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    To all our many devoted and loyal fans - 


We write and publish these stories only for you.


(Be sure to get your bonuses at the end of the book...)


- - - -


From the editor: This anthology is part of a continuing series, and has subtle references to earlier material. "Book Universes Notes" have been included in the back just to help you with  a character list, referenced books, and point out some easter eggs...

      

    


Introduction

THIS THIRD COLLECTION of J. R. Kruze stories is from the 2019. 

Here we see a lot of cross-overs with the other two book universes of C. C. Brower and S. H. Marpel. These many cross-references required we start including the Book Universes Notes at the end of these stories.

The new, standalone stories don't require these explanations and cross-references to fully understand them.

As always, Kruze is also able to look at usual circumstances and see unusual aspects to write about. These stories will let you start wondering about the world around you.

Mystery, fantasy, paranormal, romance and science fiction are a few of this mixed genre collection.

With this third collection, please again enjoy seeing your world through J. R. Kruze's eyes...

- - - -
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ROBERT C. WORSTELL

Chief Editor, Living Sensical Press
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The Girl Who Became Tomorrow
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BY J. R. KRUZE

- - - -
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OUR PLANET'S POPULATION was addicted - to their own brain chemistry.

Because their own electronic gizmo's made them that way.

Built and sold by people who had only their own selfish greed as motivation.

The problem was that their own narcissism kept them from thinking anyone else would ever find out. Because they had already paid off the politicians of most of the largest nations.

They thought themselves above any laws - even when they hired some terrorist mercenaries to bomb their competition.

That just set in motion an unknown force that now had “nothing to lose.”

This story isn't about some corporation taking on the government and other vested interests just to help humanity for a noble cause - although that happened, too.

It's about a very brilliant genius girl who found herself in the cross-hairs of all those above.

But the first thing she had to do this morning was survive her own office exploding around her...

I

I TORE OFF THE HEADSET with it's VR goggles and earbuds. They skidded across my massive desk, scattering papers and files like a mini cyclone. Only stopping when they wrapped around the very solid, unmovable gray base of Lady Liberty.

Someone had cast her as a thick bronze piece, originally created as a classless idea of a lamp support. I took out all that wiring and plugged that hole so she again stood for something. It's original message of friendship between two nations, united in the birth date of universal independence and freedom, had been altered by marketing to mean wanting "...huddled masses yearning to breathe free."

But those weren't my favorite lines, which were at the beginning, "Keep, ancient lands, your storied pomp!"

I stood at that thought, and walked over to the two walls of plate glass, floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked that N'Yack harbor. Clear days would allow you to see that Gray Lady standing with her back to us, far out in the harbor.

And my thoughts always went back to my own grandmother and her grandmother - who had started and fostered a lineage of independent geniuses, ones who kept that legacy of pushing forward the technologies of this culture.

They didn't come here through that harbor, but instead were born and raised in the Heartland. Extreme geniuses with talent far beyond their time, education, and sex.

All we ever wanted was to improve the quality of life for the average person. Longer, more fulfilling lives. Technology that helped people reach their inner, greater resources that were always just below the surface. Just asking to be put to use.

Along with that natural-born freedom to think, to innovate, to create a better world than the one we each were born into.

But now most of our progress was crashing down to a dull brown mud of addicted conformity and blind compliance – all to get a dopamine rush as payment.

I brushed a black lock out of my eyes and swung the rest of that long dark mane out of my way. And put my arms akimbo as I stood there, defiant against the history that had brought me here to this point in time, this office.

That's what I thought as I looked far out across that harbor, looking for the real Gray Lady out there.

Not for long.

Because right about the time of that thought, I got a blinding flash of intuition and my reflexes soared me into action. Literally.

I ran, leaped, and flew across to the other side of my up-armored desk, where I landed and curled into a reverse-rolling ball of tucked knees and arms. A ball that bumped to a stop back under that tiny desk crawlspace.

Just before the explosion blew what was left of those two glass corner walls out into the streets below. And ignited the rest of my former office into a fireball.

At least that's what they later told me happened.

II

“IS SYBIL OK?” ABE ASKED me before he hardly had entered the room.

“As far as we know. The escape hatch had been activated and no human remains were found in the office.”

Abe Smythe sank his long frame into the nearest chair and passed a hand across his forehead, smoothing down his dark chestnut hair with a gesture of relief. “We didn't calculate that an attempt on her life would come this soon. At least her training may have kept her safe. That we can hope.”

“Juice? Water? Something more toxic?”

Abe smiled back at me. “You remind me of your grandmother, Steve. Always considerate of guests and family.”

I just smiled back, glad to have something to smile about. All I had been thinking about since the news of the explosion was my only sister, Sybil.

“So what do we know? What does your 'advanced retrospective analysis' predict will happen now?” I handed him a thin citric juice blend he preferred, and sat with my own iced water in the padded chair opposite his. A single dark oak side-table separated the two, holding only two cork coasters on its polished top, one for each of our drinks.

Abe sipped and took his time in replying. This office had been his once, and little changed since then. It had always been the Corporation Manager's, and never enlarged beyond the original, while banks of secretarial and administrative help took up the rest of this floor, a converted hangar. Gray carpet covered the floor, a tight weave that softened echoes, but was fast to clean.

The Manager's desk still stood in the corner, a bentwood swivel chair at it's center, matched by its twin at the right end of that sturdy dark oak desk.

The various computer screens on its surface had been replaced from time to time, along with the powerful computers they connected to. But the knick-knacks and photo's on the desk and surrounding walls went back in history to Steve's grandparent's grandparents.

The walls were wallpapered and wainscoted in a style of over a hundred and a quarter centuries ago. Only identically replaced as time had taken its toll.

Abe himself seemed hardly changed in the half-century he'd been working in and around Kane Industries. A few gray hairs here and there, some more laugh lines at the corners of his eyes and mouth.

Retirement, if you could call it that, suited him.

“Steve, I hate to sound conspiratorial, but this work has the signature of certain characters I'd thought were long gone. If it's not them, then it is a carefully-trained set of replacements tracing their footsteps closely.”

“That bad?”

“Worse. The destructive technologies they have access to now are a hundred times more powerful than when your grandfather-namesake and I helped your grandmother build their small flying business into a global corporation.”

“All of our offices have been put on alert, and any non-essential personnel have been evacuated.”

“That is probably too late. Evacuate the rest – give everyone an extended paid holiday to mourn.”

“But she can't be dead!”

“No, of course she's not. Even if we can't prove it. What will happen in the next few hours, days, or a few weeks will be the destruction of Kane Industries as we know it.”

“Our back-up plan....?”

“...Is already in motion.” Abe looked at a complicated time-piece on his wrist and adjusted it's position. Rising with a smooth motion, he set his drink down on it's cork coaster as he did.

I rose on cue as well, my own drink meeting its coaster. We turned as one to face the single, flat and solid wall of that office, where a hidden door eased open toward us. Lights came on along the narrow hallway beyond it, in a series. I followed Abe's quick-step lead into the long hall.

As the heavy door behind us shut, we heard a muffled boom and the floor shook as from one of the typical California earthquakes even our remote landing field was not immune from.

Offices were replaceable.

From my own time-piece I triggered the evacuation call as we continued our quick walk, one which only confirmed the orders that Abe had already sent out. Hopefully, all our irreplaceable personnel were already safe.

The next few days of our future looked to be interesting ones.

III

I WARILY POPPED THE seal on my tube capsule. Sniffing the air and feeling the humidity reassured me that the escape plan had gone at least OK. For now.

Only a few bruises to show for being blown out of the sky literally.

Those long hours of having trained first in the gym and then in my own office all gave me the necessary training to survive what would have killed most any of the crack military types. And we'd hired many of these over the years as our security, and picked their brains for all sorts of details they thought was just our morbid curiosity.

That we'd paid for too many of their accidents and even funerals and while providing well for their survivors, those curious and morbid details had kept all the rest of Kane Industry staff safe.

This was the third tube ride I'd taken in a very tight sequence. Multiple other tube capsules had been launched for every new one I entered.

This was my final stop. And yet, I still was only as safe as I was vigilant­ and prepared. Before I opened the capsule door any further, I armed myself with all the small and powerful weapons the capsule contained.

While there were hundreds of capsules that had now reached their destinations, they were all empty except for this one. All identical decoys. We hoped.

And trusted Abe's “retrospective analysis” to predict our future-past and give us the optimal choices to survive this coordinated attack.

All I'd taken with me from that office was the thin tear- and moisture-resistant gray jumpsuit I was wearing. With the Kane Industries logo on its chest. My eccentric habit was known to my staff, and had become a fixed dress code recently. Because we had known this attack was coming, but the timing of it couldn't be known with any exact precision.

Abe had been away traveling for the last couple of decades. I didn't blame him or sympathize with him. He wouldn't tolerate either. First his wife, and my grandmother, had died suddenly. Within a few years, my mother and father had both been victims of a strange accident.

While others figured that Abe's touring and travels were his way of mourning, I knew him better than most.

Abe always looked ahead – to verify the predictions that were determined from studying the past hard-wired habits of our “human race”.

That I was standing here today was the result of Abe's far-seeing approach. I'd never had to use these tunnels and their capsules, but knew how they had been financed. And saw his hand in every screw, bolt, and weld that built them.

Right now, I was on guard and was making all those long hours of physical training earn themselves. Measured breathing kept me alert, but relaxed and ready to respond.

The landing bay I'd entered was only a little larger than the capsule. All nondescript gray concrete, lit with low wattage illumination that gave no one an advantage here.

Once I stood, the little gray capsule sealed itself shut, then shuttled off in its tube again, as did all the hundreds of capsules that had gone traveling that day. Start, stop, start again. That pre-programmed sequence would be running for the next 24 hours.

I only knew that the way ahead of me should be clear. Should. Yet the small pulse weapon in my hand was able to drill several large holes through the concrete walls around me if need be. Humans didn't need to get in front of it. Their choice.

The gray halls were barely taller than I was. Abe would have to crouch slightly. But I was the only one in this space. Their slight angles, plus their non-parallel surfaces ensured my footfall echoes were canceled – but didn't offer any concealing corners to hide behind. While I couldn't hear anyone ahead, they also couldn't hear me coming.

- - - -

[image: ]


WITHIN A FEW MORE BENDS, I could smell the fresh air and scents of humid forest ahead. No human had come this path recently. I was still relaxed and ready, but was reassured after the hours I'd spent traveling all that day – since the moment my office had exploded around me.

The air was fresh, and the fragrances of various flowering plants, shrubs, and trees told of a tropical or sub-tropical environment outside.

At last I saw a crafted wooden door, hung on ornate hinges. No doubt this either led directly out or to a patio or entry room that did.

I found a tall, quaint cupboard recessed into the wall just before the door jamb of that outside door. Inside were a neat selection of folded silk kimonos with intricate patterns woven into their fabric. On lower shelves I found some heavier plain outer robes of some dark brown wool-blend fabric – also folded with care. Umbrellas were arranged in their own vertical nook inside that cupboard, standing in their own small brackets.

Meaning a change of weather is possible, then. The air draft's temperature, plus the humidity, showed that the silk kimono would be more appropriate. Giving me a little more color over this plain gray jumpsuit.

“Few airplanes to fly around here, I suspect.” I said to no one.

The kimono I selected was an easy fit over the top of my jumpsuit. I chose colors of greens and browns that would more likely give me some camouflage. My mechanic boots would pass for the light boots that were sometimes worn with that silk outfit in lieu of sandals. At least in our contemporary times. My form-fitting jumpsuit also didn't distract from the lines of that kimono, looking more like a long sleeved undergarment with leggings.

And I have to admit that wearing something more feminine, even if just a covering, gave a little lift to my attitude.

I flipped my long black hair back as I tied the sash and adjusted the kimono's fit. Then squared my shoulders and pushed the door open with one hand, the other still holding that pulse weapon.

IV

“ANY NEWS ON SYBIL?”

Abe's face in the grainy monitor only shook no. Worry lines crossed the forehead of that frowning face. “I have a couple hundred more obvious endpoints to check, plus any of the transfer points could have been an exit. We will probably be waiting for her to signal us somehow.”

“Meaning that while we still have every hope that she is alive and well, we won't contradict the official news-speak that she died in that explosion.”

“Or those that say we are both dead. Our planning long had conditional actions for that. Regardless of whether those deaths were factual or not.” Abe rubbed his forehead. His eyes showed the lack of sleep as well as the stress he was under.

“How's your bunker – comfortable?”

Abe smiled at my joke. We both knew these emergency quarters were equipped with every needful luxury and supplies for any extended stay. The term “bunker” was the giveaway.

“Like a 'pig in a poke'.”

That old joke was almost before my time. But I liked reading Will Rogers and other classics. So I chuckled – as much for Abe's benefit as my own.

“These plans we developed will keep me busy for months, regardless of surfacing or not.” I lifted one of the large binders to be visible to the camera. “How many clerical assistants did we pay to get these all cross-referenced and indexed?”

Abe replied with a wry grin. “Not that many, but they were paid very, very well. I do think you'll be able to surface sometime later this week. All the planning takes care of that.”

“It would be nice to get some fresh air and real sunshine again. Plus, these quarters don't have a workshop, much less a hangar where I can tinker on something.”

This also made Abe smile. “At least you have a nice library of books there, both non-fiction manuals and a vast selection of fiction books and videos.”

“Just not the same, somehow. I do my best thinking while rebuilding a carburetor or tweaking a new ram scoop.”

“I understand. And not to rub salt in the wound, but I just wanted to remind you that I'll be out of touch for awhile.”

“And I don't envy your having to be in disguise just to move around out there.”

“Nothing I haven't had to do before, or will never do again. And what is mundane for me is nerve-wracking for others – besides, that's where I get my best inspiration.”

- - - -
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WE'D TALKED BEFORE in the odd moments about his advance math of retrospective analysis until I had to beg off. Abe wanted to teach me all I could swallow, but it required a peculiar talent for numbers and logic that didn't fit my own hardwired talent for hands-on mechanics.

Sybil could do the math in her head without needing a calculator, but then her genius was so far beyond most people that only Abe could keep up with her in any serious conversation. She also had my knack for mechanics, plus an uncanny ability to deal with animals and plants on their own level. Even the wildest horses or guard dogs would almost fawn on her after just a few moments in her presence. And plants would grow and flower for her that no one else could even get to sprout.

With her as my older sister, I was lucky that she was also considerate of my own genius limitations. She also was the only family I had after our parents had died in that strange accident. We were both in high school – if a private one for exceptional children – when we got the news. So it was Sybil who shepherded us both through our college years to aggregate the sheepskins and initials we needed. As well as the paid internships with business partners – in order to help us master what passed for marketing and sales these days.

But that's to be expected when your grandfather is a mysterious time-jumper like Abe. He never showed either of us how he did that, only saying it was the applied math he used. And if anyone could master what he knew, it would be Sybil. Talents like hers and Abe's showed up one in a billion, if then. Most of them were self-trained. Sybil soaked in everything Abe could teach her, and still had more questions.

Abe held the corporation together while we finished our training. And then between the three of us, Kane Industries flourished as never before. Abe gradually moved off the management lines to do his own advanced research.

That left Sybil and I to become the visible faces of Kane Industries. But just like growing wheat – the tallest and most outstanding stalks get clipped, sooner or later.

- - - -
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THE HEADLINES SCREAMED for awhile about the CEO's death in a mysterious explosion, and the destruction of the main office and manufacturing facilities for Kane Industries.

On the financial page, the articles were about how the stock of that company had plummeted.

If it was mentioned at all, there was usually a tiny and short sentence about the stock shares being bought up by the surviving executives and the company going private.

Not too long after, some other disaster pulled the “news” monkey's chains to focus their ilk-spreading over to other subjects. It was either some “celebrity” making some radical comment – or was it another politician caught in a career-changing faux pas – nothing anyone involved in rebuilding Kane Industries could care much about. We had a lot of work to do.

I was busy getting a head count of our employees and ensuring they had all survived without even a scratch. Then any who wanted could retire or move other positions within what was left, or with our partners – who had been recruiting many of them for years already.

As for work, we still had several government contracts to finish up, and our most secure R&D was untouched. Because just as we work generations ahead of the culture, to protect and guide its progress, working unseen and unknown has always paid the best dividends.

All those explosions and accidents just involved the very public faces of the company. As far as the actual resources we had, it was more like getting a skinned knee or a barked shin. Hardly enough to need a bandage.

A great deal of the “stock plunge” was our own planning. Much of it was very legal selling off of stock from a host of nested and dis-related foundations, then buying it up at reduced prices through other very legal nested and dis-related foundations. All that had taken generations of work to establish – and was now paying off when it became needed.

While I disliked the process itself, someone had to keep an eye on the people who did. And that is where those thick manuals came in. Quota's, sell-off dates, various trigger points – all these were in those manuals. It was more like a massive fire sale where you are both seller and highest bidder – all through very legal proxies.

Those coordinated arsonists and terrorists had just triggered a series of events that enabled us to take our operations private again, and even more off-radar.

Bless their souls.

They didn't see how they had forced our hand. And then it would probably be far too late for them to do anything to thwart our actions.

V

THE PATH LED DOWN A steep hillside with winding turns and switchbacks that exposed travelers and left them no alternative. Much like equipping everyone with the same weapon makes everyone safer. If no one can hide, then no one can attack from hiding or defend themselves by hiding. It make more sense to get as close as you can to them first – but they'll always see you coming.

After an hour or so of seeing no one on these well-maintained, but very deserted foot paths, I holstered my pulse weapon hand gun and started really enjoying the view.

By the time I was just about on top of the first checkpoint, I was very relaxed and even smiling. Happy would be another word. While just a few hours prior I had escaped certain death, and now considered humming a tune – all that led me to conclude that there was something else in this valley I'd need to investigate once I got into the nearest village.

The checkpoint didn't help much.

All it contained was a visitor's log. Completely voluntary. The hut wasn't even long enough to lie down in. A simple table that held the log book up to elbow height for an average American female. On the opposite wall stood a simple backless bench. The door was pegged open with a small, sturdy cord attached to the wall. Small window openings above both table and bench had hinged windows that were also latched open, leaving a screened opening for nice weather – like today.

In storms, or winter, the hut could be shut up tight, but the latched-open arrangement probably said more about both the predominant weather patterns and the relative security of this valley.

I saw all this from the open doorway, and skipped signing in or leaving even footprints to show any evidence of my presence.

The borrowed kimono was the only sign I'd left so far. And that would be read only by someone who was intimately familiar with this valley. Other than a mole, it would take someone with Sherlock Holmes' observational abilities to see I'd been that way.

If I was supposed to be dead, then I needed to keep playing that part.

That wouldn't stop Abe from deducing I'd been there – but his rare talents couldn't be stopped anyway.

As I continued down the steep and winding paths, I was missing any quiet signs of village life. Through the tall trees, I started to see tiled pagoda roofs. But no sounds or signs of any soul present other than the chirping birds and insects.

The architecture meant I was more than half-way around the globe. I ruled out a Hollywood-type set, as even the most remote of those are still placed in smog-ridden valleys and surrounded by housing, paved streets and the usual saturation of populated areas. A fake reality is better disguised when the “actual” reality around it is just as fake.

With this location, plus the absence of human activity, I suspected that even though this was neither Shangri-La or Shambhala, it was isolated enough to serve.

Meaning many generations of someones had go through some very special arrangements to keep this secret. How they maintained all this would require a small army of gardeners and maintenance people. All devoted to its secrecy and solitude.

I had to smile that Abe had not only found this, but arranged to have a tube-tunnel bored into the side of this valley with their permission.

And where Abe was involved, it meant this was going to get very interesting...

VI

TYPICAL ABE. A SEALED letter, pre-dated by a decade, and delivered by special courier. From a lawyer firm I wasn't familiar with.

The contents were almost as mystic:

“Sybil is alive and well.

“Shambhala.

“Do not try to contact.

“More information coming soon.

“Abe.

It was written on hand-laid parchment, in Abe's unique handwriting. And while the envelope was a modern white stationary, the parchment itself could be of any date back hundreds of years. The ink would be archival-quality, and itself perhaps mixed from ancient ink sticks, or even cooked walnut husks – strained for use with a dip pen. No telling when it was written except for a very expensive carbon-dating process.

Probably the point.

So I wasn't going to send it out for analysis. That would be a futile waste of time. If Abe said don't contact, then that's the plan. His note was just reassurance. So I could focus on what I needed to do next.

Which was to take the fight to our enemy.

Just as soon as we narrowed down who they were.

- - - -

[image: ]


THE LOGIC SAID IT WAS corporate warfare. Not just your typical cut-throat competition. Someone willing and able to use terrorist tactics to destroy people's lives in order to gain – what?

The papers had minor stories saying that the investigation was going nowhere fast. Some dis-related terror groups had all claimed they had done it.

Back-channel contacts with all the intelligence agencies said they were mystified themselves. Since we dealt with all of them (and often gave them some nifty spy- and weapon-gadgets we developed on the side) none of them wanted to cut their nose off to spite their face on this one. We meant too much to them for them to even hide any inkling they'd heard about the prior attack.

Meaning that this was not an ordinary enemy. Not in these times. Someone with a lot of foresight – or hindsight.

- - - -
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OUR PROFITS (AFTER all our R&D was paid off, and sharing hefty dividends to our stockholders) were held in non-profit educational foundations that quietly found genius-types and sponsored them to master whatever studies their talents interested them in.

Those brainiacs, as individuals and in their networks, were who I turned to almost right off.

Their breakthroughs had led to practical inventions and gizmo's that forwarded Kane Industries' progress – and that of our culture. It's genius-types (or genii) who have always pushed this culture forward, in spite of the colluding criminals who simply wanted control of everyone and everything they could get their hands on.

Even the government wasn't there to protect the people and ensure their security. They were there to protect their own jobs and their own retirement – and their own bottom line, to be frank, was “us first, constituents later”.

Our freedoms had always been bought and paid for with innovation and free thought.

And that freedom was bought with the persistent blood, sweat, and tears pouring out to make inspired, passionate creative thought into advanced reality - not in some dim future, but starting now.

As long as free businesses and free thinking stayed free - and that freedom required responsibility.

Sure, there were physical battles and skirmishes – mostly in backwater “developing” nations where anyone with two genius braincells to click together had left long ago.

And we supported our own military with weapons and equipment that would save lives on both sides of those battles. If we couldn't change where those battles were going to take place, we could limit the human losses.

Our freedom-loving genii were working for us, and quietly using the most secure communications we had. While some in the government hated that we could keep our secrets away from them, they also had to respect that we kept bringing them new devices just as they found they needed them. So the NSA and other spy networks simply took it for granted that we weren't to be hacked – not if they wanted their next generation spy gear to arrive 'just in time” again. We called it the “Golden Goose” strategy.

Our analysis came back to whoever those someones were behind the social media and entertainment coding. Cabals of programmers had figured out how to tap yet another hard-wired human-brain dopamine rush - just so their masters could profit insanely.

So far, we'd found that they had just wanted people to stoke up on fast food and then glue themselves to their TV's and gaming devices. Shortened their lifespans, but that was about it.

Until we got a glimpse of what someone was orchestrating. The code behind all this was just a tip of the iceberg. Someone was getting these people addicted to their tweets and likes and inane “reality TV” shows – then harvesting their reactions. Not just to sell them more stuff at the expense of their “privacy”.

They were using all these people to write code. Enslaving code.

Very crude, almost wholesale – or so it seemed. The code was just spring-boarding off their wired-in addictions. Salt, Fat, Sugar – that was just the beginning. And those three themselves were getting a fair amount of push-back. People started seeing that the obesity epidemic and their rising healthcare costs were starting to limit their mobility and their choices – other words for freedom.

That code was supposed to nip those urges in the bud, and get them back into blind conformity – all under the guise of Fear of Missing Out.

These shadow programmers also tied together social media with politics and entertainment – to made sure that people were only served up their own interests. This further polarized the media and so fired up their reader's and viewer's emotional responses. This split nations into two or more armed camps. And kept them at each others virtual throats.

Those results then elected clueless and polarizing politicians who just kept the pitched battles going. Of course, nothing changed in Washington or other governments. They never did, other than to find more ways to give money away they never had to begin with. Other than feel-good resolutions, the politicians only passed laws that made it easier for their constituents to rack up debt so they needed to keep their jobs. And so they wouldn't start free-thinking businesses on their own. And that chain of events just kept spiraling down tighter and tighter. More polarization, more crushing debt, more need for the dopamine rush to make it “all just go away”.

Finding that code gave us a clue. Even though we couldn't work out where it was going to or coming from.

That coding was in everything through the Internet once we started looking for it. One reason they had switched from shipping cheap DVD's to streaming. Because that code was found in everyone's entertainment. Those “set-top” boxes and “smart TV's” not only delivered those games and films, but did their data collection as well.

Global. Insidious. Addictive.

At least we had a trail now. And “all” we had to do was to be so effectively creative that their defensive counter-efforts fell useless.

Because if we didn't, we would all end up just as addicted and dead-headed (or dead) as if we didn't try at all.

The result was the same.

What these people didn't realize was that they just invented their own worst enemy. Fueled by something called: "nothing to lose."

They'd struck first. They thought to take out take out the only people who could find and neutralize their efforts to enslave humankind.

They just didn't know what they didn't know. Their own narcissism led them to believe that no one was smart enough to figure out what they were up to.

And that was our advantage. We knew just a hair more about them then they did about us.

That hair-line crack needed to widen.

So our genii network got to work.

Our only problem is that we were already far behind.

And Abe brought us our next tip – one where I really wished we had Sybil's help to implement it...

VII

THE FIRST AND ONLY person I met in that village was after a long search. A very long search.

Because the place was immaculate. And empty.

Convoluted, twisting streets all ended on a central boulevard – if you could call it that. Hardly wide enough for two ox carts to pass in between the walls and the flower boxes.

If it weren't for the complete lack of ox-carts, oxen, or life of any sort. Otherwise, it seemed that flowers were the main population of the place. All sorts of annuals and perennials. And planted more by color than particular species of plant or type. If it could grow outside in direct or indirect sunlight, it did. Wild flowers, cultured hybrids, thorned, thorn-less, bulbs or seeds or rhizomes – every possible type in riotous combinations.

Orange flowers in one section, with blue and green highlights. Blue flowers in another section with orange and yellow highlights. Tall, short, it didn't matter. Everything growing with their own display and none upstaging the others. Each unique in all possible combinations.

And the scents were a riot for the nose. While breezes would shift and take some scents away, only to replace them with others, tempting to you with new smells – always just ahead.

This main boulevard just flowed in curves and twists right up the opposite side of the valley. All to a monastery-like building that rose with white, steep walls above the narrow valley floor.

If this place was ever invaded, it seemed a pretty simple conquest. Just charge up this main street and divide the city.

For the exception that nothing lived here except flowers. Not worth conquering.

Well, maybe their caretakers. But those were missing, too – and had to be around here, somewhere.

I dared not call out, for fear it was all a trap, an ambush.

My soft-soled mechanics shoes made no sound as I walked carefully up the winding and ever steeper boulevard as it became more curved and twisting.

That steepness finally gave way to paved steps. Ones that started out wide and long and then became taller and narrower until my foot barely fit on a step and I was having to take large steps to mount each one – until the stairs started twisting on their own switch-backs, only wide enough for a single person.

At last they stopped twisting on themselves as they reached a narrow porch that split evenly across the entire front of the monastery building. The nearest windows were a couple of stories up from there. Meaning that I chose one or the other halves of that porch, hoping to find a door to the inside at their end.

On that choice, I sat to rest.

Even as good a shape I was in from all my regular workouts, my progress to this porch from where I'd emerged from my capsule was a trek in itself. The apparent high altitude didn't help. My lungs were working overtime.

Of course the view from that porch was just heart-stopping. No cinema or camera had ever captured a beauty like this. The colors from the flowers all blended into some sort of pointillist painting, until they in turn blended into the various green swaths of the trees and shrubs on the other side of the valley, rising into the blues and whites of the mountain sides above them. At last the tops of those mountains were hidden in whitish mists and clouds, where the sun only appeared as a fuzzy yellow globe.

Then I felt it. To call what came over me as “a peace that passes understanding” would be the understatement of the century.

How long I sat there, transfixed, I had no way of estimating. Because I didn't even care to look at the special time-piece on my wrist. All my concerns had dropped away.

At last the yellow globe had moved down almost touching opposite valley wall, and the shadows had become deep nearly half-way across. Then a chill wind came up and brought me to my senses.

I was wearing a thin jumpsuit and a thinner kimono – not one of those thick wool-blend robes I'd passed over when I came into this valley. I could only hope to get inside for some comfort before whatever passed for weather here made me wish I had made a sturdier choice.

Even as I thought that, the sky darkened and the wind rose. Rain was on its way.

- - - - 
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TAKING THE LEFT-HAND porch also put my pulse weapon on the outside, where I could get to it fast. If this porch narrowed, then flattening against the wall hid that weapon where any potential assailant wouldn't see me pull it. Knives were at my right hand, but I could throw as well with either.

So I started my quick-step along the porch. The incline gradually increased, but not enough to require steps until the end – which just dropped off into a wide cleft. Straight down into stone flower boxes below – hardly enough to cushion a fall. Across was a sheer blank wall with no foot holds. I could see where it had been carefully hand-chiseled flat. Here were the defenses for this monastery.

Looking up showed the roof well above us had narrow openings, no doubt where burning oil could be spilled on attackers.

A tiny few devoted followers could hold off everything except artillery – but airlifting anything into this valley that could make a dent in these thick walls would cost a small fortune – and would have to arrive for assembly. Meanwhile, guerrilla forces could attack any landed ground troops and hide from overhead sniping.

My mind was racing with very uncommon thoughts for me. I was usually building new devices in my mind, to fill very human needs that would make it possible for people to free up their own minds to better uses than just eking out a living on this planet. Combat tactics and strategy wasn't wired into my main logic processes. But this morning had started out with an attack, so – what's good for the gander...

Somehow, all this experience would give me some new inspiration for counter-measures that would make this all unnecessary. That was my real hard-wired circuits. No matter what the adversity, finding the opportunity underneath – once this was all over.

- - - -
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A TURN AND A FEW STEEP steps to my right put me onto another long, empty porch. While the darkness gathered and the glowing ball of sun started to be covered behind thickening dark clouds.
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