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The Devil tucked his baby girl in bed and kissed her goodnight. A smile graced his face as he watched her snuggle under the covers and curl into a fetal position, pulling the blankets up to her chin. 

Squatting down next to the bed, he gently pushed her nose. “Go to sleep now. I’ll see you in the morning.” 

She nodded her head vigorously, but didn’t close her eyes. 

Their eyes locked and without warning, a cold shiver ran the length of his spine, prickling the hairs on the back of his neck. Slightly panicked, he scanned the room, but saw nothing wrong or out of place. The steel shutters were secure, the closet door was open, and a soft night-light glowed inside; no shadow danced inside or on the floor. 

He was overprotective and he knew it. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. He could taste it in the air and smell the disgusting flavor of death. Something or someone was either here or on their way. 

At the door, he blew his daughter a kiss to send her to dreamland, then activated sleep mode with the simple push of a button. He smiled as a blue wave of light washed over the bed and encased her in a protective shield. 

A soft hum issued forth telling the Devil that all was fine. His daughter would be asleep in a matter of seconds. 

He closed her door as she gave him a sleepy wave. In the hallway, he said, “Computer, scan Jenny’s room, then the rest of the house.”

Scan activated. 

The Devil waited. His fingers twitched nervously and his chest grew tight waiting for an answer. After what seemed like an eternity, the computer said, Scan complete.

“What are the results?”

Life forms, three. All have been identified as Jennifer, Laura, and John Watcher. Electrical circuitry is at—

“That’s enough, computer. Thank you.”

The house was clear, but that didn’t mean a lot these days. The Meph-man had given him a gift, a foresight to know if trouble was set to pay a visit. And tonight, it jumped like a jack-in-a-box. With every passing second it grew stronger. 

From the hallway, he rushed to the living room. Urgency kicked at his heels.  

His wife, Laura, sat on a thorn colored sofa, punching air with her fingers, accessing the Net. Logged in, she neither saw nor heard him.

Tomorrow he would upgrade their account to the latest release, containing an intruder activator. Five versions behind was pushing their luck. The personal risks were too high. How many people had been attacked, raped and murdered all because they were plugged into the Net? 

Striding past his wife, he said to the computer, “Activate window.” 

The computer replied, Samoan Wonderland, activated. The steel shutters flickered and a beach scene came to life. Two teenagers ran hand in hand; their feet splashed soft ocean water.

On any normal day John Watcher enjoyed viewing Samoan Wonderland. It was a peaceful scene of freedom, happiness and not a care in the world. The perfect fantasy. 

“No, computer. Show me the front of my house.”

The scene vanished and was replaced with a view of his front lawn and the quiet, empty street outside. No cruisers were parked on the street that he couldn’t recognize or put an owner’s face to. Not many walked the streets after the sun had gone down and pre-programmed dog walkers seldom veered from the main street. He liked the suburbs and cul-de-sacs. It kept everything a little more private, a little more secure, especially for his daughter.  

Yet the feeling that something was wrong continued to grow. The night felt different. He was glad Laura insisted on installing the security shield for their daughter. Jenny was the most important thing in his life. 

John turned from the window. Laura was typing in the air, oblivious to everything around her. A slight smile graced her beautiful lips.  

“Computer, interrupt Laura’s Net session.” 

His wife blinked rapidly. Her hands fell from the typing position to her sides as she was forced from the Net. The yellow glow of her eyes faded as the connection using her body as a router shut down and her mind re-entered reality. 

“Hey! I was in the middle of an email.”  

“Something’s up,” he said, unable to hide the worry in his voice. 

Laura rose from the sofa. “Are you sure?”

John looked outside again. “Yes,” he said. “Go into Jenny’s room and get under her shield.”

“What are you going to do?”

John didn’t answer.

“Don’t do anything stupid, please.” Laura’s eyes watered. “If it’s them...”

“I doubt it. But if I’m wrong, take Jenny and get out of the house.” John grabbed her shoulders. “Do you understand?”

Laura stared at the floor a moment, and then nodded, tears spilled to the carpet and she rushed off. 

Outside, he saw a cruiser gently land in front of his lawn. All four doors opened and five men climbed out. Their ages ranged from at least fifty to mid-twenties, and each one was dressed in standard street clothes. 

He knew who they were. 

They were the five chosen ones from the Order of the Black Snake. Then he saw her, the last one to get out of the car, the betrayer, the cheater, the woman for hire. For the past few weeks, they had been constantly bumping into each other. Suspicious that she was a techno-spy, he ran an ID check and discovered a private investigator known only as Samantha.

The Meph-Man had told him to be weary of new faces. But the warning had come too late. Apparently, she’d learned as much as she needed to know, for here they were now.

He had fucked up big time.

John rushed to the bedroom as a knock came at the door. 

He shoved the bed out of the way, activating a lever that opened a trapdoor leading to the basement he had built only two years ago. 

He heard the front door slam shut, and a moment later, the back door opened on squeaky hinges.

With no other place to go, John opened the closet door and stepped inside, hoping the bastards in his house would take the bait and enter the basement. 

They would find his dagger, altar and diary, but nothing more. Although no one could see the book apart from him, he had the foresight to hide it elsewhere. 

The little paranoia that had assaulted him when he first came into possession of the book had turned out to be a good thing, in light of recent events, because they were here now and looking for him. 

The bedroom door opened.

In another room, his wife screamed. 

John almost bolted forth before he remembered the security shield was a DNA password protected device. For the moment, they were safe. 

An Asian man entered. He saw the open trapdoor and looked down the open mouth into the darkness below. 

“Father Kenji,” someone said, “what have you found?”

“I’m not sure.” He looked at the other man. “Shall I enter, Father Small?”

“No. Close it.”

Father Kenji inspected the device and quickly figured out its operation system. He shoved the bed and the trapdoor fell down. 

John sighed softly. They hadn’t taken the bait. He was a goner now, he knew that. But he would not make it easy for them. In a whisper, he said, “Thanks for a great five years.” 

He was about to push open the door, when a third voice entered the room.

“Where is he?” the new person asked.

“Think he’s in the basement,” Kenji said. “We closed it.”

A moment of silence reigned. Then, “Okay. Burn it down.”

“Excuse me, Father?” Kenji said.

“You heard me.”

“What about the wife and child?”

“Burn everything. I want this house in ashes.” The man was silent for a moment, thinking. In a soft voice, he added, “Start with the closet.” 

John had no option now. They knew he was here. Maybe they had always known and were just playing with him. 

Taking a deep breath to steady his nerves, he kicked open the closet door and stepped out. “You’re all gonna burn in Hell,” he spat and ran for the door. 

The old guy blocked it. He hadn’t realized how close he was. Three steps took him there. As John reached him, he swung and a solid punch connected with his chin. 

For a moment, John stood still, stars exploded in front of his eyes and before he knew it, he dropped to his knees. 

He watched helpless as the old man, a priest in disguise, walked around to his back. John had no energy to move. He couldn’t even will his head to move and follow the man. He did want to close his eyes, though. He desperately wanted to close them, just for a moment's rest, but he knew he couldn’t. If he closed his eyes for just a moment...

Someone placed their hands on each side of his head. “With this action, I wash away your sins.” And he violently pulled the head up and the side. 

John heard something break, and then everything, his entire world, turned red.  

The man released him and he fell to the floor like a rag doll. His entire body screamed. Dazed, he lay motionless on the floor. Pain throbbed through his body with each rapid heartbeat. A few deep breaths later, the agony dulled slightly and his vision cleared. 

Pins and needles pricked his fingers and toes, but when he tried to shake some life into them, nothing moved. 

The old man rolled him onto his back. “It’s for the best, son.”

John wanted to fight back, spit in the fucker’s face and blaspheme as much as he could, right up to the last second, but the pain locked his lips, stealing this last chance for any kind of resistance. 

“Burn the house,” the old man said again. “Father Small, I’d like you to set this up.”

“Yes, Father.”

“What about the wife and kid?” Father Kenji asked. “They are under a security shield.”

John stared at the men. The words were muffled, but he clearly understood their intention. He struggled to move, to put up one final fight. 

It was pointless. 

John suddenly realized that the break he heard was the top part of his vertebra snapping. From the neck down, he couldn’t move.

He couldn’t stop them.

He couldn’t even try.

Tears filled his eyes, watered his vision. 

“Father Kenji,” the old man said, in a kind fatherly voice. “A computer is wires and metal. Fire burns wires and warps metal.” He smiled. “Our fire will do the same.”

Father Kenji nodded. 

The old man removed a dagger similar to John’s, only the pattern on the hilt was different and the blade had a carving of Christ on the cross. 

John struggled to form words, a last stand if he could get his mouth to work. Sweat beaded his brow and mixed with the few tears that had escaped his eyes, only seconds ago. 

“Your God...will do you no good...in Hell...”

The old man smiled at him and handed the dagger to Father Kenji. “Would you do the honors?”

“Yes, Father.” 

Father Kenji measured the weight of the dagger in his hand. He seemed happy with it and grabbed John’s shirt, drawing the blade down the fabric, exposing his chest.

“Everything’s set,” Father Small said. “Gas is on and I set a couple of charges in the front and rear of the house, just to be on the safe side. I do believe we should make haste on our departure. The timers are unreliable. Oh,” he added, almost as an afterthought, “Samantha’s returned home. She said she’ll meet us next week.”  

John couldn’t see him but knew the end had finally approached. He saw Father Kenji yank the knife down into his chest. 

There was no pain, not even the sensation of being cut. For this he was thankful. 

“Understood, Father Small. Father Kenji,” the old man said. “Take things easy.”

“Yes, Father. Sorry, Father.”

“When you take his heart, be merciful.” 

“I will, Father.”

My heart? John felt the panic rise and did his best to subdue it. He was mildly successful. 

Darkness seeped in as another man entered the room. 

“Father. The wife and child have gone.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t see them leave.” 

“Damn it! Go look for them.” 

As darkness stole his vision, John slipped into the abyss with a smile. He heard the screams of a million souls...and was happy, content. 

He regretted none of the choices he had made. 
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April 13th 2368.

––––––––
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The sun filtered slowly through the partially open curtains of an old house in Area City. Rachael stirred in her bed. Sunlight broke through into her dreams, like a drunk at the bar looking for a fight. 

Slowly rising to greet the day, she said, “Curtains open.”

The machine's quiet whir could barely be heard. She looked out at the red-orange dome covering the city. It looked beautiful in the morning, but she also knew what it symbolized. 

Outside the city gates lay a barren landscape with nuclear infested soil. Nothing could grow in it. When she was a child, she had seen holograms of the pre-nuclear world. It was full of life. Trees and grass for miles around, and a small township called Opera Sands. A stupid name, she’d thought at the time. But slowly it had grown on her. All sorts of stories originated from that place: werewolves, vampires and demons of all natures and sizes. Only kids' stories, yet there was a course at the university dedicated to the area and its lore. A course she had no interest in. 

Archaeology was her major. The past intrigued her, but myths didn’t get a look in. Often, she wondered how the people of old had lived and made money. How different were the teens of yesteryear compared to now? 

The history class taught her about the struggles and heartbreak of her small country, and a war over the flag. It was a war that cut the population of several countries, ending with a nuclear blast. The cost of independence was high. Seven years later, King Harry II gave up his throne and nobody took his place. 

Rachael dropped out after her first year. The course had nothing of what she wanted to study. Ami had introduced her to archaeology. They gained a pass into the barren lands and she discovered the joys of digging, finding and learning. 

Today, she and five others were heading to the famed Opera Sands. A dig there always brought up something, usually more questions Rachael feared she would never find answers for. 

She took a sonic shower. God, this house was old. If she were at her friend’s parent’s house, she would be having a wave shower now and damn, they felt excellent. They were far better than those laser ones that turned out to give cancer. It was one of those rare, tragic diseases that still remained incurable. That and A.I.D.S. were the two mysteries left on this world. Rumor had it that Earth 2 had found cures for both, but they were just rumors.  

Rachael studied her figure in the mirror. She was tight in what she considered all the right places. Those gravity weights they had found at that place called ‘Big Bill’s Gym’ worked better than magnets or those electronic ones found everywhere else. 

She was pleased with her six months of diligence. Her shoulders, back and arms were firmer, the persistent baby fat was barely visible, and she felt great. 

Her arms and shoulders prickled with goosebumps. There was a slight chill in the dome this morning, and she had a feeling it would be colder in the barren lands; a pair of jeans and a light sweater were in order. And they had to be new.

The news channel was playing on the wall vision. “...in a brave move, United President Williamson stated he will no longer supply the DNA Energy Protein X since the German/Arabian union has reneged on their part of the deal to dispose of two hundred electrical warheads. The decision has not only angered the German/Arabian nation, but also supporters of...”

“Shopping channel,” Rachael said, and the wall flickered before turning black. A moment later, the shopping channel appeared. Below the large red sign were a list of categories and pictures of the hottest items. “Jeans and sweater combos.” Rachael watched a picture list flash on the screen and waited until she saw a set she just had to have. “Stop. Okay, I’ll take them.”

“Item number Z.E. 92203747,” an invisible voice said. “Three hundred credits have been removed from your account. Please inspect at docking bay and confirm.”

Rachael went to the docking station between the bed and the wall on the other side of the room. This wall flickered also, but she didn’t have the money to have them fixed. Visual optics in old houses was too unreliable. Pretty soon she’d be staring at a white wall, and she didn’t want that, but what could she do? Students were poor. It was a fact of life. 

If worse came to worse, she could always hang pictures. That was a bit of history not taught in classes. That was the type of lesson she needed to learn to answer her questions. The poster her team had found on their third dig was of a band dressed in torn leather called W.A.S.P. A disk was also found in a stereo, but it was too old and too exposed to the elements to be of any use. It couldn’t be saved, although Rachael had tried her best. She really wanted to know firsthand what kids of the eighties and nineties considered music. What type of music did this band W.A.S.P play? Were they contemporary, modern pop, or something more? Each dig gave more questions than it answered. 

Today’s dig sounded exciting. The professor had found the location of the richest self-made man in New Zealand. Peter Clement’s books were in digital format and were an instant government funded download into the optical centre-processing unit available for research at any time. He was considered one of the greatest motivators of the twenty-first century. And the professor wanted her team to work their way into the basement of what used to be his house. 

She was pleased with the assignment. As a child she’d had a major crush on the man. His eyes did it. They were alluring and downright sexy. He was perceived to be the kindest of souls in every book she had read. He was everything she hoped her future husband would be.  

The location was probably yet another error. Unfortunately, the professor was having difficulty locating the exact spot. It seemed the new maps were not reliable, except for the present day. At least it was safe to go into Zone Three now. 

Her jeans and sweater combo were waiting for her, nicely folded and still in the foam packaging. 

To the screen, she said, “Confirmed and accepted.”

“Thank you for purchasing at the shopping channel, and visit us again soon. We have everything you need.”

The screen vanished and was instantly replaced by an image of a wood paneled wall. It flickered. 

Rachael removed the set from the docking bay and instantly the foam turned to white dust, covering the clothing. She placed the combo on a second panel and said, “Clear packaging remains.” A clear light rose from the side of the panel and covered the articles. It slid through the clothes and a light flashed. All were clean now; even the tags had gone.

The flickering wall beeped.

“Receive,” she said.

Ami’s face appeared. She was smiling. Her black hair curled around her shoulders, and her dark eyes twinkled with excitement. It was a full body shot showing her wearing black tights and a white business-like shirt on top of another tee shirt. The business shirt was opened to the third button.  

“Dressed for the occasion, huh, doll?”

“I feel comfortable in these clothes. You of all people should know. Rachael, are you going like that—in your birthday suit?” Ami laughed; old expressions were a favorite game the two of them played. Often the team members had no idea what they were talking about, and the two girls liked the mystery of it. They liked to be looked at, especially when those looks were confused stares. “Oh,” her voice went up a notch, “have we been shopping?”

“Yes, we have, doll.” Rachael smiled. “Three hundred clams and not a credit more.”

“Not trying to impress Dean, are we?”

“He’s not in my life anymore, thank the heavens.”

Ami’s smile vanished. She grimaced, realizing her mistake. “Yeah, but he wants to be,” she said softly, trying to cover up. 

“Not after Michele,” Rachael said, successfully hiding resentment and anger. 

“Babe, I heard Michele took a hell of a beating when she told him it was over.”

Rachael looked at the floor, softly chewing her bottom lip. 

“How’s your optical sensor?”

“Repaired.”

“Good. Now, change of subject, forgetting all jerks and assholes. We got a dig today, young lady. Are you pumped?”

“Are you pumped?” Rachael repeated. Confusion clouded her words. “I don’t remember that one. Is it new?”

“Yep,” Ami said. Her smile widened. “Found an original Stephen King book from the nineties. Shall I e-mail it to you?” 

“What does it mean?”

“I think it means are you ready or excited or something like that.”

“I don’t like it. Pumped sounds very forced. It’s a waste of disk space.”

“You don’t have to use it, Rach.”

“Why the fancy clothes for the dig? It’s probably a wrong location anyway. I mean, this is the third time. Remember the others? We found asphalt and a few pieces of tarred stone. We can find that here without looking.”

“Forth time’s a charm, kid. Do I need to e-mail you Peter Clement’s chapter on keeping positive?”

“No,” Rachael answered. “It’s too depressing.”

They both laughed.

“Oh, my God.” 

“What is it?”

“What’s the time?” 

“It’s about eight thirty,” Ami said. She laughed. “You better get dressed or you’ll miss the teleport to the university. Oh, shit, that reminds me. I gotta go, honey. See you at school.”

“Okay. Bye for now.” The screen went blank and switched back to the wood paneled wall. It was her favorite choice of scenery for the bedroom. 

She quickly put on her new clothes and headed downstairs to the kitchen. Every time she saw the sink it amazed her. People didn’t need to wash dishes these days; sinks were a thing of the past. The “CREATOR 2700” was all anyone used. Order the food, eat the food, and let the creator reuse the damn dishes. She had tried the sink when she first moved in, but it didn’t seem to be attached to a water line. Now they were expensive—expensive and useless. The water was contaminated. There was no drinking or swimming allowed. Earth 2 was a different story. Everything there was clean, if not a hundred percent natural. It was Rachael’s goal to live there one day. But to have the money and grab the next shuttle was a far away dream, possibly one that would never come true. But she had to have a dream. She needed something to aim for or else there would be no point. 

“Creator 2700, latte with three sugars please.”

“One half credit has been removed,” the machine said as a steaming cup of latte materialized. She picked up the cup and the machine added, “Be careful, it’s hot.”

“Sure thing, buddy,” Rachael answered, “but I don’t have time to take it easy.” She brought the steaming cup to her lips and sipped. She went into the living room to collect her things when suddenly a buzz sounded throughout the entire house.

“You have three minutes for teleport,” a computerized voice warned.

“Thank you, alarm.” She rushed back to the kitchen and forced down a couple more mouthfuls of latte. Then went to the front door and opened it. Outside, she locked it with her fingerprint.

The public teleport system was very conveniently located one door down from her house. And it was crowded as usual. Students always had to wait for the salary men to be beamed away first. After all, they were the paying customers. 

She stood with a group of other students, all of whom she didn’t know, and waited patiently. The salary men swiped their cards through a slot and entered a capsule sized room. There was a flash of bright light, and then it was the students' turn. 

It was cramped as usual. Rachael always had a fear one day she’d end up with an extra arm or leg while another student laid on the floor screaming in pain, having lost theirs. 

The flash of white wasn’t noticeable in the chamber and a second later she was being pushed through the exit with a group of students lucky enough to be at the front. 

Ami was waiting for her at the exit bay. She had changed her clothes and now wore jeans, a tee shirt and a black jacket. Standing next to her were Josh Evans, Michael Fuller, Penny Lacort, and Eric Wise. 

Seeing Eric, Rachael placed a telepathic transmitter in her ear.

Hello, Rachael, new clothes?

“Yep. What do you think?”

Nice and casual.

“The professor’s waiting for us,” Michael said. His long brown hair was tied into a ponytail at the back. He was the second in command in regards to expeditions, and it was clearly obvious he resented being number two. 

Ami came up beside Rachael with a huge smile on her face. 

Rachael noticed for the first time they were all smiling. She asked, “What’s with the grins?”

Ami looped her arm around Rachael. “The professor is one hundred percent positive this is the place.”

Josh Evans laughed. His voice was deep and coarse. It belied his actual physical size, which was thin. He had almost no body fat. When he took off his shirt at previous digs, his ribs and backbone stretched his skin in ugly ways.  

“What’s so funny, Mr. Serious?” Penny Lacort’s accent was very strong today. She was an exchange student from California. Why she had chosen New Zealand for her three-year course was unknown. She was a typical blond with a firm body and a breast size Rachael thought about getting. Most guys at this university were interested in Penny. She had a mysterious quality about her. She never talked about her life in the States, and her personal life was a secret. Her group of friends at the moment was countless boys who complained to their buddies that she never gave anything away, always saying no. She was labeled as a cock teaser, yet they still wanted to be with her. Her only real friends were in this team, and she seemed to like it this way. 

“The look on Rachael’s face when she sees what the professor has to show her,” Michael answered.

What’s he going to show us? Eric asked. He looked at the others to see if they knew what Michael claimed to know. From the six of them, only Josh seemed to share Michael’s knowledge. Come on. Don’t let us hang in suspense.

“You’ll see soon,” Josh said.

Hey, Rachael, shall I pound it out of him?

She laughed. Eric was a big boy and this was the first time she had heard him use an old expression. Maybe her and Ami’s little game was rubbing off on those around them.

Eric trained every day at the local fitness centre and was very muscular. It was considered he’d deformed his body with muscles to compensate for his loss of hearing and speech during an aqua-ride when he was ten years old. 

“No,” Rachael said. “You’re wearing a nice shirt. I wouldn’t want you to rip it when you flexed.” 

His smile was wonderful.

Quietly, Ami said, “He likes you. You do know that, don’t you?” Her smile was different, it was mischievous and her eyes sparkled with fun.

“Be quiet,” Rachael answered, trying to hide her own smile. The thought had occurred to her but she’d never had the courage to act on it. Maybe one day it might happen, but not today. 

Eric folded down his screen. The yellow plastic covered his eye. With his index finger he punched the air and started to read the message. 

Eric told the group, The professor is waiting for us. 

“Let’s not keep him waiting then. Shall we?” Michael motioned to the entrance of the main building. 
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Chapter Two
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Christchurch 2014

––––––––
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The sound of night insects was louder than usual as Peter Clement put the last of the dishes in the dishwasher. He pushed the start button and left it to do its thing. It was eight o’clock, and he was depressed; everything he knew and loved was about to end. 

After twenty long years, it was time for him to give his blood to the dark prince. 

He was a seller of antiques, having taken over the business from his parents. Customers were few and far between, most of them just looking or curious about what had become of the shop after his father retired. Most people who knew him knew he didn’t want to run this shop, knew he had no interest in it. But they also knew he didn’t want to see it go down, even though his dream was to open a computer shop. He’d been very interested in that thingamajig called the Internet...until he found that book, the one with strange writing on the cover.

That was twenty years ago, almost to the day. The day he became a member of Riley and Hans Antiques. The day he was dusting the books and his ladder with wheels decided to take a short journey out from under him...

––––––––
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Christchurch 1994.

He grabbed hold of the bookcase shelves, intending to balance and straighten out, when the bookcase tilted. A loud crack signaled its demise. The books on that shelf dropped, covering both him and the floor in dust.

Peter fell, twisting his ankle on the edge of a thick hardcover. A scream ripped from his throat as the bookcase, filled with hundreds of tomes, loomed towards him, dropping a few of its offerings in a threatening preview of what was to come. 

Desperately, he tried to maneuver out of the way, but his leg hooked a table from the early eighteenth century, bringing him crashing to the floor. From the corner of his eye, he saw the bookcase tilting, and flung his arms across his face in an attempt to protect himself. 

He waited for the inevitable crashing of heavy wood against his thin bones. The thought squeezed his eyes shut and formed a lump in his throat that proved hard to swallow. Oh God, the pain was going to be enormous and Peter could do nothing but wait for the ensuing madness. His bladder was ready to lose its contents and tingled madly as the seconds ticked away.  

He waited. 

Nothing happened. No crashing of wood, no pain. Slowly, cautiously, he opened his eyes and spied the bookcase still upright.  

A heavy sigh of relief pushed the fear away. He slowly got to his feet and picked up a couple of books, preparing to put them back in some kind of order, when the phone rang.

Peter didn’t want to answer it; he knew it was the bank. They phoned every two or three days, constantly checking up on him, seeing how things were going, wondering about missed payments. The insurance company also wanted a piece of him, but they never phoned, preferring instead to visit for friendly face to face chats.  

He stared at the phone, waiting for the answering machine to get it. On the seventh ring, he heard the familiar click followed by his voice, “Thank you for calling Wondrous Antiques. I’m sorry I can’t come to the phone right now. You are a valued customer, so please leave your name and number after the beep and I’ll get back to you as soon as possible.”

Instead of a voice at the end, there was a series of shrills, and his fax machine roared to life. A long sheet of paper rolled out of the machine. The automatic cutter did its thing and the sheet fell to the floor near Peter’s feet.

Squatting down to fetch it, pain shot through his ankle. It was hot and fiery. He quickly picked up the sheet and hopped to his chair. He could feel the ankle swelling. 

The fax was from the bank, warning of their intent to foreclose in thirty days if payments weren’t met in said period of time. Following this was a copy of the agreement he had signed. 

Where the hell was he going to get nine thousand dollars? He leaned back in the chair and closed his eyes. 

Without realizing it, Peter fell asleep. He dreamed of the books falling on him, of being crushed to death. In the dream, his dead eyes spied a thin, leather-bound book wedged between the bookcase and the wall. A book he needed when he was alive. This dream led on to countless others: bank managers with automatic weapons, insurance salesmen trying to sell him a coffin, to other things which would be gone the instant he awoke.

Which he did, late in the evening, with a cool breeze blowing through the open door, a door he was sure was closed when he started dusting. 

The shop was dark. 

He couldn’t see anyone moving about, but that didn’t mean someone wasn’t hiding in the shadows. He checked his watch and found it was five thirty in the morning. In another thirty odd minutes the sun would rise, sending tiny rays of light into the shop. 

But Peter couldn’t wait that long. Fear was building a bridge of ice in his chest, and he slowly rose from the chair. Keeping his eyes on the store, he blindly felt around for the baseball bat he kept under his desk for such emergencies. He failed to find it. 

“Be brave,” he whispered as he moved to the wall and located the switch. 

He blinked against the sudden white harshness and rescanned the shop now that he could see everything. Nothing looked gone or out of place, even the books he’d failed to pick up lay where they had landed. 

Something about the books sparked a memory too vague for him to retrieve. There was something about the books he needed. He struggled to remember when an image of a wedged book floated before his eyes. It was there only for a second. That ‘something’ kept nagging at him and kept drawing his eyes to the bookcase. He sighed loudly in frustration.

“Probably just a dream.” 

He was bowled sideways as a body tackled him to the floor. He had seen the man from the corner of his eye as he passed a vase stand. A second was all he had seen; no time to even react before the man was on him. The man pinned his arms to the floor with his knees, followed by two quick, hard punches to the nose to remove any resistance Peter might have given. 

A cold steel blade pushed up against his throat, its edge sliding through skin. Warm blood broke the surface. 

“Where’s the money?” the attacker asked, his voice deep and calm. He was sitting on Peter’s chest. His dark skin and scarred face were immediately intimidating, especially with his eyes covered by mirrored sunglasses. He smiled, and when he spoke a second time, his voice was quiet. “I asked you where the mother-fucking-money was. Are you deaf or something?”

Peter felt more pressure on the knife. He tried to answer, but with the attacker’s weight on his chest, it was hard enough just to get some air. 

“I’m giving you to the count of five before I push this knife through your fucking throat. One... I don’t usually give people a chance, but you caught me on a good day. Two... Three... Do I need to go any further?”

Peter shook his head.

The man smiled and rose slightly. With a turn of the wrist the knife was gone from his throat and its point was aimed at his right eye.

Peter’s heart thumped against his chest, his breathing was coarse, and it appeared that losing an eye was, for him, more terrible than having his throat sliced apart. 

“Where is it?” the man asked.

After a couple of quick breaths, Peter said, “I don’t have any money.” His voice was barely audible, and the words came in spits and spats. 

The attacker’s smile vanished. “I don’t think I heard you right, prick.”

In a clearer voice, Peter repeated, “I don’t have any money. You can check if you like. Look at my faxes, the bank’s about to take my shop for lack of payment. If I had money, the bank would be ignoring me ’cause I’d be a good customer.”

The man stood up and placed the knife between his belt and jeans. He looked around the shop and walked towards the bookcase.

“You’re a pussy,” he said.

Peter remained on the floor.

“You’re a fucking pussy. There’s at least twenty seven ways to get out of the hold I had on you. As a martial artist, I expected you to know these.” He looked over his shoulder at the man on the floor and slowly shook his head in disappointment. “Fear got the better of you, huh? Well, at least you didn’t piss your pants like some others my employer has chosen.”

Peter hadn’t the faintest idea what this man was talking about. Employer? Chosen? What the fuck was this guy up to? He decided to remain silent and try to work out the game being played. And try and find a way to escape.

In a foreign tongue, the man said, “This is no game, Peter Clement. Behind this very bookcase you’ll find a gift that was offered to your father forty-two years ago. A gift he chose not to accept.” The man pretended to be reading the book spines, while he was waiting for understanding to take hold.

“What are you talking about?” Peter asked, surprised to understand what the man said and to hear his own voice reply in the same tongue. “How can I...”

The man held up his hand. “All the chosen can. Your father could. His gift is waiting for you behind here.” He nodded at the bookcase. “Read the first three pages. If you agree...whatever you wish for shall be granted.”

“Why did my father turn the offer down?”

“Fear.”

“Of what?” Peter sat with his legs crossed. His heart had slowed to a pace just above normal. He believed there wasn’t any danger from this man anymore. 

“Of nothing but the feeling itself.” 

“Who are you?”

“I am—” He paused for effect. “—the Meph-Man.” He pulled a few books off the shelf. He looked at the cover of one. His eyes lit up. “This is a beauty. You have no idea what’s in your bookcase, do you?”

Peter shrugged. “Just some dusty old books. Ten bucks and you can have that.” He smiled. The Meph-Man did not.

“I used to own this. Read it many times. You should check the printing date; it’s a first issue.” He tossed the book to Peter. “You’re holding three hundred dollars. How does it feel?”

Peter couldn’t believe it. 

“Find the book I mentioned and make a choice. This is a sampling.” The man stepped around Peter. At the door he said, “Behind the bookcase,” and stepped out into the early morning light. 

He watched the Meph-Man walk past the window. Then he slowly got to his feet, went to the door and looked down the street. The Meph-Man was nowhere in sight. 

Perplexed and still scared, he felt the adrenaline from the fight dissipate and his body started shaking. Peter closed the door and secured the lock. 
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Area City 2368

––––––––
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Professor Cotter was a large man. He filled every inch of the soft cushioned chair he sat in. He had a thick white beard and curly silver-white hair. Gray bags hung from his eyelids due to lack of sleep. His net visor was down and he looked busy typing away on the holographic keyboard. 

He didn’t like the new system of projecting thoughts onto the screen and sending that as mail, and there was always the fear of someone tapping into his brain, like those poor girls who’d been mind raped recently. He felt mildly sorry for their foolishness. Why on earth would someone want to be connected to the net all day? He couldn’t understand it and had no intention of researching the subject.

Instead, he had bigger and better things to think about and research. Like today’s dig in Zone Three. What a wonderful discovery it was. It had taken years for him to find the right area. Three times he had been wrong. Well, not exactly wrong. The first find was Peter’s old house. He concluded it had an earth basement. The kids had found nothing but a hole—a hard molten hole leading deep into darkness. 

The second and third finds were errors also. Disappointing, but all part of the fun. 

This time he was positive he was right. He had found an old web server and managed to get it to run. From there he had found and downloaded an old telephone directory. The information on it was astounding. The information and technology of the twenty-first century was so advanced. He often wondered why the advancements that were possible had stalled and then been lost in the third war. 

Stop it, he told himself, concentrate on what you’re doing, you old fool.

In the net visor he saw the old map of Opera Sands. A red “X” marked the spot of Peter’s address. There was a blue line next to the “X” reading: For articles, click here. 

Professor Cotter had no idea what “click here” meant. This was information downloaded from the old server, which had provided many articles on Mr. Clement. The main and longest article was about Peter’s disappearance, containing many speculations and rumors. Unfortunately, the last few articles were unreadable. They were loaded as something called a .pdf, and in the six months since getting this information he had yet to find out what a .pdf was. It was another mystery he wanted to discover. He desperately wanted to read those remaining articles. Who knew what they contained?  

A knock at the door broke his already fleeting concentration. He looked up at the monitor panel to see Rachael and her team smiling up at the camera lens. They thought it was hilarious for him to use a camera when all other doors read the knocker's DNA and produced a picture and file on the net visor. He saw no need to change. The old system worked fine and there was no way he was going to be online during his entire working day, especially with so many hackers around. He had stored information which no one except him and two others needed to know. 

“Enter,” he grumbled.

The door slid open and the team members approached his desk. 

“Ah, Rachael, good to see you. How was your weekend?”

“Pleasurable, Professor.”

“Good, good. Well then, are we all looking forward to this excursion?”  He looked at each person in turn. Only Ami’s face was alight with hope. He gave her a warm smile. “This is the real one,” he said. 

“Will you be coming with us, Professor?” Ami asked.

“No, dear, I’m afraid I must give a lecture in half an hour.” He shook his head, smile vanishing. “But,” he added, “I wish I could be there with the six of you.”

Michael said, “Shall we capture net link?” 

The professor laughed. “No, Michael, but thank you for the offer. I wouldn’t be able to concentrate with my lecture and other duties.” His eyebrows rose. “I doubt whether a net link would work where you’ll be.”

Words appeared on the professor’s net visor, appearing on top of the image of the map. Everyone else heard what Eric said.

Shall we capture our progress stage by stage and mail them? Or would you prefer to direct download later?

“A direct download later would be best, Eric. Thank you.”

Eric nodded agreement. 

“There are three reasons why I asked you here this morning before you left for the dig.”

I believe we all have our exit passes, Eric said.

“Oh, hell,” Ami said. She opened her bag and rummaged through. The others tried to suppress their laughter, all failed. “Shit. Shit. Shit.”

Ami dropped her bag and started searching her pockets. 

Penny Lacort said, “What’s in the bag’s side pocket?”

Ami lifted the bag by its long side strap and checked the pocket. She pulled out the bar-coded pass. Her cheeks brightened. “Oh, whoops.” She shrugged and said, “I’ve got mine. How about you others?” 

They already had their pass out by the time the question left her lips and she looked up. 

“Well, aren’t we the prepared bunch?” Ami said with a smile.

The professor coughed. “May I continue?” he asked. 

“Sure,” Ami said.

He smiled at her. “Thank you, dear.”

“You’re welcome.”

The professor sighed loudly. “First off, Zone Three may be considered safe by most government agencies, but I’d feel better if you all carried your masks, okay?”

The group nodded in unison. 

“Second, be careful. The ground out there is unstable at best. The deeper you laser in, the more caution you must take.” He looked at each to be sure they absorbed his message. 

“And the third?” Rachael asked.

“Yes, the third. Don’t touch anything. Document it all. Capture holographic images and save them. I know you’ve heard me say all this before, but I find that nice little reminders like this are needed. We get excited when we find relics of the past—” He looked at Rachael when he said this. “—and we know how damaged and contaminated they become if we handle them incorrectly.”  

Rachael blushed. She knew he was talking about the music disk she had found.

“All right.” The professor clapped his hands twice, fast. “Go explore.” He watched them file out one by one. 
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Christchurch 1994

––––––––

[image: ]


Peter leaned against the locked door until the sun rose and he saw people walking the sidewalks. Reality finally seeped back into the world, making the meeting with the Meph-Man even more dream-like. 

Peter pushed himself off the door and placed the book on the sales counter on his way to the kitchen for a cup of coffee. It was impossible for him to start the day without that first hit of the many that would follow. 

He made six cups of instant coffee and poured five of them into the jug of the coffee machine and turned on the heater pad. It would keep his coffee warm for up to four hours before the instant tasted terrible. 

He sipped the steaming cup with three sugars as he stared at the massive work ahead of him. He was wondering where to start and where to stack the books when there was a knock at his door.

“I’m closed,” he said without turning around.

“Sir,” the voice from outside spoke, “I was in here last week.”

Insurance guy, Peter thought. He turned to the door and was happy to find he was mistaken. He vaguely remembered the guy. He recognized the horseshoe grey hair, round face and red cheeks of the chubby man looking rushed and standing at his shop door. The man had spent four hours in the shop. He had scrutinized almost every book, jotting down notes in a small ring binder about three or four titles, which interested him. 

Peter set his cup on the counter and reluctantly walked to the door. He unlatched and opened it slightly. 

“Sir, I’m sorry to bother you while you’re closed, but you possess a book which I would like to acquire.” The man spoke so fast and with a strong European accent that it was hard for Peter to hear the entire sentence.

“What’s the rush?” he asked the man.

“I must return to Germany this very morning and I just got confirmation about a book I would like to read.”

Peter gave it some thought. This guy was going to buy a book, which would give him some lunch money. And when the guy was gone, he’d pull down the window and door blinds and close for the day while he cleaned up. 

“Do you remember which book you want?” Peter asked.

“Oh, yes, indeed.” The man’s face broke into a large grin.

“Very well. Excuse the mess. I had some trouble this morning.” Peter opened the door wide to allow access. When the man had pushed past, he closed the door and re-locked it. 

“Oh my. I hope everything is alright.”

“Just some teenagers, no big deal. Be careful where you step, okay?”

He remained at the door, watching the guy hunt through the third shelf, reading each title carefully. All the books damn near looked the same, big and thick in hardcover, with a few leather bound copies. The same style of writing was engraved on each cover in either gold or black. 

The guy didn’t look rich but he didn’t look poor either. He was dressed in a standard black suit with matching leather shoes. His overcoat was old and a bit tattered at the edges. But when the guy reached up to the fifth shelf, Peter saw the gold shiny Rolex watch. He didn’t look it, but the guy knew money. 

Peter was suddenly interested in helping his search.

“It’s not here,” the man said disappointedly. His head fell to his chest and he mumbled, “I missed it.”

“I haven’t sold any books since your visit,” Peter said and quickly explained, “I was searching for a book on the top shelf when I slipped and, well, the shelf broke and I just put the fallen books back without actually checking the titles.” He stood side by side with the buyer. “We’ll find it,” he assured him. 

“I hope so.”

“What’s the title?”

The man paused and seemed to be thinking. A few seconds passed before he replied, “In English it is called, Wild Blue Blossom.”

Peter shook his head. “Doesn’t ring a bell, sorry.”

“It’s a book about the Devil and one man’s journey into Hell. Well,” the man added, “it’s actually a personal account of a man going insane and curing himself after years of torment.”

“Oh, like Dante’s work?”

“Never,” the man said fiercely. “Never compare Dante to this genius!”

Peter just nodded.  Just find your book, he thought, give me twenty bucks and get out of here.

The man took two steps back and sighed loudly. 

Afraid of losing his twenty dollars, Peter said, “It has to be here. These books aren’t big sellers.”

“No,” the man replied, resigned to his loss, “I’ve read every title twice.” He turned to face Peter. “Sorry, young man, I best leave now. My flight takes to the skies shortly.”

“Understandable,” Peter replied, looking past him at the counter and suddenly longing to drink his cooling coffee. 

The man moved past him. At the door he stopped to study a vase.

Peter picked up his coffee to find that it was just the right temperature. In three swallows it was gone.

“Well, I’ll be,” the man muttered. 

“Huh?”

“How much do you want for this?” he asked, pointing at a slightly yellowed vase.

“Tell me what it is and I’ll tell you the price,” Peter replied.

The man laughed. “You’re the first antique dealer I’ve meet that has a sense of humor.”

Peter smiled back. He wasn’t being funny; he was serious. 

“How much?” the man asked again. His smile was quickly fading.

“I’ll tell you what,” Peter said. “You look like you know antiques and have a greater love for them than I do. How about, you tell me what you think is a fair price and I’ll tell you if we both believe it.” Peter was hoping for fifty dollars. “Sound good?”

“Why?” the man asked, a look of confusion clouding his features. 

“Why?” Peter repeated. “Because I couldn’t help you find that book. And I know it’s hiding here someplace.”

Nodding his head while sucking his bottom lip, he came to a decision and said, “Four hundred. Not a penny more.”

Peter was shocked. This guy wanted to pay him four hundred bills for that piece of shit? Must be a test, Peter thought, testing my knowledge. Trying to find out if I know anything about my job. 

“Are you kidding me? Four hundred dollars for that vase?”

The man smiled. “So, you do know your antiques. I was worried last week. You see, you don’t look or act like an antique dealer.” He took a relaxed breath. “Only an imbecile would let this beauty go for anything under two and a half thousand.”

“You said you were worried, why is that?” Peter asked, trying his best to hide his shock and damn near heart attack. He realized now why the insurance was so high. Why hadn’t his father told him of this? Given him a rundown of the prices and value? Taught him about antiques instead of just showing him? The answers were obvious. His father had done all that but Peter was too involved in his own life to take note of anything else. All he was interested in were computers and that Internet thingy. 

“Oh, yes,” the man said, pulling his wallet out. He produced a business card and started toward the counter. “I own Riley and Hans Antiques. Have you heard of us?”

“Who hasn’t? My father received your magazine every month. The subscription was changed over to me when I took over the shop.” Peter didn’t add that the large envelopes they arrived in had remained unopened, except for a couple of issues on a small magazine stand in the toilet. 

“We are visiting all the shops that order our magazine. We’re especially interested in shops that have been constant members for more than five years. That is why I am here. Well, it is the primary reason. I had given up on this place until I found that book. Unfortunately, it is gone, but you have proved yourself to be knowledgeable in antiques. A rare gift among the younger generation.” He reached the counter and froze. His eyes were locked in a position next to Peter’s empty coffee cup.

“What?”

The man’s lip trembled. “That’s the book,” he stuttered. “That’s the book I’ve spent nine years looking for.”

“Nine years? And you didn’t buy it on the spot?”

“One must have patience and check all details. I’ve found many reprints and forgeries in my search. Although I was almost positive about this book.” The man smiled. “Old habits die hard.”

“It’s three hundred dollars,” Peter said, knowing full well what his next question would be. 

“Do you take Visa?”

“Not really,” Peter answered. Visa meant payment straight into his bank account, which also meant he wouldn’t see a cent of it. The bank was poised to take everything, including his account.

“I don’t carry that much cash on me.”

Peter decided to be honest. He liked this guy. The guy had something about him that made him likeable. Peter told the truth about his business and what was happening to it. 

The man listened carefully and surprised Peter by saying, “Riley and Hans are looking to expand business into New Zealand. We have already spoken to another dealer in Auckland and one in Wellington.”

“What did they say, sir?” Peter wanted to know.

The man smiled. “Sir? Please call me Hans Gurber.”

“Okay.”

“All mergers take time and effort. The companies must come to an understanding between what each wants. Then you go from there.” Hans looked at his watch. “I must be going. I’ll be back in New Zealand in three months. Let’s talk more then.”

“I couldn’t hold on for three months.”

“Then I’ll have to have that vase and this book via Visa.” Hans smiled.

Peter’s head reeled. Two thousand, eight hundred bucks! The bank would be his friend again, although not a very trusting friend. He would be almost out of the red, just a few thousand dollars shy. And a merger with a large company could very well save him.

Hans paid with his Gold Visa and left with a promise to return. Peter trusted him and looked forward to their meeting. In the meantime, he would study antiques and put that Internet thingy on hold.

After Hans departed, he poured another cup of coffee and contemplated the problem of the bookcase. He was worried there might be more valuable books in there, but on second thought, if there were more, Hans would have found them. He looked at the vase Hans would collect on his return. He still found it hard to believe two and a half thousand dollars had sat in front of him all this time. Two and a half! And to think that Meph-Man had almost kicked it over when he attacked. 

The agent of Hell and his promise of all wishes fulfilled. The Meph-Man and his hints of...Peter didn’t want to think of the hints. He thought of the wishes and he knew what he would wish for first. 

That book. He had to have that book. He had already agreed in his mind to accept any and all of the terms printed in those pages. No matter what they were, although he had a pretty fair idea of what those terms would be.

Fuck it, he thought, looking at the bookcase. Best to stack those books outside for the garbage collector in the morning and be done with the hassle. 

Peter decided it was the best idea he’d had all day and proceeded with the job at hand. It took thirty minutes to stack the tomes outside. His back and face dripped an ocean of sweat and he was breathing hard. The shop would look bare if he threw away the bookcase. The thought had crossed his mind of doing just that but he liked the musky smell that came with old books and furniture. He decided to keep it. 

He listened to the radio as he dismantled it. A couple of people knocked on the shop door but he ignored them, and after a few more knocks they went away.

Humming to a song, Peter’s heart skipped a beat as the bookcase shifted slightly and he heard something thump to the floor. He raced to the side of the bookcase and started to pull at the bottom corner. He yanked at it, not caring if the bookcase should fall and smash half his stock. He needed that book. And there it was. He could only see the edge if it. It was very thin. What little light graced it from the bulb overhead showed it to be covered in a thick layer of dust. 

There wasn’t yet enough room in the gap for his arm to fit through, and judging by the position of the book, he doubted if his arm could even reach that far. It was dead centre of the bookcase. He was going to have to turn the heavy beast almost ninety degrees to get it. 
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