange for this continuous stream of new ideas, the World Council allowed the zones to operate with unfettered autonomy. It was rare when they stepped in to override or punish the zones for being too independent or antigovernment.

      Rodolfo's decision to leave the former United States and work in one of the zones made perfect economic sense but was hard on his personal life. Most of his family and friends were still in the Macon, Georgia area of old America. It was difficult leaving them behind. What made matters worse was the reaction of many of his family members. Relatives who were staunch supporters of "papa-government" were especially opposed to his decision. They didn't want any family member living in a location where the government didn't control each citizen's life from birth to grave.

      Too many of his family and friends were dependent on government-supplied housing, food, and, health care. In exchange for these free necessities of life, they swore allegiance and support to Papa. The freedom they sacrificed to get this lifestyle was given up in the name of security and safety. Anyone like Rodolfo was considered a traitor to Papa government. His decision to move to a free zone was harshly criticized or considered good riddance by many family members.

      Even his brother considered Rodolfo's decision to move to a free zone as a slap in the face to the Sweats family. The family heritage had always been one of supporting big government. It started after the American Civil War when the central government in Washington D.C. reneged on its promise to provide former slaves with a mule and 40 acres of land. From that point forward, every member of the Sweats family supported the politician who offered the most in government handouts. It could be food credits, rent-supported housing, or some other form of welfare. It didn't matter that they voted against President Lincoln's party which freed the slaves. All that mattered was getting their fair share of free hand-outs.

      As the Sweats family helped to put more of these politicians in office in exchange for more government benefits, the central government grew in power and influence over every citizen. It was a vicious circle where citizens incrementally exchanged personal rights and liberty for more and more handouts. Old America and most other countries of the world became government-dominated. This was all done in the name of fairness or the false pretense that no one person should have more or less than his neighbor. The real result was that this artificial equality left everyone, except the leaders of the World Council, equally poor.

      From an early age, Rodolfo was the outcast of the Sweats family. He didn't want to live at the will of the government. He wanted to make his own way and receive compensation for his efforts. The thought of getting the same compensation no matter how much or little he worked was repulsive. Being told to share the fruits of his labor with someone else because it was the fair thing to do infuriated him. He wanted to be his own man, responsible for creating his destiny. The decision to enter the yearly lottery to get one of the few slots allocated for relocation to a Free Zone was a logical, rather than emotional, decision.

      But, after ten years in a Free Zone, he was beginning to question his decision. Certain aspects of his life were unfulfilled with no solutions in sight. He lived in a geographic area that allowed, valued, and encouraged freedom but was that true in all facets of life? He had the freedom of thought for economic advancements but did his personal life have the same freedom for self-enjoyment?

      As he walked through the city center streets of old Zurich, he passed the enclosed garage where his company-provided hover vehicle was stored. This was a perfect example of the personal freedom question he was debating with himself. He never used the hover vehicle to go to or from work because he lived within walking distance of the corporate office. His demanding schedule left little time to take the hover vehicle and explore areas of Europe. Since moving to the zone, he had only been able to break free from the demands of his job to see Paris over an extended holiday weekend. On another mini holiday, he visited a half dozen small hamlets and towns in Switzerland. Otherwise, the hover vehicle sat in its stall collecting dust week after week.

      But overriding everything else, the lack of free time was limiting his chance to develop a meaningful relationship. Not having a female partner was beginning to weigh heavily on his subconscious and affect his well-being. Sure, he had dated a few women since moving to the zone but none of those relationships lasted more than a month or two or got beyond the third date. He wanted to know exactly what the problem was. Was he not devoting enough time to building the relationship or was he ill-equipped to relate socially and culturally with European-born and bred women?

      A possible solution was to find an attractive American woman in Zurich. He quickly dismissed that thought for he knew no such creature existed in the Swiss Free Zone. He often joked with himself that of the three attractive American women in Switzerland, one was married and the other two were lesbians. The bottom line was that he was getting tired of spending time with available women on fantasy communication stations for 100 world credits per hour. He needed to discover how to relate successfully to European women.

      His deductive mind went to work over-analyzing his dilemma. The first step was to assess the potential reasons why he was having such difficulty establishing a permanent relationship. Were his darker skin and minimal Negroid facial features the real reasons? Swiss women were supposedly refined and very liberal. But was it possible that they had yet to accept interracial dating and meaningful relationships between races? If that were true, why did they bother to go out with him in the first place? Could it be that they wanted only a free meal and entertainment at a local theater? Or, did it take them two to three dates to realize Rodolfo had Negroid ancestry?

      Either explanation was plausible. Times were tough economically with high unemployment. For most Swiss women, dining at an upscale restaurant and enjoying exotic foods was a treat far beyond their limited budgets. If they could spend the night at the opera house or theater, that would be something they could remember for the rest of their lives. Plus, they could impress their friends at the next gossip session.

      There was another feature that might explain the average Swiss woman's reaction to him. His body did not follow the normal features of European Caucasian men. He had a sprinter's body with long legs, massive thighs, and lean yet tightly bound calves like a Cheetah. His upper chest and arms were overly muscled even though he didn't spend much time in the gym working out. And his butt was tight and well-defined compared to men of European ancestry.

      There was nothing wrong with his body. Rodolfo liked the way he looked standing in front of the full-length mirror after showering. This chiseled frame served him well when it came to running track and playing wide receiver in high school and college.

      He guessed that his time in the 100-meter sprint was the best in Georgia high school history. Also, his 32 touchdown catches as a high school senior had to rank in the top ten nationally.

      Unfortunately, statistics and scores were outlawed under the "Everyone Is a Winner" law passed 115 years earlier. Rollie thought that not keeping athletic results was stupid. Every one of the athletes knew who was doing well and who wasn't. So what if some performed better than others? Wouldn't that entice everyone to train harder and improve?

      He soon realized that other people were keeping unwritten notes about his performance on the track and football fields. The premier universities which still had athletics knew exactly what he could contribute to their teams. Stanford and several other universities were overly generous when recruiting him. Those schools didn't care if they broke the laws governing athletic competition. They were hot-beds of socialistic thought, so they made a quid-pro-quo deal with the government. Turn a blind eye to our athletic programs and we'll support everything the government creates.

      Regardless of his athletic prowess, he accepted the fact that Swiss women may favor the physique of European men. Their lower butts and less muscled upper body might be appealing to these women. It was possible that his body build was too different or odd for Swiss women.

      His last thought on this subject was that his name might also prompt women to think of his Negroid ancestry. European women were generally well educated, but were they savvy enough to know that Sweats was a slave name? That its roots were from cotton fields of early America and the sugar cane fields of the Caribbean islands during the 17th to 19th centuries? How many European men were named Rodolfo and had a last name which described a body secretion? Well, it didn't matter. It was a little late in life to petition the central government for a name change. Besides, they wouldn't allow such a thing for a frivolous reason like finding a girlfriend. His nickname of Rollie would be as close to a non-slave name as he was going to get.

      The walk from his office to the Schwarzenbach Tavern was about a mile-and-a-half and took less than fifteen minutes. He could have taken public transportation, but he needed the exercise and fresh air. An early evening stroll along the Limmatquai Promenade, which hugged the east and west sides of the Limmat River, was refreshing and made him feel alive. Although he was jealous of the hundreds of people dining together on the outdoor patios, it helped to minimize his problems. If these people could develop relationships, then he should be able to do so.

      When he arrived at the Schwarzenbach Tavern the crowd was light compared to most weekday nights. He scanned the crowd hoping to see someone he knew so he wouldn't have to dine by himself.

      He was still searching the crowd when the hostess approached and asked in labored English with a heavy German accent, "Good evening, sir. May I show you to a table?"

      Rollie thought about leaving the tavern but the idea of spending another night alone was too depressing. He needed to stay at the tavern to postpone the loneliness which awaited him at his apartment. It didn't matter that all the faces in the tavern were unfamiliar. Just having other people around was enough to make him feel like an important part of humanity.

      "Yes, I'll take a table for two, please." There was no one scheduled to join him but telling the hostess a small white lie made him feel better and self-confident.

      Rollie ordered a traditional Swiss entree and lager beer from the menu. He spotted the local Beobachter newspaper on a nearby empty table and started to thumb through it to pass the time. It was printed in German which he knew enough to figure out the main topic of each article. The Beobachter was one of only three newspapers left in the world which printed paper and electronic versions. Rodolfo liked reading paper newspapers. There was something comforting and controlling about holding it and manipulating the pages any way you wanted.

      After a few minutes, he put the paper down and looked up. He felt eyes watching him. He looked across the tavern to confirm his intuition or cast it aside as a minor form of paranoia.

      At first, he didn't see her even though her staring could not have been more obvious. He might have been expecting a man's gaze but not a woman’s. For whatever reason, it took about a minute before their eyes locked.

      Her gaze was so intense that he felt violated. He looked down again at the newspaper to break the contact. He wasn't reading the newspaper but rather wondering if he knew this woman and if she was really looking at him. He looked behind his table for anyone else who might be the object of this woman's attention. The only people seated behind him were two elderly women getting drunk on cocktails and chatting about the latest gossip.

      His curiosity and confidence returned so he looked across the tavern toward this woman. He found her staring again directly into his eyes. This time she gave him a thin smirk. Otherwise, she did nothing to change her stare even though there were two women at the table trying, in earnest, to get her attention. He could almost read her thoughts. She had no desire to be with these two women and whatever they were talking about held no interest to her.

      He wondered what to do. Should he walk over, introduce himself and save her from the two chatterboxes accosting her? Or should he sit tight and let her make the first move? As he pondered this question another observation caught his eye. This woman was dressed entirely in black. She wore a tight, tailored dress with black high heels which he could barely see below the table. The string of beads or stones around her neck was also black as coal. And the purse lying on the table in front of her was shiny black patent leather.

      A black outfit was understandable on a dreary winter night, but worn on a summer's evening was unusual. Warmer temperatures normally brought out colorful clothes worn by men and women. Regardless, Rollie found the all-black outfit very sexy. It was the perfect match to highlight her rich black hair which flowed in curls past her shoulders. The final piece was her dark eyes which appeared to be ebony from across the restaurant.

      This woman's continuous visual fixation was alluring and sexual. It made Rollie feel very self-conscious. So much so, he knew eating dinner with her eyes watching his every move would be impossible.

      He got the impression that the other two women at her table would not allow any interruptions. They were so vested in holding the woman in black's attention that if he tried to interrupt, they would become hostile and tell him to shove off. They reminded him of two wolves who finally cornered their prey and wouldn't allow anything to interrupt their feeding frenzy. It was a no-win situation for him. If only the woman-in-black would take the lead and do something or give him a hint of what she wanted.

      Nothing changed by the time his dinner arrived. He considered what he should do. There was a part of himself who wanted to stay and see what happened to the woman-in-black. And there was the other option of packing up and leaving. It was possible that he was misreading the situation, and going home to eat dinner was a wise decision. It might not be as interesting but at least he could eat without the intense scrutiny of a stranger's gaze.

      "Waiter, I'm not feeling well. Can you put my dinner in something, so I can carry it home?"

      The server transferred Rollie's dinner to an insulated clamshell and then placed it inside a medium-sized thermal bag. Rollie paid the bill, left a tip, and headed to the tavern's front door. He did all this without looking at the woman-in-black. But he couldn't help himself before taking the final steps into the night. He gazed one last time to the back of the tavern to where she was sitting.

      She gave him a weak wave with her right hand and a modest smile. The other two women missed both signals and kept babbling like magpies.

      Rollie ambled along the narrow side streets to his apartment. He couldn't stop thinking about the woman-in-black. Why was she looking at him? Did they know each other? Would they meet in the future? It would be some time before he knew the answers to these questions. For the moment, he reveled in the thought that he might be more attractive and desirable to the opposite sex than he believed at the beginning of the day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          SIX MONTHS LATER

        

      

    

    
      "Mr. Ekstrom, can you give us the latest results on the ReLife project?"

      Rollie normally hated attending committee meetings devoted to updating new product development. They were boring and monotonous. It was aggravating listening to the snail's pace required to bring new products to market. But as Senior Vice President of this department, he needed to attend each update meeting. It didn't matter that 90% of the updates were not updates at all. Rather, they were excuse sessions for why projects fell behind schedule or came to a screeching halt. It was the 10% of updates with encouraging news to report which captured his interest.

      But there was another consideration why he attended every product development meeting. Somehow, his boss, the CEO of the company always knew about each failure and success. There was no reason for Rollie to look like a fool simply because he missed the latest significant news.

      The ReLife project was an exception to the rule. Rollie looked forward to each update meeting regardless of the latest reports. They were a welcome change of pace from the routine meetings about developing or improving drugs and devices to extend human life. Phoenvartis Corporation had a storehouse of drugs and devices in one phase or another of testing, development, or approval. What it had only one of was the ReLife project which was a major leap forward in the recreation of human life. It was one step away from understanding how God and the universe worked.

      Claude Ekstrom leaned forward in his chair, straightened his collar and glasses, and then cleared his sinus cavities. The snorting sound he made through his nose was his trademark and object of repeated teasing. The snorting went on for two to three minutes. The other attendees either stared at him in disbelief or let their minds wander and daydream. A few who attended prior meetings with Ekstrom regarded this as an unscheduled break. They walked around the conference room, poured themselves more coffee, or ate a Swiss pastry.

      Ekstrom's greased-back, golden hair reminded Rollie of the way men wore their hair over two hundred years before in old America and Europe. Old black and white movies were filled with actors wearing this hairstyle. Unfortunately, these movies were banned from viewing without special permission from the World Council.

      As Ekstrom continued to snort his sinuses clear, Rollie couldn't help thinking about Dixie Peach. It was the sweet-smelling salve his grandfather used to grease back his hair. Besides making his hair smell like a summer meadow it shined like a patent leather shoe. It made his hair so rigid that even a hurricane wind could not move it. Rollie didn't know what Ekstrom used to get the same greased-back look but thought it would be fun to give him a small, round, metal container of Dixie Peach. Of course, the gag wouldn't be complete unless he signed the gift, "from an unknown admirer". He dropped the idea because it would take forever to find a can of the salve. Just the thought of researching the central government's allocation network was exhausting. The network was supposed to make locating "hard to find" and frivolous items easy for citizens with a few extra world credits to spend. In reality, it was a royal pain in the ass. The network was hard to navigate and extremely outdated.

      "Mr. Ekstrom, you can begin your report at any time." Rollie was hoping his slight jab would speed along the snorting routine but knew from experience he was fighting a losing battle.

      Rollie wanted to fire Ekstrom years before. But two things outweighed Ekstrom's annoying personality traits. First, he was incredibly smart. Rollie had no idea what his IQ was but it had to be far above any other employee at the corporation. Even more important than his brilliance was the fact he was the nephew of the CEO, Klaus Ekstrom. Rollie accepted years before that Claude was on his team until one of the Ekstroms died, retired, or moved on to a different company.

      Claude gave the final inhale snort that Rollie heard so many times before and began his presentation.

      "Ladies and gentlemen, as you know, the ReLife project has been in development for several years. During the last two years, it has been my distinct honor and pleasure to lead this effort. We are on the brink of making a major breakthrough in medical advancement. This project will not only benefit mankind but thrust Phoenvartis Corporation to a position of leadership in …"

      Ekstrom's opening statement was so self-serving and grandiose that Rollie couldn't take it. He was ready to interrupt for the sake of everyone's sanity. But before he could say anything, another senior vice president, Helmer Stanke, spoke up. "Claude, can you please get to the updated information and statistics? Everyone here has a very busy schedule today. We need to hear the key facts of your report before heading off to other meetings."

      Rollie considered Stanke the best executive in the company. He was smart and hated corporate politics. He excelled at cutting through all the bullshit and getting to the point in record time. His direct manner put off quite a few of his peers. For Rollie, it was a refreshing change of pace in a company where politics was, at times, more important than producing ideas and products.

      Stanke and Claude were well-established foes. Stanke took every opportunity he could to irritate Claude. The well-aimed barbs, like the one he shot across the room at Claude, always got under his skin.

      Claude was annoyed with Stanke's interruption and gave him an "I'll remember this" look. Even though Stanke was number one on Claude's "shit list," the interruption did push him along to bypass the self-serving opening statement. He launched into the vital facts about the ReLife project.

      "Rollie, and esteemed colleagues. My team has taken a major step forward in the ReLife project. I am pleased to announce that this week we recreated an entire field mouse from a severed foot of a deceased mouse. It appears that we have brought a version, or should I say, brought a cloned version of a dead mouse back to life."

      Claude stopped to let his information soak in with the attendees. He knew this breakthrough would vault him into the annals of medical history and probably put him in line for a major promotion. Dead silence now gripped the meeting. It was the same reaction he got two hours earlier when he told his uncle, the CEO of Phoenvartis, the news about the cloned mouse. He had been warned about going behind Rollie's back, but in this case, he didn't care. This news was too earth-shattering and momentous to worry about corporate rules and politics.

      After the initial shock, Rollie immediately thought of his boss. Claude must have run to him already with the news about the successful cloning. It must be killing him to wait until Claude delivered his presentation to the ReLife committee. Otherwise, there was no other way to protect Claude, the snitch. He would have to control his reactionary personality for a few more minutes. Then he could call the executive committee together to discuss the next step in the cloning project.

      Rollie also knew his boss would want to bypass the prescribed scientific methodology. He would demand going to the ultimate goal of the ReLife project which was creating a cloned human from a corpse fragment.

      Before anyone in the room could ask a question or make a comment, Claude continued with his presentation. "From what I can tell, the cloned mouse is physically and mentally sound. Granted, it's been only a week, but all tests on the mouse have netted positive results. What we don't know is if the cloned mouse possesses the memories of the donor mouse or will develop its own memories during its life cycle. Then again, it might be a combination of both. I guess we won't know that until…"

      "Claude, how long did the cloning process take, and did you record it?"

      Ekstrom hated interruptions but showed Rollie the respect of his position and answered. "The entire process didn't take long. Once the severed foot from the donor mouse was put into the CR47 incubator capsule the regeneration process started immediately. It took about an hour before the new mouse was born, so to speak. By the way, we named the mouse Eden, as taken from the fictional Biblical story of Adam and Eve. And yes, the entire regeneration process was recorded so each of you can watch it."

      "I think we would like to watch the recording now, Claude. All of us can clear our calendars to watch this incredible breakthrough."

      "Rollie, I'd love to show the recording to everyone now, but I've got a very important doctor's appointment which I can't miss. Can we do the showing tomorrow?"

      Rollie put an artificial, concerned look on his face and responded. "Well, I guess you don't have to be here for the video showing, Claude. I can go up and get the recording out of the CR47 and play it for the group. And you can go to your doctor's appointment."

      Rollie started to get up from his chair knowing Claude was formulating another lie to cover his first lie.

      "Sir, I'd really like to be here for the group showing. I can add a lot to the video presentation and answer the questions which come up. I don't think the people in this room will understand exactly what is happening as they see each phase of the regeneration process.

      Again, can we play the recording tomorrow?"

      Rollie wanted to call Claude out as a liar and discipline him in front of the entire group. The CR47 recording wasn't in its locked housing as it should be. It was in Klaus's office, exactly where Claude took it when he realized the regeneration process was successful. Claude couldn't admit the recording was with his uncle. It would be an admission that he went around the chain of command again which would result in disciplinary action.

      Rollie made the snap decision to let Claude off the hook. Rather than be petty it was far better to let Claude have his ten minutes of glory. He could then wait to expose him as a sneaky little rat sometime in the future. And Rollie knew exactly how he was going to trap the rat.

      "Okay, Claude, we'll have the recording review tomorrow. I'll have my assistant set up the meeting." Rollie looked at the meeting attendees and asked, "Tomorrow might be a better time to ask questions, but are there any which have to be answered today?"

      None of the other four people in the room raised questions. All of them congratulated Claude on his achievement as they left the room.

      As an afterthought, Rollie added, "Okay, people, see you tomorrow. And please remember this is top secret. We have a chance to bring to the world the next great medical advancement since the cure for cancer. So, let's keep our mouths shut until we know for certain if the process works."

      Rollie left the room a minute or so behind Ekstrom on purpose. He wanted to see which way Claude was headed. Would he go in the direction of his own office, out the door to the fictitious doctor's appointment, or scamper back to his uncle's office?

      It was almost comical watching Claude leave the building. The first thing he did was make a call through the government's Universal Communications Network (UCN). He didn't have to enter a number into a communications device. All he did was speak in a normal tone into a tiny micromic embedded into his clothing.

      The micromics were unique to each citizen. They allowed each user to connect with any other citizen by simply stating that person's name or identity number. When the connection was made, the parties could talk to each other. If they wanted to see each other they chose the visual feature. This feature used a person's peripheral vision without blocking his forward vision. Somehow, it fooled the brain into believing that the other person's face was directly ahead when in fact it was offset to the corner of the eye. This split-screen effect allowed each person on the call to do something else without being hindered by the other person's image. It was common to see people driving a hovercraft or playing a sport while they communicated on a micromic.

      The UCN was an incredible communications system developed a decade earlier by a corporation in Zone 3. It was also an incredibly efficient system to track the movement of every human on the planet Earth and the three colony planets. And the World Council did exactly that. If a citizen wore a piece of government-issued, free clothing he was tracked regardless of when and where he went. If he wore non-issued government clothing, the injected kidney microdevice tracked his movements.

      Monitoring citizens through the UCN plus the health injection program kept close tabs on nearly everyone. It also identified radicals and dissidents before they had a chance to be a disruptive force on society.

      Wearing non-issued government clothing without embedded micromics was tolerated but not encouraged. Very few people outside the zones were wealthy enough to buy more than one set of non-mic clothes on the black market. Wearing "scrubbed" clothes was frowned upon by the government. It made those people stand out from their fellow citizens and appear to be special. It didn't matter if scrubbed clothes were better made and more attractive. What mattered was that no one citizen appeared to be superior to his fellow citizens.

      Violations of the Standards of Living Codes could result in a penalty phase lasting up to two years. Wearing non-issued government clothing often or exceeding travel restrictions were considered violations. During a penalty period, the violator did not receive his full monthly allotment of world credits. This forced him to come up with other ways to get food, shelter, and the necessities of life. Many violators died during a penalty term, especially if they couldn't find a friend willing to share food and shelter.

      A medical emergency during the penalty phase was a death sentence. Hospitals were barred from treating patients who were serving time for violation of the Living Codes. It was not unusual for many of the hospitals in larger cities to find human corpses outside their entrance doors each morning.

      Rollie owned quite a few scrubbed items of clothing but didn't think much about where and when to wear them. He didn't buy them to avoid the government's tracking system but rather for his own vanity. Scrubbed clothes were always more fashionable than clothes with embedded micromics.

      Rollie watched Claude from a third-floor window close to his office. The corporate office had environment windows that produced radiant heat in the winter and cooling during warm days. This environmental feature made the windows one-way and prohibited anyone from seeing into the office building.

      For being such a brilliant scientist, Rollie couldn't get over how mentally clumsy Claude was in his normal life. As he watched Claude below, he couldn't help wondering why the fool didn't walk another fifty feet and duck behind another building. At least he would be out of sight from prying eyes at the Phoenvartis building.

      Claude was talking wildly to whoever he had connected with on the UCN system. Rollie didn't know for sure but he suspected that the other person was his uncle, Klaus Ekstrom.

      He could just imagine their conversation about the cloned mouse. He was sure Claude was also whining about almost being caught in a lie about the CR47 visual recording. He knew Klaus wouldn't have one bit of sympathy or offer to help Claude if he got caught lying about the recording. Rollie was sure Klaus couldn't stand his brother's kid. The only reason he befriended him was to have another pawn and informant.

      Claude headed back to the corporate office building forgetting he should be walking in the other direction toward a fictitious doctor's office. Rollie could see he was no longer talking into his UCN system. If the person on the other end of Claude's call was his uncle, then Rollie could expect a call from the boss within the next couple of minutes.

      Almost as soon as this thought left his mind, Rollie's shirt micromic hummed, indicating he had an incoming communication. God, he hated the humming sound. For some reason, it irritated the hell out of him. His grandmother once said that it reminded her of scratching fingernails on a chalk blackboard. He agreed with her even though he didn't know what a blackboard was. He made a vow to find a way to change the activation sound of his micromic units.

      "Rollie, Klaus here. What are you doing?

      "Hello, Mr. Ekstrom. I'm reviewing some communiques in my office and …"

      That's all Klaus needed to hear before interrupting with, "Rollie, I need you up here in the next ten minutes. We have some important topics to cover."

      Rollie took advantage of the situation and had some fun by asking, "Anything, in particular, sir?"

      "No, I mean, yes. I'll explain when you get here. See you in ten."

      Rollie slipped into his office to look at messages. He asked his assistant to complete a couple of tasks that he knew would be critical to the ReLife program. He could foresee where the project was headed. He might as well be out front of the illogical and outrageous demands his boss would soon be asking for and expecting.

      As they discussed the assignments for the rest of the day, Rollie looked up just in time to see a woman walk by his office windows. The tight-fitting blouse and skirt caught his eye first. But when she turned and smiled at him, her piercing eyes grabbed his attention enough to make him stop talking in mid-sentence to his assistant. "Who was that, Ingrid?"

      "Oh, that's the new girl who took over the Archives Department. She's only been here a week or so. I ate lunch with her the other day. She's very nice."

      Rollie didn't respond or go on to explain the assignments. He stood there thinking about the woman who walked by his office at a rather hurried pace.

      Ingrid took the silence as an opportunity to poke a little fun at her boss. "Why do you ask? Do you think she's attractive?"

      The tongue-in-cheek questions broke his concentration enough, so he looked again at Ingrid and responded.

      "I know that woman from somewhere. I've seen those eyes before."
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          THE BERLIN CELL

        

      

    

    
      "I believe we finally have the answer to our leadership problem and how to move our plans forward."

      Krieger was the unofficial spokesman for the Tiger Cell of the Black Cross movement. In his mid-thirties, he was older than the other cell members and a veteran of various terrorist campaigns throughout the world. His initial terrorist training started at age 16. He joined the Chin Flay Liberation Front to fight against the central government in Mongolia. From there he moved on to the Andes Mountains to join and fight with several right-wing rebel groups. In twenty years as an insurgent and rebel, the cause always remained the same no matter where he was in the world. Overthrow puppet governments put in place by the World Council.

      German-born, Krieger tried to project an upbeat attitude toward the Black Cross movement. This was important to keep the younger members in line, prevent desertions and promote the recruitment of new members. It also played a significant role in attracting world credits from people who hated the World Council anarchy. These donors wanted change but weren't willing to get their hands dirty by fighting in an armed conflict against the Council's forces.

      What Krieger kept hidden was that he was getting tired of being a target. He had enough of being shot at, wounded, and living like a frightened puppy. Always looking over his shoulder and waiting to be sold out or discovered by a World Council employee or snitch wasn't much of a life. He was getting too old for this crap and knew he was on borrowed time. Every other terrorist he befriended through the years was dead. They were either killed in conflict or blacklisted from the world credits program and succumbed to starvation or disease.

      He promised himself that this would be his last campaign. If it failed, he would do something else regardless of how insignificant it might be. He might end up washing floors or dishes or some other menial task in the underground economy because he had no legitimate resume. Plus, there wasn't a big demand for has-been terrorists.

      The thought of living his remaining years as a flunky was repulsive, especially when he thought of the opportunity he wasted nineteen years earlier. His father, a wealthy executive in Zone 4, somehow bypassed the annual lottery and got Krieger a zone position. Being an over-energetic idealist at the time, Krieger rejected the offer and went on to become a full-time terrorist. In his opinion, accepting the zone position would be a silent vote for the World Council. At the time, it seemed like a perfectly sound decision to turn down the position. But now he looked back and mentally kicked himself in the ass for being so stupid.

      Of course, the old man disowned Krieger. He would never get another opportunity to live in a quasi-capitalistic society. His chance at the "good life" evaporated into thin air like a wisp of smoke from his Cudis assault rifle.

      "What do you mean, Krieger? What's going on?” The questions came from an attractive young lady who joined the Tiger Cell less than three months earlier.

      "I don't know all the details yet, but we are being fed information about a Swiss company that has perfected human cloning. Our unknown source claims to have first-hand knowledge. Supposedly, a cloned human might be produced from a small cell sample taken from a corpse." Krieger purposely gave the group a vague explanation, so they thought the leak at the Swiss biotech company was communicating with someone higher up in the Black Cross organization. For his safety, he thought it best that no one in the Tiger Cell know that he was the contact person for the leak.

      The group of twelve Tiger members sat silent for a couple of minutes digesting what Krieger said. Some of them pretended to understand the consequences of such a technological breakthrough. In reality, all of them were still confused by Krieger's announcement. What difference could artificial beings have to the Black Cross and its goal of bringing down the World Council?

      "Krieger, I may be a dunce but what does this development have to do with our cause?"

      "You're not a dunce, Trish." It was the same young lady who spoke up earlier.

      "You just need time to think of what this innovative technology could mean to us. I've spent the last couple of days thinking about what we could do with this technology. The more I thought about it, the more possibilities I came up with. For example, what if our fallen comrades never die? We take their bodies and bring them back to fight again. Think of how your entire life as a Tiger would change. Instead of always being overly cautious, you could fight with reckless abandon knowing you couldn't die."

      "That's pretty cool, Krieger, but do we know if the artificial clones would have the same dedication to our cause and want to fight? Do the replicants always come back with the same memories, ideas, and beliefs? Or do they come back as an empty slate that needs to be filled with new experiences and values? In other words, do they have to learn how to be human all over again?"

      These insightful questions came from Ivan, the Croatian freedom fighter. He had the second-longest tenure in the Tiger Cell behind Krieger.

      "Great questions, Ivan. Unfortunately, no one knows the answers yet. From what we know so far, the Swiss company has only brought back one animal. They have yet to attempt human cloning. Until a human replicant is produced no one will know the answer to your questions. So, in the meantime, we need to go about our business and wait to see if this technology is real and what value it has to our cause."

      "How long is that going to take, Krieger?"

      "I'm sorry Ivan, I don't have that information. Our contact in the Swiss company is being very cautious with the frequency and amount of information she releases."

      "So, our contact is a woman? Why is she feeding us information?"

      "Trish, the contact is a woman, but I don't know why she is cooperating with us. I'm sure someone knows why, but I don't. She obviously has some sympathy for our cause or knows…" Krieger stopped, realizing his rambling wasn't based on facts but rather speculation on his part.

      "Guys, the bottom line is that I don't know why she is giving us this information."

      The group stopped asking questions when they realized Krieger couldn't offer any more information. They broke into smaller groups to socialize and kick around wild guesses and theories about interacting with clones.

      As Krieger meandered from one group to another, he was pleasantly surprised by what he heard. There were great ideas raised on how this technology might be used by Black Cross and the Tiger cell to achieve their ultimate goals. He had no idea some of the cell's members were so creative.

      One comment he overheard was that clones would be reborn without the micro-monitoring device lodged in their kidneys. It was such an obvious thought. So obvious that he overlooked it during the last couple of days as he thought through the ramifications of having access to a CR47 machine. What a wonderful alternative to having the microdevice surgically removed from the kidney. He still could see the scar from having this surgery done years before.

      But he was more amazed that not one word was mentioned about using this technology to bring back leaders from history. The one thing most terrorist groups lacked was strong leadership from a dynamic, intelligent individual who could plan and motivate the membership to a point of frenzied loyalty. A mediocre leader always led movements to destruction. A strong leader created fanatics who followed him blindly as though they were following a god. That's exactly what the Black Cross needed to overthrow the World Council; a human god.
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          MACON, GEORGIA

        

      

    

    
      In a low raspy voice, the old black woman spoke from the bed she was tethered to for over two months. "Georgie, why do you always have to argue with me? Can't you just once do what I ask?"

      Grandma LeeLee's death bed request wasn't difficult. It would take about thirty minutes to do. All he had to do was wrap a small maple wood box in a protective shipping container, take it to a nearby transport station and send it to the Swiss Zone. It was a reasonable request from his dying grandmother except for one thing. He had to ship the box to his younger brother, Rodolfo, who he considered a traitor to the Sweats family and World Council.

      M.C. Sweats, also known as Georgie to his 112-year-old great-grandmother, didn't want anything to do with his brother, Rodolfo. As far as he was concerned, Rodolfo died the day he left the family and moved to the Swiss Zone of Cooperative Thought. It didn't matter that Rodolfo sent hundreds of world credits to the Sweats family each month. He went out of his way to help them live a little bit better than most other families. And it didn't matter that he also sent gifts to each member of the Sweats family. He never missed their birthdays or year-end commemoration of World Unification Week.

      M.C. knew the year-end presents were meant to celebrate the outlawed religious holiday known as Christmas. For the other members of the Sweats clan, it didn't matter one iota what the presents commemorated or celebrated. They loved receiving new clothes, toys, gadgets, appliances, and foodstuffs from Rodolfo. Everything they received kept them a step above the poverty level. To them, Rodolfo was more benevolent and understanding than the central government which provided just enough to maintain a subservient existence. Rodolfo was a hero to all the Sweats except M.C. and a few distant uncles.

      It burned M.C.'s ass that his brother enjoyed such respect and appreciation. Who ran off to live a life of privilege in a free zone? And, who stayed behind to confront the daily problems of the Sweats family? It was easy sending gifts from the other side of the world. But the real sacrifice was taking care of and watching every step taken by a group of under-educated, naive people like the Sweats.

      When Rodolfo's gifts arrived, the real challenge began for M.C. Each time he had to warn the family members not to flaunt their new gifts around town. Otherwise, they risked drawing the attention of government agents. The last thing the family needed was government scrutiny. M.C. had to make sure none of the Sweats appeared to have a better life than anyone else. It was important that everyone looked equally poor.

      The gifts from the zone were easy to spot due to their quality. But when the Sweats bragged about their gifts it made things dicier. M.C. knew it was a matter of time before someone in the family was tagged for violating the Standard of Living Codes. That person would most likely lose their allocation of world credits. Then, undue hardship would be placed on the remaining family members trying to keep the violator fed, housed, and alive.

      Each time a transport agent arrived at the Sweats family home with a load of packages, M.C. wanted to write "no such person—no forwarding address" on the boxes. He'd love to see Rollie's face when they were returned. But he had yet to develop enough inner strength and courage to do this. He knew he would get caught and that would lead to more family turmoil than accepting the gifts. Until he thought of a way to deal with this delicate situation, he would let his hatred boil over each time the gifts arrived or heard the name, Rollie.

      M.C.'s thoughts about his brother were interrupted by LeeLee's wheezing and labored breathing. He didn't want to be at her bedside when she died but it looked more and more likely that was going to happen. Even though they argued often, he loved the old woman who was more of a parent to him than his mother.

      For M.C., it was much easier watching an acquaintance or stranger die than someone he was emotionally bonded to. There was so much death occurring in the Macon area he became detached and callous to it. Malnutrition and inadequate medical health services resulted in alarming death rates. He ignored the problem and only spoke about the dead when he was drugging it up with his buddies and they needed something to laugh about.

      "Georgie, are you going to do what I ask, or do I have to send the Haints after you?"

      "Grandma, I'll send the box to Rodolfo. Just for you, my dear, just for you." M.C. took her hand and stroked it gently hoping to ease the pain and open the door a little wider for her departure. After all, living to over a hundred was almost unheard of. Rationed food and few medical supplies and equipment had reduced the average life expectancy by 15 years compared to rates before the FISS plague.

      She had lived a good life and it was now time to join her relatives in the afterlife if there was one. Besides, extending her life by using rationed drugs and technology was denying a young person those lifesaving items. M.C. understood this philosophy but had difficulty explaining it to the rest of the family. They couldn't understand or agree with M.C.'s explanation of why Grandma's hastened departure would benefit the rest of society.

      As he sat at her bedside watching her soul slip away, M.C. couldn't help thinking back to their time together. Each laugh, argument, and silent moment they shared raced through his mind. He almost laughed out loud when he thought about LeeLee's threat to send the Haints after him.

      He had been hearing about the Haints for as long as he could remember. She used them to scare kids, and sometimes adults, into doing things they didn't want to do. Grandma described Haints as departed souls who hung around Earth because they were having difficulty taking the last step into the spirit world. Having nothing better to do, the Haints made life miserable for anyone who was difficult or naughty by Grandma's standards. This was especially true of kids, who refused to do their chores or go to bed at night.

      Grandma LeeLee started every Haints story the same. "This is the way your great-great-great-grandfather told the story. Ya all know he was a slave on a cotton plantation in Mississippi." She then launched into a detailed Haints story which took at least twenty minutes to tell. By the end, the younger children were frightened out of their wits. The older kids begged to leave and get back to the important job of horsing around. Clever Grandma LeeLee kept them at her side until they agreed to do whatever chore she assigned.

      Grandma's descriptions and stories about the Haints were endless. M.C. couldn't ever remember hearing the same story twice. For him, her stories were entertaining, but he never considered the Haints as scary as real ghosts. What scared the hell out of him though was Grandma LeeLee's belief in the existence of the Haints. She shuddered when she spoke about them and the look in her eyes was as convincing as the sky was blue.

      At age 40, M.C. was agnostic toward the existence of Haints. He could argue all he wanted about the Haints being lies or fables. Grandma LeeLee always came right back with five reasons from Haints folklore proving they were real. After years of arguing he gave up and declared them a possibility.

      At two o'clock in the morning M.C.'s mother, Frontane Sweats, took over sitting at Grandma's death bed. M.C. crawled into bed to get a few hours of sleep before heading to the government distribution center where he was an allocation specialist. The four to five hours per day he spent at the distribution center were a great diversion from his boring life. It was so rewarding and fulfilling he wished he could contribute more hours per week to his post which was the socialist version of a job. But the government had strict rules about the number of hours each citizen could contribute. A mere 20 hours a week was all it took to maintain a person's value to society. The last thing M.C. wanted to do was violate the government work code and blemish his perfect record.

      After leaving the distribution center, M.C. headed to the transport station to send Grandma's box to Rollie. If Grandma LeeLee was still alive by the time he got home, he didn't want to face her cross-examination about whether he sent the box.

      Before wrapping the box, he couldn't resist looking inside. He wanted to see what was so damn important that it must be sent to the Swiss Zone at an outrageous expense to the Sweats family. As he suspected, there wasn't anything important inside the box. It was empty except for a brief note from Grandma LeeLee which read: Rodolfo: what I promised you long ago. I've received word from Him that you need this now. Remember what I told you. The obvious isn't always obvious. Love Grandma.

      He was sure this woman was going to drive him crazy before she left this world. He knew she had strong religious beliefs but now she was communicating directly with God, the made-up Creator and Lord of the Universe. Who else could she be referring to when she used the word, Him? At least he got a little bit of humor out of this. He could see her in his cartoon bubble talking on a micromic communicator to the heavens or wherever God called home.

      And, what was the comment, "the obvious isn't always obvious" supposed to mean? It wasn't enough that she spoke to the Creator of Man, she also used code language to talk with her favorite grandson. M.C. laughed to himself thinking about his brother reading this sentence. He could see Rollie scratching his head in Zurich trying to decode and figure out its meaning.

      M.C. was tempted to toss the box in the trash, go home and lie to Grandma about having sent it to the Swiss Zone. As much as he wanted to do this, he knew he couldn't look her straight in the eyes and claim to have followed her instructions. Even with poor vision, she would feel his deceit. Somehow, she always knew when a kid was lying to her.

      After the moment of reconsideration, M.C. wrapped the box, paid the transport fee, and sent it on its way. He could now quit being irritated by the entire ordeal and face his grandmother with a clear conscious.

      When he got home, he was surprised to find nearly all the Sweats family members gathered throughout the dining and living rooms. At first, he took this mob of relatives to mean that Grandma LeeLee had passed away. But the jubilation, joking, and upbeat conversations indicated the opposite. Grandma LeeLee had not died but rather made a miraculous recovery. She was sitting in a recliner chair surrounded by a dozen or more of her descendants, relatives, and neighbors.

      M.C. made his way through the crowd and got close to the recliner. He arrived just in time to hear LeeLee say, "Kids, God has given me a new lease on life. He came to me last night and said I had a few things left to do before joining him up above. So, I'll be staying right here pestering each of you as I have…"

      That was all M.C. could remember from Grandmother's announcement that she was far from death's door. He was shocked by how good she looked and the energy she displayed at her not-going-away party. He was happy she recovered but there was something very odd about this turn of events. He could feel it in his gut; something just wasn't right. A few short hours before she was gasping for air and her body temperature was dropping like a rock. Now, she looked twenty years younger. How could such a radical recovery and change take place? It wasn't natural and defied the precepts of medicine. There had to be a logical explanation other than God told her she had more work to do on Earth. M.C. refused to believe that drivel. But, all the "Praise be God" and similar religious remarks indicated that those around her chair were more convinced than ever of the existence of a loving Creator.

      "M.C. M.C. Boy, you come over here and give your Grandma a big hug."

      His thoughts about his grandmother's remarkable recovery vanished. He put a big smile on his face and trotted over to hug and sit by her.

      "Grandma, you look great. How do you feel? I can't believe how good you look. Did the doctor give you something …?"

      "M.C. calm down. I feel great and no one on Earth doctored me. My medicine came from above. I've told you all the time to trust in the Lord. And, if you do that, everything will turn out okay."

      "Well, Grandma, I'm not sure how you made such a great recovery but I'm glad you did."

      LeeLee gave one of her raspy chuckles, kissed M.C. on the cheek, and added, "By the way M.C., thanks for mailing the box to Rodolfo. He needs that box bad. The next couple of years are going to be so exciting and he's going to be right in the middle of it. In fact, you will be too."

      Thank God, he chose to send the box. If Grandma was going to be around for a while, as it now appeared, then he made the right choice. But what the hell did she mean by the next couple of years were going to be exciting and the Sweats brothers were going to be in the middle of things? Was this another secret communique from her God or did she have a screw loose and think she could foretell the future? M.C. had no idea what to think. If there was a God, then He was probably the only one who knew for sure.

      For the next hour, M.C. sat at her side, welcoming, shaking hands, and making small talk with the Sweats family members. He was pleased to see the number of neighbors who showed up for the festivities and free food. Following the custom, they brought food and beverages to the celebration. At least he wouldn't have to foot the bill for feeding the entire crowd.

      Finally, he excused himself to go to the buffet-style food table. All this celebration made him hungry and he was a soft touch for the home-cooked dishes made by the women in the neighborhood.

      As M.C. stood behind the food table eating a little bit of every dish, he scanned the room. He wasn't looking for anyone in particular but rather taking inventory of the guests.

      For the first time in his life, he realized something so obvious it had slid by his conscious mind for decades. He stopped eating and stared at his grandmother and the relatives standing and sitting around her.

      Grandma LeeLee looked a lot like his younger brother, Rodolfo. She had the same light complexion and chiseled nose and lips. The only prominent Negroid feature was the tightly wound hair on her head. He guessed that if he could find a picture of LeeLee from eighty years before the two of them would appear to be brother and sister.

      He had never seen or paid attention to this resemblance in the past. It was probably the darker-skin Sweats now standing around her who highlighted the differences. Most Sweats had medium or very dark skin with broad noses and lips. Even the color of their hair was several shades darker than the color of LeeLee's and Rodolfo's hair.

      He wondered if anyone else in the family had noticed these differences. He was reluctant to say anything about this to any family member. There was no sense in creating another family dispute. But he decided to do a little snooping and try to figure out how this happened. Was it due to normal breeding and genetics or reflect something more secretive or sinister?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SIX


          

          COMPANY AND CAREERS ON THE LINE

        

      

    

    
      "Good afternoon, Helga. You're looking stunning as usual."

      Klaus Ekstrom's middle-aged assistant blushed and gave a faint schoolgirl snicker in response to Rollie's pointed and exaggerated compliment. He loved watching her turn from the CEO's stern sentry to a radiant wallflower each time he praised her appearance in one way or another. It didn't get him any special treatment, but it did brighten his day a bit seeing the joy he added to her life.

      "Oh Mr. Sweats, you say the nicest things. I bet your mother taught you how to be such a gentleman."

      "It was my grandmother, Helga. She spent a lot of time making sure the girls in our family acted like ladies and the boys knew how to treat them properly. For Grandma, there was no such thing as equality among the sexes. Boys learned how to become men and girls learned how to become ladies. And each sex had their own rules and values which were not shared with the other sex."

      "That's quite an interesting take on child-rearing, Mr. Sweats. You and Helga can continue your conversation some other time." Klaus Ekstrom turned and walked back into his office after eavesdropping on their conversation. Rollie looked at Helga and gave her an exasperated smile before following his boss.

      Of the three chairs in front of Klaus's desk, Rollie sat in the one to the right. He learned from experience that Klaus spent a great deal of time looking to his right as he thought about what to say to guests in his office. Not being in his direct line of sight was a break from the pointed and confrontational discussions with Klaus.

      Seven years earlier, when Klaus was selected as the new CEO, it took Rollie two meetings to understand his management style. It was a dictator rather than a benevolent and concerned leader. There was no horse-play, laughing, or screwing around in Klaus's world. He was direct, to the point, and expected results. Failure was not a word in Klaus's vocabulary.

      During his first month as CEO, one-half of the upper Phoenvartis management staff looked for new careers. Most were let go after they were unable to write a convincing one-page memorandum explaining why they shouldn't be fired. Rollie could still remember when he got this assignment. After two days of worrying about what to write, Rollie knew there was no right answer. So, he decided to be blunt and as honest as possible. He wrote in big bold letters across the letter-size paper, MR. EKSTROM: YOU SHOULDN'T FIRE ME BECAUSE I'M DAMN GOOD AT WHAT I DO. I DON'T ACCEPT A CHALLENGE UNLESS I PLAN TO BE THE BEST AT IT. IF I CAN'T BE THE BEST, THEN I WON'T TAKE THE ASSIGNMENT. AND, I LIKE TO WORK; ALWAYS HAVE AND ALWAYS WILL. Signed ROLLIE SWEATS.

      Rollie was packing the personal belongings in his office when he received an unexpected incoming call on his UCN. It was from Klaus Ekstrom and was short and to the point. "Mr. Sweats, welcome to my team. Please contact my assistant, Helga, to arrange our first meeting. Be prepared to explain your current projects with detailed timing and action. Also, I will want to know what we can do here at Phoenvartis to make the company more successful."

      Rollie was relieved to survive the first reduction in management positions but knew this wasn't going to be the last. There was no such thing as having a safe and tenured position in a Klaus Ekstrom regime. Your performance was constantly under examination and evaluation. At any time, the boss could let you go because he decided you weren't of enough value to the company.

      That day, six years earlier, Rollie decided to play by Klaus's rules and see what the future held at Phoenvartis. Since then, he was satisfied with his decision to stay at Phoenvartis and work for King Klaus, the unofficial nickname many people at the company called Ekstrom. After all, how many people had the chance to take part in medical breakthroughs like the replication of life?

      "Well, Mr. Sweats, it appears that your idea from a couple of years ago has finally paid off. Congratulations. Now, what do you see as the next step in this project?"

      It was true that Rollie had suggested looking at the possibility of creating life by cloning. But, if the truth is known, he never expected it to become a reality. When he brought it up as a possible project, he considered it a creative way to keep his job. If the boss bought the idea, he was guaranteed at least a couple of years of further employment. The years had raced by. Now, he faced the bigger problem of where to take the replicant life project. The successful cloning of a simple creature changed his life. And, most likely, the future of the world.

      "Mr. Ekstrom, I haven't had a chance to think through how this project should proceed. It was only an hour or two ago when I heard about the recent developments from your nephew, Claude. I still have yet to see the recording of the first cloning."

      "Rollie, you've had over four years to create a Timing and Action for this project. There shouldn't be any doubt in your mind about what the next steps should be in this project. And, as far as the recording goes, I think you'll like…" Klaus Ekstrom caught himself before incriminating his nephew's deceit with the recording.

      "Never mind about the recording. It's not that important. Here's what I want, Rollie. By 8 a.m. tomorrow, I want on my desk a detailed T & A for the cloning project. I want to know what direction we'll be taking and how fast. The executive committee expects big things from this project so let's not disappoint them. Any questions?"

      "No, I don't think so. I have a pretty good understanding of what you want."

      Rollie stood up to leave. He started to reach out to shake Klaus's hand but withdrew it after seeing that his boss was already thinking about other things. To him, Rollie was already gone from his office.

      Rollie walked past Helga's desk and let out a muffled whistle. He replicated the whistle young, attractive ladies on the street get from construction workers. He smiled to himself as he walked away hearing Helga's girlish snicker again. He wished that he felt lighthearted like Helga but couldn't ever remember leaving Klaus's office in a positive mood. He always left feeling like the loser in a one-round cage match with a wrestling bear.

      By the time he reached his office, he knew exactly how he was going to handle Klaus and give himself at least a 50% chance of surviving this debacle. Unfortunately, he needed Claude Ekstrom's cooperation to pull off his plan.

      "Ingrid, please find that dweeb, Claude Ekstrom, and tell him to get up here immediately."

      "Is it okay if I call him a dweeb, Mr. Sweats?"

      Rollie smiled to himself. "Ingrid, after what he pulled today, I don't care what you call him."

      Fifteen minutes later Claude crept softly into Rollie's office. He knew he was on the hot seat for going around Rollie's back. He had been warned about communicating directly with his uncle, Klaus.

      Rollie waved Claude to a chair, shut the door to the office, and sat down across from the dweeb. He stared at Claude for two to three minutes, not saying a word but rather snapping his pencil on the desktop. Each successive snap was louder and more forceful until the pencil broke in two.

      "Claude, you and I have a problem, a big problem called SOA. Do you know what SOA stands for, Claude?" Rollie didn't give Claude a chance to answer the question. He didn't care what Claude thought it meant and he didn't want him to utter a word.

      "SOA stands for Save Our Asses. Let me repeat Claude, it stands for Save Our Asses. Or, put another way, how can we develop the cloning project in a scientific manner without getting fired."

      Rollie could tell from Claude's expression that he didn't have any idea what this lecture was about. He stood up and walked to the back of Claude's chair. Leaning forward, he balanced himself by resting his hands on the chair's back.

      "Claude, I spent a half-hour with your uncle talking about the cloning project. He told me that he saw the CR47 recording of the field mouse cloning. He said he got the recording from you. And he has already run to the executive committee to share the good news."

      At the mention of his involvement in the disappearance of the CR47 recording, Claude swung around in his chair to face Rollie. He rambled on trying to explain away his disloyalty and deceit.

      "Claude, shut up! Don't say a word and don't even think about trying to deny giving the recording to your uncle. He already sold you out, so don't make things worse than they are already." Rollie's lie was having the desired effect on Claude. His bottom lip started to quiver, and he frantically looked around the room to find something or someone to help him get out of this predicament.

      "You and I both know that putting together one lousy little field mouse is light years away from what your uncle wants. He wants to clone humans. That's where the money is and that's what will make him the most renowned scientist-CEO in the world. And, he wants to start human cloning immediately. Are you starting to see the problem yet, Claude?”

      Again, Rollie went on without waiting for Claude to answer. "Let me make this really simple for you. If we start human cloning now, without following scientific procedures, there's a 99% chance the first human clone will be a vegetable or some unspeakable freak. Your uncle might be able to explain away the first failure to the executive committee but he sure as hell won't be able to explain why clones two, three, and four are mutants. And when that happens, you and I are toast. In other words, when he goes down with the ship, we go too. And instead of honor and notoriety, we'll be lucky to have jobs sweeping floors."

      Rollie walked back in front of Claude and sat on the front side of his desk. "Claude, do you understand the problem you've created by running to your uncle and shooting off that big mouth of yours?"

      This time, Rollie waited for Claude to respond which was a simple nodding up and down of his head. He then started his well-known nasal snorting to clear his sinuses and airways. Rollie felt like grabbing him by the neck and slapping his sinus cavities clear.

      When Claude calmed down and stopped snorting, Rollie continued. "Claude, we have a choice. We're going to decide right now whether to do exactly as your uncle wants or put together a game plan which might save the cloning project and our jobs. Which one should we do, Claude?"

      It didn't take long for the dweeb to reach a decision. "God, I really screwed up, didn't I?"

      "Claude, that's water under the bridge. There's nothing we can do about that now. Again, what do you think we should do?"

      Claude pushed back the glasses on his nose and answered. "I think we better take the scientific approach and not rush into human cloning. As you said, Mr. Sweats, the odds of perfecting human cloning right away are probably a thousand to one. But, how are we going to put off my uncle? He's going to be furious if we don't start human cloning right away. Especially now that he has oversold the idea to the executive committee and told them it's as easy as the mouse cloning."

      As Rollie suspected, Claude confirmed what Klaus told the executive committee. He had convinced them that bringing the cloning project to market was going to be as easy as baking a pie. And, by doing so, he had jeopardized the image and reputation of the company. But worse, the fallout and rumors of a failed human cloning project would work their way up the food chain. It would stop with the ultimate government overlords—the World Council. And that would be the end of Phoenvartis, Klaus and Claude Ekstrom, and Rodolfo Sweats. Rollie had to tone down Klaus's unrealistic enthusiasm and goals. His boss needed to eat a plate of humble pie to save the project, company, and everyone's careers.

      "Claude, it's better that Klaus gets really pissed off now rather than drag out one disappointment after another. In other words, we are going to hit him with every disaster I can think of in the next few days. And the first thing will be the death of the cloned field mouse."

      "Rollie, I just checked on the field mouse. He's in great shape."

      "Claude, wake up. You are going to go back to the lab and euthanize the mouse. In one hour, the mouse will be no more. And, by the way, kill it using some method or drug that isn't traceable."

      "Well, what good will that do?"

      "It will be the first step in convincing Klaus he needs to throttle down on the cloning project and realize it's not a sure-fire success. The unexpected death of the mouse will start him thinking that the cloning process might be faulty. By the end of this week, he'll mellow on the project and start conveying his reservations to the executive committee. He's going to be pissed at us for the next few weeks but that's a lot better than handing him one human cloning failure after another."

      "So, let me see if I understand this. I'm going to kill the mouse and you are going to think of some fake setbacks to tell my uncle?"

      "That's right, and I just thought of another one. The CR47 incubator is going to suffer an electronic and mechanical malfunction. A malfunction that we create. One that takes several weeks to fix."

      Claude thought about Rollie's proposed plan and summarized it out loud to see if it seemed reasonable. "Okay, we pile these problems on my uncle and hope like hell he tones down his enthusiasm toward the project. If that happens, he'll temper his reports to the executive committee. And if we get really lucky, he'll make up some bullshit excuses about the project and tell the committee it will take an extended period to fix the problems. Have I got this right?"

      "Yeah, that's the general idea. But you know your uncle. He's a loose cannon who might do anything. Only time will tell."

      "So, what is our goal by making up these lies? What's the bottom line, Rollie?"

      "We get the time needed to develop the cloning project correctly. We follow scientific standards and minimize potential failures. I figure the least amount of time we'll get is four months but I'm hoping for six months."

      "One question, Rollie. What if he gets so upset, that he puts someone else in charge of the project?"

      Rollie thought for a moment before answering. "That's a good question, Claude. I guess that could happen, but I still think we can squeeze out the time we need even if he appoints a new supervisor. Let's face it, the new guy won't have a clue about how cloning is done. It will take him weeks, if not months, to figure it out. Of course, we'll be the ones teaching him what he needs to know so we can delay and sidetrack his training quite a bit."

      Rollie and Claude looked at each other and for the first time in years found a sliver of respect for one another.

      "Any questions Claude?"

      "I don't think so. My first assignment is taking care of the mouse. I assume you want its body kept?"

      "Yeah, we have to make this look legitimate so keep the body in cold storage."

      Claude sat reviewing the entire plan in his head. He was cautious and didn't want to leave until he felt comfortable with the sabotage he was getting ready to join. "Okay, Rollie, I'll wait to hear from you on what you want me to do and when."

      Rollie was relieved to reach an agreement with Claude. But he knew this would be the easiest part of his plan. He ended their meeting with a short pep talk meant to strengthen Claude's commitment to the plan. "Claude, you have to hang in there no matter what your uncle says or does. When he throws a temper tantrum let it roll off your back. And if he tries to bribe you with promotions, gifts, and world credits, just ignore him. Try to remember that perfecting a cloning procedure will be a hundred times more rewarding than anything he can offer you now."

      Rollie and Claude shook hands and went their separate ways. Each of them still had reservations about each other and the plan but there was no turning back. To be on the safe side, Rollie recorded the entire meeting with Claude. It might come in handy if Claude got cold feet and wanted to renege on his commitment to their plan.

      Over the next two hours, Rollie put together a comprehensive T & A for the cloning project. It showed immediate human experimentation which was exactly what Klaus expected and demanded. It would be on his desk by 8 a.m. the following morning. But by the end of the week, after he and Claude hit Klaus with one disaster after another, the T & A would go up in smoke and be worthless.

      For the rest of the day and much of the night, Rollie replayed every word and nuance of his meeting with Claude. He meticulously looked for potential loopholes and problems. He also thought of a couple more disasters which could be combined with the death of the mouse and malfunction of the CR47, to delay the project.

      At 3 a.m., Rollie woke from a deep sleep thinking of something he forgot to tell Claude. He made a note to himself to see Claude first thing in the morning. Once the reminder was on paper, he was able to get back to sleep.

      For the next couple of hours, he dreamed about his Grandma LeeLee. He didn't know why his thoughts focused on her but there was some type of strong link occurring between the two of them.

      When he awoke a couple of hours later, he could recall the dream so vividly that he thought it actually happened. Grandma LeeLee was standing on what appeared to be a theatrical stage and repeated the same thing over and over.

      "Sunny Boy, I've sent help to you. It will be there soon. Sunny Boy, I've sent help to you…"

      He sat on the edge of the bed and thought about what the dream might mean. Sunny Boy, he understood. It was Grandma LeeLee's nickname for him. But what was the help she sent?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SEVEN


          

          THE FIRST STEP OF REVENGE

        

      

    

    
      Date Hattori, a fifty-year-old farmer, lived outside the city of Osaka in the country once known as Japan. He loved tilling the soil on his tiny farm but was fed up. As he bent over to pull another weed, he decided to carry through on his plan of treachery against the central government. The central government he had unlimited hate for.

      This wasn't a spur-of-the-moment decision. He had debated his illegal plan for years. His wife contracting cancer and dying a brutal death from the disease was all he needed to push forward with the plan. There was no longer a reason to worry about the possible consequences. He couldn't care less if he got caught and lost his monthly allotment of world credits. He had saved extra credits, one by one, for years and could now survive as a rogue in the underground society of criminals and misfits.

      The government's refusal to give his wife the medical care and drugs she needed was immoral and scandalous. There was a cure for her type of cancer, but she was classified as a nonessential citizen. This meant that the drugs and attention she needed could only be allocated to those citizens who were deemed more valuable assets of the state. Date had no idea who these more valuable people were and didn't care to find out. All he knew was that she was the most valuable person in his life. A faceless bureaucrat, somewhere within the World Council organization, condemned her to a miserable, agonizing death. A death far beyond what any human should experience.

      The final straw was when they sent him a communique informing him that his wife qualified for a free syringe filled with a death potion. All she had to do was inject the liquid death.

      The syringe arrived two days later along with a nondescript sympathy letter. It described how the World Council was sorry to hear about his wife's terminal illness. They wanted to do everything possible to make her death a memorable event for friends and relatives. The bastards were heartless, and he couldn't wait to strike back.

      Several times he considered killing her so she could escape this world and move on to a pain-free afterlife. Each time he worked up the courage to end her life something happened to stop him. Twice she passed out, silencing the agonizing screams. A third time she begged to stay with him for a little while longer. On his final attempt, she passed away seconds before he plunged the syringe into her arm. She was now with her ancestors and Date looked forward to when he could join her.

      Date kept the death potion syringe. He knew sometime in the future it would come in handy as a tool of revenge.

      Revenge wasn't his only reason for committing the criminal act of treason against the World Council. For years, he had studied and thought about his rich family ancestry as samurai warriors. According to his great-grandfather, Date was a direct decedent of the famous samurai, Hattori "the Demon" Honzo who lived during the 16th century. Honzo was one of the most well-known and respected samurai of his time. He fought and led his forces to victory in many battles during his short life of fifty-five years. He served and protected the upper echelon daimyos, also known as great lords. And near the end of his life was master swordsman and protector general to the Shogun for all of Japan.

      Six hundred years later, the samurai code of honor and discipline still ran with fire through Date's blood. He couldn't stop thinking about resurrecting his intended position as a samurai to a great lord. It was part of his DNA and he needed to carry through on what he was put on this earth to do. Farming was an honorable profession but serving a great lord, politically and militarily, was more important. It was what he must do to be a complete man and honor his ancestors.

      Date spent hours each night studying the samurai code of Bushido. He learned how to use all the weapons. He was most concerned with the dueling sword which true samurai believed possessed their honor within the tempered steel blade. After years of study, he was qualified to become a samurai. He could now serve a great lord by protecting his land and possessions and fighting his enemies. The problem was that he didn't have any idea who this great lord would be. The power elite of society was now protected by armed guards versed in modern warfare, weapons, and military tactics. The elite of world government in the 22nd century needed a sword-wielding samurai as much as they needed to contract a contagious disease.

      Date was confident his lord would reveal himself eventually and welcome his protection, advice, and loyalty. But if he had to spend a few years as a ronin samurai until his lord became known then that was also acceptable. Samurai history was filled with many glorious stories about unattached and unemployed samurai. They roamed the Japanese countryside protecting the less fortunate in exchange for food and a place to sleep.

      When his wife was alive, he would lie awake each night thinking his way through how to pull off this criminal feat. A lot of time was devoted to avoiding detection and apprehension by the authorities. The late-night mental exercises were so intense and detailed that there was little doubt in Date's mind that his plans were close to foolproof.

      The part of his plans that he enjoyed analyzing the most was how to handle the extra income generated from selling his illegal product. He knew that two things tripped up criminals. Most landed in the hands of the authorities because they couldn't keep their mouths shut. Date was amazed by criminals who felt they must tell someone about the crimes they committed.

      The second stumbling block for criminals was living beyond their means. Several times a year Date got a good laugh from reading or hearing about criminals who beat the system and then tried to live far beyond their means. They spent outrageous amounts of world credits on luxury items. How stupid were these people? What could they be thinking? Did they think the authorities were blind and ignored people who spent far more than their allotted world credits? Every citizen was expected to live no better or worse than their neighbor. Spending excessive amounts of world credits was an immediate tipoff to some type of criminal activity. These people were also fair game for government snitches. These rats looked for and reported "excessive spenders" to the government. The central government's reward program provided for a 10% reward paid to snitches from the recovered world credits.

      Date wasn't going to make the same mistakes. He planned to use his criminally-gotten income on his passion for collecting samurai warfare equipment. He would also support dissident groups intent on overthrowing the World Council. Enemies of the World Council were now Date's comrades-in-arms no matter how radical their tactics and ideology might be.

      Built beneath Date's house was a 15-square meter room used to keep harvested food fresh. It stayed in this naturally cooled room until it went to the government's agent for redistribution throughout society. Concealed and camouflaged in one corner of this room was a small opening that led into a tunnel. This tunnel twisted and turned for 50 meters under the nearby rocky berms on Date's property. At the end of the tunnel, Date used a blaster laser to create a 20 square meter room out of the solid rock. The room was equipped with a high-security entrance. There was a supply of natural spring water and light provided by well-hidden, miniature energy cells on the hill's crest. In this vault, Date would store and admire his collection of samurai weapons and suits of armor. Also, the black-and-white pictures he inherited from his grandfather would be honorably displayed. Each of them showed a different 19th-century samurai forefather in full battle gear. The pictures highlighted the military relics and weapons.

      True samurai artifacts were still available on the black market but very expensive. An authentic samurai sword made by one of the famous swordsmiths of ancient Japan could cost as much as a family's yearly allotment of world credits.

      Date already had a couple of samurai swords, but he knew they were cheap reproductions of the real swords of ancient Japan. They were nice to look at but wouldn't last two minutes in an actual duel. A real samurai sword would chop the fake in half.

      Authentic samurai swords came in straight, curved, long, and short versions. The most sought-after models were made of soft and hard steel folded over and hammered together many times during the forging process. This blending of different quality carbon steel created a blade that could hold a sharp edge yet not brittle enough to snap in battle. The blade was then polished for weeks using fine grain sand to create a mirror finish.

      It was not uncommon for a high-quality blade to take a month or more to manufacture. When done, it was etched at the handle end with the sword master's name. The daimyo or clan he worked for and year were also etched into the steel. The hilt was tightly wound in quality leather and silk. It had to be long enough so the sword could be held and wielded with two hands. The handguard and scabbard were also works of art. They were often decorated with silver and gold and carved from exotic woods or ivory.

      The highest quality swords were tested often upon completion. It was common for the samurai who bought the sword to test it by slashing and stabbing a human corpse. In some cases, condemned convicts volunteered to be test victims for new swords. This was considered a more honorable way to die than being nailed to a cross and left for days to endure an agonizing crucifixion.

      Date began his search for the finest samurai relics available on the black market. There were several reputable brokers within a day's travel who specialized in finding the best relics. This included swords, crossbows, long barrel rifles, archery equipment, and battle armor. All this equipment was used during the thousand years samurai warriors were a political and military force on the island nation of old Japan. The 10% to 20% finder's fee he would pay the broker was well worth the expense. Having them track down and verify each relic would give him the time he needed to start producing and selling his illegal cloaking device.

      Years before his wife contracted cancer, a rumor spread that the World Council had a method for monitoring each citizen's daily movements. Date suspected this was more than a rumor. It was too much of a coincidence how often government agents showed up as crimes and civil disobedience occurred.

      Date was very upset by the possibility that his whereabouts and activities were monitored by the government. It wasn't that he went anywhere important or tried to hide his travel destinations. For God's sake, how much intrigue could a farmer's life have? It was the principle that some faceless organization could know where he was 24 hours a day. As far as he was concerned, they didn't have the right to know his whereabouts at any time. The only right they earned was to know he was a solid citizen who didn't commit any crimes against his fellow man or the state. Beyond this, their over-involvement in his life was a violation of one of his basic freedoms granted by God's Natural Law.

      It finally leaked out that the health injections contained a micro-monitoring device that lodged in a kidney. Date was infuriated. He swore to find a way to either disarm or cloak this device so he could move about freely without anyone knowing when and where he went. For the next several years he studied and read everything he could about the monitoring devices which were called trackers.

      He paid close attention to stories about people who had their kidney and the monitoring device surgically removed. This seemed like an extreme step to take considering the person was classified as unaccounted for once his device was removed and stopped transmitting. The only way to survive was to live successfully in the criminal underground. Otherwise, the authorities would arrest the person and have another monitoring device injected.

      Government news releases always painted apprehended citizens as members of one anti-government group or another. Date knew this couldn't be true. Professional criminals had the contacts and knowledge to avoid apprehension once they fell off the government surveillance grid. They didn't necessarily belong to an anti-government element. It was easy to conclude that the government published these stories to scare average citizens away from having their monitoring devices removed. And if the government went to this much effort to scare the public then there were a lot of people, like himself, who wanted to be tracker free.

      Besides studying everything he could find about the tracking devices, Date volunteered as a janitor at the Osaka central government hospital. He knew this regional hospital was responsible for giving the health injections which contained the monitoring devices to children when they reached five years of age. Any malfunctioning trackers were also surgically removed and replaced in this hospital.

      After working a couple of months at the hospital, Date figured out where the monitoring devices were stored. He was amazed by the lack of security in this area. There were no video recorders in the room and the main entrance door was propped open much of the time. With these conditions, the eye identification, entrance system was worthless. Even though the room was designated a restricted zone, personnel from throughout the hospital and sometimes visitors came and went without challenge. The bottom line was that this room was unsecured and any security breach, such as theft, would go undetected.

      New monitoring devices lay helter-skelter throughout this room.

      The surgically removed devices were thrown in a trash can rather than put in a secured hazardous materials container. The lackadaisical approach to maintaining the monitoring devices told Date that a computerized inventory of these devices was either not used or ignored.

      Date helped himself to one of the discarded monitoring devices in a trash container. He wanted to test his observations about the ineffective security procedures and practices. After two weeks, not one word was said about the missing device. Within a year, he acquired over a dozen new trackers and at least as many defective units. Also, he copied and took home dozens of electronic journals and manuals describing the use, implantation, and repair of the monitoring devices. At no time did anyone question him about the missing equipment and documents.

      The hospital employees and the government bureaucrats responsible for the hospital didn't have any idea Date was a thief. At first, he was surprised by this lack of control. But it made more sense as he observed the daily operation of the hospital and its staff. He concluded that a centralized government that attempted to control every phase of its citizens' lives controlled nothing. The abundance of edicts, laws, rules, and regulations enacted by the government led most citizens to complacency. The average person either ignored what the government wanted or found ways to work around their demands. And if anything went wrong, the overabundance of governance allowed plenty of wiggle room for the average bureaucrat to point the blame at someone else.

      After a year, Date had stolen everything he needed to start developing a cloaking device. The goal was simple. Create a device that fooled the monitoring devices and misled the government which used them to track its citizens. He quit the volunteer position at the hospital. He used this time to experiment, reverse engineer and develop a simple, yet effective, way to make the kidney monitoring device useless.

      Date possessed intelligence that far exceeded what was needed to be a successful farmer. But his formal education was minimal. He never earned any degrees or certifications of achievement. What he did have was the best motivation of all; a burning desire to end government intrusion in his life.

      At first, the information he accumulated and studied about the monitoring device was like reading a foreign language. Through trial and error, he came to understand the inner workings of the monitoring device. After two years of experimentation in his hidden underground chamber, he was an expert on the device. He knew more about how it was made and worked than anyone else on the planet.

      Even with all this knowledge, a successful cloaking method was hard to discover. Several times, Date considered giving up his quest, especially after his wife became sick with cancer. Trying to juggle his time between farming, caring for his wife, and reverse-engineering the monitoring device was exhausting. As with many great steps forward in engineering and medical advancements, Date stumbled onto the solution by accident. Unfortunately, this step forward was at the expense of his wife's health.

      His wife's cancer started in the liver and spread to the bladder and kidneys. It soon metastasized and attacked her bloodstream which changed the chemical composition of the blood cells. When this happened, Date and his wife had a surprise visit from a government inspector. He asked dozens of questions about her health and ability to perform daily tasks. Could she perform routine functions around the house like bathing herself and making meals?

      Date wasn't fooled in the least. The government employee's concern for his wife's welfare was shallow. It was an obvious ruse. The inspector's attitude was so unemotional and caustic that Date wanted to throw him out the door. But his curiosity about the inspector's hidden agenda overrode the disgust he had for the man.

      Date realized that the inspector's real goal was to find out why the signal from his wife's monitoring device started to malfunction. Date played the role of a simpleton farmer. He asked a few pointed questions which the pompous inspector eagerly answered to show off his self-importance. After a half-hour, the inspector was convinced the change in the device's faltering signal was due to a terminal disease. He ended the interview, apologized for the inconvenience, and left.

      Date hated the fact that his wife was subjected to such mental abuse by the inspector. But the clues the inspector dropped during the interview and the answers he gave to Date's questions were very valuable. They were enough to point Date in the right direction to solve the mystery of the monitoring devices.

      Within two weeks, Date figured out that the monitoring device was powered by the flow of blood through the kidney. If the flow of blood decreased for any reason like an injury or medical condition, the device lacked enough energy to send a correct signal. Also, each person's unique blood composition correlated to their monitoring device. In other words, the chemical makeup of each person's blood was unique. It was just like fingerprints. No two people had the same chemical composition. When the monitoring device was injected into the body it became linked to that person's unique chemical makeup of his blood. From that moment forward the monitoring device and the person's name and blood were all linked. Together they showed up as one bleep on the monitoring grid.

      As his wife's cancer spread, the chemical composition of her blood changed. The ability of her kidneys to process and filter blood slowed down. Both changes caused transmitting problems for her tracker. That, in turn, triggered an alarm condition at the monitoring station. The only recourse the government had was to send out an inspector to find out why her monitoring device was malfunctioning.

      With this information, Date invented a simple pump container that contained about a quart of donor's blood. When Date dropped one of his homemade monitoring devices into the container the pump turned on. It started to transmit a signal which was an exact duplicate of the signal already transmitting from the donor. The last step was to block the signal from the donor's kidney, so the monitoring station would see only one signal, not two.

      After some trial and error testing, Date found that a thin sheet of lead leafing blocked the monitoring device signal. All that needed to be done was sew it into an elastic bandage. The bandage was then worn around a person's lower chest and over his kidneys. The lead blocking band was lightweight and no more of a nuisance to wear than a belt to hold up a pair of pants. Deactivating the cloaking system was as easy as activating it. The person simply removed the lead blocking bandage after turning off the blood circulation pump. The fake monitoring device signal then fell off the monitoring grid and was replaced with the signal from the person's real device.

      Date wanted to have his system perfected before his wife died. He wanted her to share the enjoyment of putting one over on the government they both hated. She blamed the government for the death of her two children during the FISS plague and wanted revenge as much as Date. Unfortunately, she died several months before Date finished his invention.

      After a week of mourning her death with fellow villagers and a few relatives, Date went back to work perfecting his cloaking system. He tested the finished product on himself. After wrapping the lead blocking bandage around his midsection, he dropped the new monitoring device in a container of his blood. He turned on the circulating pump and sat down at the kitchen table. He poured himself a cup of sake and waited for the authorities to arrive. There was no other way to determine if his system worked. The authorities would either show up and arrest him or never show up. If they didn't bust in his front door, it was because they didn't know that his real tracker was replaced with a fake one.

      Three days later, Date was well pickled from the sake and still sitting at his kitchen table. He was free as a bird to go wherever he wanted without worrying about the watchful eyes of “papa government”. To make sure his system was perfect he spent the next month traveling throughout Japan. Nothing in his life changed. His monthly allotment of world credits stayed the same and his travel was not red-flagged. He wasn't the subject of any government investigation. The government thought he was still sitting at the kitchen table even though he was hundreds of miles away touring a city or remote countryside.

      Date found it comical that the government thought a person could sit at the same kitchen table for over a month. They didn't care if a person stayed stationary for long periods of time. All they cared about was if the signal disappeared, malfunctioned, or moved far beyond its normal travel area. It was another classic example of the government's ineptitude and stupidity.

      He was ready to move on to the next stage of his life. Date's wife and children were gone. There were no close relatives to embarrass in the event of his arrest by the central government. He didn't worry any longer about the dishonor associated with doing something illegal against the World Council. He just didn't care any longer. Things had to be made right for all the misery the World Council had brought down upon his family. And he needed to make his life right in the service of a great lord, whoever that might be.

      He planned to sell his cloaking equipment to people who lived outside the rules and regulations of the central government. Those who pushed drugs, worked in prostitution, and bought and sold in the underground markets. Date spent years learning who these people were and where they were headquartered. In Japan, most of these criminals were decedents of the Yakuza, the masters of organized crime. They had dominated illegal activities on the island for centuries. They didn't know it yet, but they were going to be his business partners within a few short years.

      But there was one thing that Date overlooked. There were countless groups around the world preparing to revolt and overthrow their master, the World Council. Each had its reason for defying the central government. They all needed Date's technology to move forward against the enemy.
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