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Book One.


Hood.



Prologue. 



In the first quarter of the 23rd century, in the city of Bexhill, capital city of the First State of the Five Confederate States of America, at the George Mooney Memorial Clinic, the first Longevity Gene transplant was successfully carried out on an embryo. Two months later the same was carried out on a 17-year-old girl and one month later on a ninety-six -year-old man, all with astounding success. 


The big business today was media, as everybody still wanted to know everything about everybody else (so you can guess what happened next). After short deliberation, when the death toll of amateur Paparazzo’s reached a million the privacy laws were passed and any journalist, professional or otherwise, caught invading the privacy of the innocent (or the not quite guilty) were fined heavily and finished up doing community service for a very, very, very long time (now wasn’t that nice).


Crime was still on the increase, and in Bexhill City, capital city of the First State of the Five Confederate States of America for example, the most murders, robberies, and rapes took place in the vast underground car parks, which were watched over by the, sometimes successful, security firm, “Eager-To-Serve” run by government cast-offs who once served as Confederate States Marshall’s and police officers. 


Today, instead of a police force, thousands of male and female Assistant District Attorneys in all the five states were responsible for the legal elimination of “serious” criminals who were convicted in their absence, who most often, violently resisted their demise. 





Chapter One. 



Bexhill City. 


AD 2215.


Dream Sequence.


The dream never changes; it comes every night; not an unwanted dream, but something she looks forward to, albeit with a certain amount of trepidation. 


As always, she is walking barefoot through the woods. She looks towards the sun, its orange glow coloring the swirling mist as it drifts slowly past her, clinging to the ground, curling around her calves, obliterating the earthen path. 


She looks down at her body, pale and naked in the twilight except for the ever present red-hooded cape hanging loosely from her shoulders. She stops and gazes about her, searching for the ghostly figure that follows her each time. A gasp escapes from her lips as she glimpses a pale wraith, a shadow flitting from tree to tree, as if playing some onerous but childish game with her, and as always, it filling her with exhilaration. 


As usual, she closes her eyes for a moment, willing the feeling away, then she moves on, not walking now, but drifting, gliding along, as if floating on air. She sees in the distance, her objective, an ancient cottage, and her speed increases. 


As always I arrive at an old cottage, its garden full of roses, the air heavy with their scent. She bends down and picks her favorite, a red one. As expected, her cloak slides sideways to the ground and two hands, softer and gentler than her own, caress her flanks from behind as she remains stooped. Silk-smooth fingers wander up and down the insides of her thighs, tantalizing and exciting her, bringing forth her innermost cravings. She rises slowly and steps back into the arms of her un-visible lover and feels at once the heat of his aroused flesh nestling between her buttocks,, burning her skin, scorching her soul. 


Her chest heaves as she sighs; her body aches for him to take her.  She raises her hands and run them through her long, dark red hair. The thorns on the rose stem catch in her tresses. 


Then a firm hand takes charge, removing the rose tenderly from her grasp, freeing it from the errant strands. 


She hears a sharp intake of nasal breath and a sigh of appreciation. She turns in her mystery lover’s embrace, and as always, he disappears into thin air, leaving the rose lying before her on the ground. 


 


Elizabeth.


In the real twilight, in a semi-darkened room, on a large double bed, a naked woman, Elizabeth Hood, official age 57 and looking thirty years younger, opened her eyes. Her breath caught at the memory, thinking, Why does he torment me so? 


She sighed and moved to the edge of her double bed, rose and walked into the bathroom. There she first used the toilet, after which she cleaned her body under the sonic shower. Lastly, she brushed her teeth with the sonic brush and returned to her bedroom where she dressed.


In the kitchen she poured and drank a glass of milk, slipped on her clothing and left the apartment.


*


She lay back in the driver’s cushion chair, riding in her electrically—powered car, listening to the news on the rising crime rate, open road accidents and the weather reports concerning the denseness of the permanent cloud layer surrounding the planet - with the mention of slight precipitation later on over the eastern part of the state. 


Her mode of transport, like billions of others on the planet - a streamlined lozenge on almost imperceptible orbs - submerged into another world after leaving the metal river. A world, dark and forbidding, built mainly out of concrete and occupied permanently by thousands of one-eyed dumb sentinels.


Her car joined the metal landscape that seemed to go on forever, a public place where silence reigned, a garden where nothing grew, nor ever would. She allowed the vehicle’s computer to find a parking space in the city’s vast underground car park, hopefully within reasonable distance of the street exit.


Picking up her stun-gun lying on the seat next to her in its holster, she checked the car’s infrared sensors for prowlers then switched on the 5,000 volt car protector. She climbed out of the vehicle and clipped the weapon to her hip belt. She took hold of her maroon blouson containing her voice recorder and ID and slung it over her shoulder.


With all her senses working overtime and her hand hovering over her stun-gun she hurried through the jungle with its sleeping animals and possible predators, towards the moving path leading up to the light source.


On arrival she slowed down and walked briskly up the well-lit ped-way.


She left the vast uninviting grotto by way of the street exit and made her way through the busy thoroughfare. She avoided the speed-walkways, always crowded with the city’s multi-centenarians, half of them in their electro-chairs, causing minor mishaps, arguing the right of way with their contemporaries.


She stopped momentarily as the humid air caressed her skin, and looked up at the permanently grey sky, hoping it would rain soon. She watched as another United Airways airship passed overhead, way above the buildings, propelled along by its electric motors.


She moved on and looked around, ignoring the admiring looks and the leers from passing men, appreciating only those from the women. She always attracted attention by the way she dressed, in different shades of red, her family’s traditional color. She always wore a mini-skirt, belted low at the hips and a skin-hugging low cut, sleeveless top, molded around her broad pointed breasts, accentuating their form, leaving the whole expanse of her mid-section free. 


She approached her place of work, a small building she thought. It was a construction permanently dwarfed, surrounded by five to eight hundred storey monoliths, built in the nineteenth century, built to last. 


She entered the eight-storey brownstone building, and walked out from between the revolving doors. She approached the receptionist, a pink-skinned ginger-haired girl. As usual she was scantily dressed, wearing a white short-sleeved diaphanous top - appearing more like a veil as it displayed her small, pink-tipped breasts while ending just below them and a broad strip of silver-gold material that was meant to represent a skirt by clinging to her firm, round butt and sturdy hips. The girl, whose actual age was forty-three, greeted her while standing barefoot next to her desk, “Good morning, Miss Hood.”


She returned the greeting, “Good morning, Jenny.”


Jenny licked her lips sensually and smiled, showing off her pearl-white teeth, surrounded by painted lips.


For one wild moment, Elizabeth pictured her and Jenny lying naked together on red satin sheets. 


The girl’s voice brought her back to reality, “Hyde was asking after you, he would like you to grace him with your presence as soon as possible.”


Elizabeth smiled her thanks and Jenny added, “Those are my words, not his.” 


Elizabeth gave her a wink and walked on and the same lascivious thoughts passed through Jenny’s mind as her wished-for lover sauntered, her broad hips swinging, towards the elevator.


The ornately designed metal and wood contraption that had carried princes and personalities in its time squeaked and rattled as if in protest on its upward journey, carrying the lone female. She rode alone to the top floor of one of the most ancient buildings in Bexhill City, a sprawling metropolis, situated 100 kilometers north of Harrisburg. The building had once been a small (in comparison with some) but exclusive hotel, now it was an information gathering and distribution centre, transmitting to other countries as well as its own. 


The old-fashioned elevator rose slowly giving her plenty of time to think over what arduous task her boss, the editor of Mega Media - one of the largest news providers in the First State of America, with its news flashing across vidi-screens in every house, office, and factory twenty-four hours a day - might have in store for her. Knowing him it would be one of his moronic ideas that she would have to expand upon in order for it to be of some interest to the brain-dead jerks who watched the endless garbage on constant display, and afterwards he would as usual, take the credit, if any.


She slid back the golden trellis gates and left the gilded cage, closing its doors easily on its well-oiled runners. She walked with a hip swinging casualness that had caused many a mishap out on the sidewalk. She moved along the squeaky wooden floors whose crusty sound lent a certain character to the building. She looked at the old-fashioned photos that were nowadays, in more modern surroundings, replaced by life-like moving holograms with some sort of verbal greeting or quote. One of them showed a picture of the late President George Clooney and his eighth wife … and he still as handsome as ever despite his snowy thatch.


She rapped her knuckles on a well-worn wooden office door, and without waiting for a reply opened it and entered. She approached the dwarf sitting at his massive oaken desk, dressed in baggy trousers, his old-fashioned shirt rolled up to his elbows. He forced a smile as she crossed the room, “Good morning, Elizabeth, did you sleep well?” 


She smiled politely in return knowing he couldn’t care less how anybody slept and said, “Good morning, Chief, yes thanks, did you?”


He finished undressing her with his eyes and said derisively, “Yeah sure.” He looked up at her; in fact he looked up at everyone, and said, “Take a pew will ya!”


He watched covertly from under his black shaggy eyebrows as she sat down on the very low-built sofa. He told visitors he had it designed especially to accommodate his short stature, but everybody in the building knew he bought it second-hand and they knew why, as it sometimes gave him a clear view of some unwary females thighs and whatever else was on show - also it forced people to look up at him for a change.


She looked at his beady eyes as he watched her movements. He was hoping to see if she was wearing any underwear beneath her wine-red mini-skirt - which she never did - when she crossed her legs on the leather seating. She placed her blouson out neatly next to her and looked at him as he spoke, “Had a verbal with Governor’s aide yesterday evening; said his boss was very impressed with that article over the Christian-Moslem burial rights, told me I did a real good job, knew I was on the right track, “united religious freedom,” that was a good line, the mayor, blah….blah…..”


She switched off as he babbled on, waving his arms like some live orchestra conductor, “The pompous little shit, takes the credit for everything we do. On the right track my ass, he really has earned the nickname ‘Any way the wind blows-Hyde’ fecking little gobshite.” 


She switched back on as he changed the subject; he lowered his voice and said, “Got a tip from a buddy on the Mayor’s staff, you know the Governor’s a fraggin’ health freak, well he went for his three-day-long, six monthly check-up at the Clinic here in the city and one of the nurses he always bones during his stay, told him a strange tale.” He paused and sniggered, “Probably to pass the time while he was effing her.”


His brow curled at her blank expression then he continued, “Apparently in Portdown back in 2143’ this old guy, aged 92, collapsed while playing with one of those witchi-wotchi-board games. He was playing with his kids, you know the stuff, this Halloween shit, spooks and witches, well, he lay in a coma for three month’s an’ then he died.”


He looked at her expecting a pertinent question.


Always happy to disappoint him, she smiled faintly remaining silent.


His brow curled again, until he continued, “You might say that’s normal, well wait till’ you hear this. His only blood relative, a nephew, came to visit him every week, hoping to find out how much he was leaving him in his will, cos’ the old guy was loaded see. 


Well, when the old guy pegged it, the nephew fell into a coma, he was only sixty-two and he died three months later. Well, both bodies were examined and they couldn’t find anything infectious, they said they both had a stroke.”


He looked at her earnestly, she did her best to appear interested by raising her eyebrows enquiringly and he continued, “Then there was this other guy, no relation, he visited the nephew every day, he stayed hours waiting for him to wake up, when the nephew died, guess what?”


Elizabeth, putting as much enthusiasm into the sentence as possible said, “The visitor collapsed and went into a coma?” 


Hyde slapped his desk triumphantly, pointed to her and said, “You got it, not only that it turned out to be his secret lover, one of these weirdo’s.”


She tried to appear grateful instead of displaying her boredom to a man she had come to detest, but Hyde was not watching her, he was waving his arms around at his invisible orchestra once more and babbling on. “...happened to his wife and then a voluntary worker, you know, the dames with the books and the nice smiles, she took a dive as she left the woman’s room, she’d already popped it, but nobody had noticed it straight away.


The next one to fall victim to this mysterious phenomenon was her cousin, she worked in one of those shops that still sell those stupid paper books, and she was a regular visitor to the hospital, bringing in old books that customers didn’t want. She would also visit her cousin and she went comatose the same day her cousin died, and now she’s in the ICU at the George Clooney Memorial Clinic.”


He looked at his fingernails and added, glancing furtively in her direction. “She’s been there almost three months, and she don’t have a lot of visitors, or so I’ve been told.”


Elizabeth remained silent, she knew what was coming, and she hated clinics and hospitals. He looked at her smiling benevolently. “I want you to investigate, find out if this could be an epidemic that the hospital is trying to keep quiet or maybe they fogged-up somehow and they are doing a cover up.” 


She uncrossed her legs quickly, suppressing a smile as Hyde scanned her thighs too late. Leaning forward she stood up swiftly, thinking how to get out of this assignment. “Why do you want me to do it? You know what security is like there, it’s a big negative for journalists and a two hundred thousand dollar fine if you’re caught with a camera or a recorder in there, even as a visitor.”


He smiled icily and said. “You’ll find a way; we don’t pay you fifty-six Kay a month plus expenses for nothing. Go to it kid, find me a story.”


She dipped and picked up her Blouson and adjusted her stun gun in its holster at her hip. She said confidently. “I’ll be in touch, Chief.” She walked to the door cursing him in her mind while Hyde gazed at her swaying hips as she went, while automatically wiping the dribble from his drooling lips.


*


She sauntered along the corridor to her office, ignoring the ogling male stares and the lascivious smiles from some of the females through the plane glass office windows. She arrived at her securi-door, and using the remote in her wrist PC she unlocked it, it opened up to her and she entered, the door closed automatically behind her.


An erotic-sounding female voice said, “Password, my love.” 


She said, “Chantal, there is no fecking password.” At this an ‘all-seeing-eye”, linked to a stun-gun mounted in a recess next to it on the wall blinked out. The voice continued in the same alluring tone. “Good morning, Elizabeth, would you like coffee and toast?” 


Elizabeth replied to the room computer. “Just coffee, Chantal, espresso.” After a few seconds the door in the wall’s paneling opened and the delicious smell of espresso wafted out across the room, she walked over and removed the cup from the dispenser, adding sweetener and syntho-cream. She sat down at her desk and asked. “Messages?” 


The voice returned. “Three messages, first a young lady named Suzy Small, called to say she had to leave town on business in Europe for a month. Second, your Grandmother called to remind you that the book you ordered has arrived. Third, your tailor called to say your clothes are ready. Would you like me to play them back to you on visual?” 


Elizabeth replied immediately. “No thank you, Chantal, you may delete them all.” She took a sip from her cup and thought about her Lesbian lover; she felt let down by Suzy, she knew she’d not gone anywhere on business, she was just pissed because Elizabeth wouldn’t let her shack up with her. ‘If you loved me you would beg me to move in with you.’


 Well, she did love Suzy, but not enough to share her private life with her; they only had one thing in common, sex and each other. 


Elizabeth had in the past tried to form an association with men, but they were either too subservient or always telling her how she should dress, how she should eat, and not one bit romantic, not even before they tried to seduce her.


She looked around her office and thought about her assignment and she had no idea how she could get into the hospital and nosey around. Apart from fracturing her pelvis or something just as bad she could not see her way in, not only that the city morgue and the path lab were in the same building. She went over in her mind the list of past female lovers and male acquaintances trying to recall if they had any connection to the medical profession without any luck.


She sighed, emptied her espresso cup and dropped it into the recycling chute. She rose up from her chair, slipped on her blouson and muttered. “Damn Hyde.” She said aloud to the computer.  “I’m leaving now, Chantal.” 


The answer came back. “Very well, Elizabeth, take care out there now, bye.” She left her office and the door closed behind her with a quadruple click.


*


Feeling like Nelson Mandela did on his release from detention she left the building by the same means she entered and walked slowly, taking long lazy strides as she sauntered along the boulevard ignoring the staring males, gazing at the sidewalk in front of her, looking up only at the passing females. 


The old building receded into the distance as she headed for the car park entrance. She couldn’t help but notice the approach of a long-haired, full-breasted, natural blonde in a loose-fitting see-through string dress, wearing old fashioned high-heel shoes and nothing else. 


As the pair neared one another, Elizabeth looked at her intently and as their eyes met the blonde gasped audibly and stumbled. Elizabeth automatically held out her right hand to steady her and it finished holding the other’s left breast, heavy, yet soft. She said, as she slowly removed her hand, “Careful now, you don’t want to hurt yourself.” 


She looked down at the woman’s shoes. “Your shoes are nice but a little tricky for walking in don’t you think? Oh, one of the heels is loose,” she said, squatting down, removing the woman’s shoe, noticing the depilated skin and the absence of underwear through the dress’s tiny openings.


Elizabeth rose and the woman steadied herself by holding on to her shoulder. 


A man stopped next to them and asked as he ran his fingers through his auburn hair, flashing his teeth in a practiced smile, purposefully eyeing the blonde’s breasts. “Can I help you Miss?”


The blonde turned and said sweetly, “Yes, you can get lost, pervert.”


He looked at her indignantly and said, “You…” 


His voice trailed off as Elizabeth said quietly, “If you want to keep your teeth I suggest you take a hike.” 


The man hesitated and Elizabeth took a step towards him. 


He departed hastily, muttering under his breath.


Elizabeth turned to the blonde. “You should wear shoes like these, sensible shoes, they are healthier too.” She pointed down to her own shoes, red leather with a one-inch heel. 


The blonde spoke, her voice soft like a child’s. She looked at Elizabeth shyly. “What is your name, lady in red?” 


She smiled and said, “My name is Elizabeth.” 


The blonde giggled and said, “That’s my name too, but everyone calls me Beth,” she said as she held out her hand.


Elizabeth handed her the shoe and took hold of the other hand and gazed at her angelic features, she felt the long slender fingers, the palm soft and pliant and held it in both of hers saying, “I’m off to the Mall, to pick up a book, you should be able to find a shoe repair shop there, that is if you intend to keep those stilts of yours, what did you pay for them anyway?”


Beth said, her eyes downcast, “I paid $2,000 for them.”


Elizabeth said, “Well you only get what you pay for; I never pay anything less than ten for mine.” 


Beth lifted her foot and removed the other shoe; she looked them over and shook her head. 


Elizabeth released her hand as she turned and walked over to a recycling chute; she dropped them inside and said as she walked back. “Shall we go?” 


Elizabeth smiled and held out her hand, Beth took it without hesitation and off they went, strolling along in silence, ignoring the stares from males and females alike.


The descended into the depths of the city’s murder ground, the public auto park.


Out of dark recesses, scores of red, all-seeing eyes followed their movements as the promise of danger, in the guise of a knife, or something just as deadly, lurked everywhere.


Standing by her auto, Elizabeth, with her hand hovering above her stun gun, lifted her PC to her lips and lowering her voice, spoke into the micro-mike. “Open both doors please.” 


Her car, a streamlined, dark red Ford, one of the many hundreds of thousands in the city’s vast underground car park, peeped at her and the two doors sprang up, imitating beetle wings.


Beth walked round to the passenger side and climbed in awkwardly, feet first, displaying to Elizabeth who had entered the vehicle the conventional way, a pair of sun-browned thighs as her short dress rose up above her crotch.


After closing the doors she looked at Beth as she settled and said. “I could almost see your twinkie as you climbed in. You don’t use an auto much do you?”


 “You may see it any time you want too,” she said, and as if it was a forgone conclusion she slid down in her seat and pulled her dress up to her neck displaying her naked body then turned on her side and raised her leg slightly. 


Elizabeth breathed in through her nose sharply, taking in the sweet musky odor; she looked at the exposed flesh and said, “You smell nice, you smell so inviting.” 


Beth’s eyes fixed onto Elizabeth’s tongue as it slid over her lips as if in preparation. 


Elizabeth controlled her breathing and said, “I have never done it a car, Beth and I am not going to start now, so put baby away; first I have a book to buy.” 


Beth pouted and sat up straight, pulling her dress slowly back down again. 


Elizabeth set up the computer, tipping out her Grandmother’s shop address. 


She said quietly, “Start the motor, start the journey.”


Beth looked on openmouthed as the vehicle rolled out sideways from it slot and coasted forward in silence through the car park. 


They came to an intersection and the car turned towards the exit and moving quickly down the ramp it entered the flow of traffic, zipping along the underground freeway at a sedate 250 kph. The car changed lanes several times, following instructions from the overhead sensors and transmitters increasing its speed when necessary with Beth gazing out the windscreen, imitating a child standing before Macey’s windows at Christmas as traffic zipped past in both directions. 


Before too long they arrived at their destination.


They had journeyed two hundred and fifty or so kilometers from the media and information section of the First State to the place where common commerce ruled. 


The car freed itself from the line of other whining beasts and entered another vast and ominous municipal car park.


Elizabeth allowed the computer to find the nearest place to the appropriate street exit. She climbed out feet first, while Beth remained seated. She walked around and looked down at her; cars coasted past her continually as Beth spoke, “Let me get this straight, I swivel in my seat and place my feet on the ground, is that right?” 


She watched as she did so, Beth purposely spreading her legs, exposing all she had to the squeal of braking tires. She grinned as she leaned forward, rising up with ease.


Elizabeth smiled. “Almost right, next time keep your legs closed as you could give some old fart a heart attack.” 


*


One blissfully innocent, and one cold and calculating female of the species, walked off together, hand-in-hand to the escape hole and took the rising walkway. They arrived at the surface and rejoiced as the Imps of Hydro welcomed them, and they both paused and looked up to the leadened sky like most of their fellow pedestrians, wiping their faces, licking their lips greedily.


Beth said, “Years ago this stuff contained acid and it was dirty, now it is so clean and cooling, they say some people still bathe in it.”


Elizabeth wiped her face, nodded and said, “Yes, you should try it some time, with me. Come on, this way.” 


Beth ran her fingers through her hair combing it back and walked on with her new-found friend and, she hoped fervently, her lover.


*


Before them stood a giant marble arch, its cream ivory surface glistening in the rain, they had arrived at The Mall, Bexhill City’s vast public shopping centre. They held out their PC’s, Beth’s consisting of a ring around the middle finger of her left hand, tiny in comparison with Elizabeth’s chronometer-sized apparatus strapped to her wrist and entered past the security guards and the sensors. 


They arrived at a novelty, a shop selling books, real books with pages, not the tiny micro-chip, but books with paper pages you had to turn by hand and not with a flick of a switch on your book-pad or your extra-large wrist PC or if you were so inclined your wall monitor at home.


They entered the shop and Beth gazed around her, openmouthed, she sniffed the air, let go of Elizabeth’s hand and walked over to a bookshelf, she read the sign out loud, “Please do not touch without first asking permission.” 


Beth looked at the rows of books; she looked directly at one particular book and said, “Please may I touch you?”


She waited for a response and receiving none took a deep breath, before she could speak, a voice behind her said, “Of course you may my dear, but please put on these gloves first.”


She turned around and smiled, slightly embarrassed, at a woman standing next to Elizabeth; she saw at once the family resemblance, the same fine olive features, the dark red hair streaked a little with grey and the same dark eyes, almost black.


The woman stepped forward holding out a pair of gloves of some fine woven material, Beth took them and smoothed her hand over them. “Why, it is so soft, what is it made of?”


She slipped the gloves on and the woman told her, “They call it cotton, it used to come from a plant that grew in great numbers in the third and fourth states many years ago. After the great drought which wiped out all the vegetation everywhere, everything had to be manufactured with synthetic material, and now these are relics from the past.”


She held out her hand and said, “My name is Maria; I’m Elizabeth’s paternal grandmother as you can see.” 


She fingered her shoulder length hair as Beth took her hand saying, “Elizabeth and I have just met; she’s taking me to find a sensible pair of shoes.”


She took out the book she spoke too, lifted it to her face and took a deep breath through her nose. “It smells alive.”


Elizabeth said, “It should do, it was once a living thing, a giant plant, many meters high; its hard stem was used to make the paper.” She added sadly. “Until there were none left.” 


Beth opened the book and read aloud, “Moby Dick by Alan Melville.” She turned to the pair. “What is it about?”


Maria said. “It‘s about a young man who sets out in search of adventure, he finishes up on a whaling ship whose captain is obsessed with finding ‘Moby Dick’, a giant white Sperm Whale.” 


Beth giggled. “A sperm whale, why do they call it that?”


Maria smiled, said, “During mating, the young bull whales become over excited as they observe the paring of the bull and cow whales and ejaculate, hence the name.”


Beth closed the book and said, “How typical.” Maria frowned and looked at Beth’s choice of dress as she replaced the book; she turned to Elizabeth and said, “Your book is here, by the way.” 


Elizabeth said, “Thank you, I got your message at the office.” 


Maria walked off and the two followed, Beth touched Elizabeth’s hand trying to take hold and received a light slap for her troubles. 


They stopped at a check point and Maria spoke into the wall mike, “Book number ISBN, 5858772SF5.” A light blinked above a slot and a small plastic package, no bigger than a whisky cube, appeared, Maria took it out and handed it to Elizabeth, saying, “You must forgive me, Brenda had a stroke a couple of months back, she’s at the Clinic in the ICU, I’m off to see how she is, the poor thing still hasn’t regained consciousness.”


She leaned forward and she and Elizabeth embraced with a short kiss, she shook hands with Beth and walked without another word into the rear of the shop.


Beth gazed around once more as she followed Elizabeth through the book store. 


*


Out onto the street they held hands once more; they took a right and eventually arrived at a large window display. Beth looked at the collection of shoes on show and Elizabeth said, “I buy all my shoes here, I have them hand-made, let’s go inside and when you have made your choice we can go back to my place for-.” She hesitated, smiling and said, “For refreshments.”   


*


They left the mall and found it had rained once more. They splashed through the puddles laughing like school kids, wetting each other, Beth wearing a copy of Elizabeth’s shoes.


They descended once again into the car park on the ped-way. Watching as two security guards dragged some paralyzed perp past them to the surface.


They reached the car uneventfully and Elizabeth watched as Beth demurely slid onto the car seat next to her, the doors closed and Elizabeth said. “Take me home.” 


The motor started with a hum and she leaned back as the computer-guided car moved off.


Out in the mainstream of traffic her car accelerated to the maximum 500 mph, heading towards the sub-district once known as Maine. She closed her eyes and tried to fathom what it was that was bothering her ever since they left the shoe shop where Beth took the first pair the robot server presented her with. 


A word came to her, ‘Hospital’ and then another, ‘Entry’, as she pondered. ‘Hyde and his stupid story. Damn! I could have asked Gran if I could accompany her and I might have picked something up.’


Her thoughts were interrupted as Beth’s hand rested on her thigh remaining still; she opened her eyes and took hold of Beth’s hand, thinking of a way to ask her grandmother for her help.


*


They entered the apartment block carport elevator and Elizabeth hit the button for the 437th floor. 


As they approached her apartment Elizabeth said, “Door open, one guest, female.” 


The door slid back, they both entered and Elizabeth walked on throwing her blouson onto the long broad sofa, she kicked off her shoes and peeled off her top, she slipped out of her skirt, and dropped the heavy, plastic stun gun and holster on the plasti-wood table, she looked around at Beth who stood there barefoot, she watched as she lifted her dress by the hem and lifted it up over her head and off her body. She stood there eyeing Elizabeth coyly. Elizabeth said, “I’m going to hit the sonic, my hair is still damp.” 


In the bathroom she entered the cubicle, hit the button, raised her arms and stood with her feet apart. She gasped a hand touched her arm gently. She turned and faced Beth saying “The sonic wasn’t made for two.”


*


Beth lay asleep, cradled in Elizabeth’s arms. 


Elizabeth closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She heard somebody’s voice but she couldn’t make out the words. She was walking naked through the woods, just like in her dream with the mist hiding her feet. She wasn’t entirely naked though, a red hooded riding cape adorned her head and shoulders. 


It was all too familiar, it was her re-occurring dream. She saw the shadow, a dark shadow this time, flitting through the undergrowth. 


As she arrived at the cottage, she stopped, bent down and picked a rose. The cape slid from her body and she waited for the hands to caress her once more. In the silence she waited, and disappointed, she turned and gasped in horror at the sight of a beast, it was neither man, nor ape nor wolf, but a combination of all three.


The beast had hold of a struggling female in its massive hairy arms. She recognized Beth, whose lips were moving without a sound. 


With a blood-chilling howl the beast threw Beth to the ground and pounced on her. It opened its massive jaws, saliva drooling, dripping onto to bare skin. 


Elizabeth stood there frozen, watching in shocked silence as Beth screamed. 


The beast, without hesitation, bit into her flesh. She tried to push the beast away, beating with her fists in vain as it tore her stomach apart. She froze in shock and the beast fed greedily, burrowing into her bloody flesh.


Elizabeth tried desperately to intervene, she tried to move, but her feet had taken root. 


All of a sudden she lurched forward…


…and in the following darkness she was aware of a bouncing sensation, and she awoke next to Beth in bed.


Mesmerized, she watched as Beth writhed on the sheet pushing at something invisible. She stared in horror, the memory of her dream still fresh in her mind, and watched as Beth’s struggles finally subside. 


She gazed at the still form, the large breasts and the long slender thighs; she reached for her neck, and found her pulse hammering away. She examined the pale, drawn features as Beth lay there unmoving; her eyes open, staring into space.


She called out to her, “Beth, Beth wake up, you’ve been dreaming.”


On hearing her own words she gasped, “Am I still dreaming?” She looked down at her breasts and she squeezed the nipple hard and after feeling the pain, she dove off the bed and pressed the button for emergency medical services.


She stood naked before the vidi-screen, a pattern appeared and a mild, clinical voice said, “GCMC, please state the nature of your emergency.” 


She searched desperately for the right term, “Er, female, comatose, request transfer to clinic.” 


The screen said, “Emergency services are on their way, Miss Hood.” 


The screen turned black; Elizabeth ran to the bathroom, took a quick sonic. Back in the bedroom she went to the wardrobe and opened it, she took out and donned a burgundy mini-skirt, a scarlet close-webbed brief T-shirt and slipped on a pair of old-fashioned red and black Nike’s. 


The door buzzer sounded just as she slipped her PC onto her wrist and she called out. “Open, allow entry.”


Three men, dressed in green smocks and head coverings, entered carrying their equipment. They walked through the lounge to the bedroom and approached the bed. 


One of them ran his scanner over Beth’s naked form. He looked at the readout, took a hypo-spray from his medi-kit, gave Beth a squirt into her thigh saying to the others, “Bag her, ICU.”


He said to Elizabeth, “You may accompany us to the clinic if you wish.” 


She followed them to the elevator, clipping on her stun gun, and descended with them to the waiting ambulance. Two climbed in the back with their cargo and she climbed in front with the medic. The driver hit the warning horn and lights, and the vehicle left the park at high speed, slipping into an available spot and sped along the traffic lanes. 


The medic switched on his wrist PC and said, “Tell me of the symptoms please.”


“We were resting after love-play, I awoke to find her thrashing around on the bed, then she was still, her eyes were open, her pulse was racing but she didn’t respond to my voice.”


The medic said, “Thank you,” and switched off his PC saying, “Is this the first occurrence?”


She shook her head. “I don’t know, we have only just met.”


He said. “Her chip tells me her name is Elizabeth Simmons, official age 42; daughter of Senator Simmons of the Fifth State, her occupation is commercial artist.”  He looked at her, taking out his scanner. “What is your occupation, Miss Hood?” 


She looked at him, trying to discern his eyes behind the heavily-tinted eye glasses and with an idea forming in her head told him the truth, “I’m a qualified psychoanalyst.” Then she lied, “I’m working on my first book; it concerns paranormal disorders in mentally disturbed patients.” He frowned and she added. “It is about people suffering from PTSD.” 


His eyebrows rose, he said, “Really?”


She nodded. “Along those lines more or less.”


Full of knowledge gained from her father she continued. “What is interesting is, is that people suffering from severe PTSD, when not receiving proper treatment, start to think different to other people.”


“How different?”


Lying once more she said. “That is what I intend to find out, er, Doctor….?”


The vehicle stopped in the car park of the George Clooney Memorial Clinic. As they climbed out, he said, “Doctor Jaeger, but you can call me Stanley if you want, Miss Hood, everybody does.”


Not waiting for a reply he walked off and she followed him and the gurney. As they awaited the elevators arrival she looked Stanley over. He was a little taller than she, had a straight nose, sensuous lips and a strong chin. He seemed well-built under his smock and fine blond hair adorned his neck and arms.


*


She followed them out of the lift onto a wide corridor. A sign on the wall read, ‘ICU Quiet please.’


The air was warm and dry, people in medi-smocks of different hues walked by talking softly to one another. Beth was taken into one room and Stanley took her by the arm and led her wordlessly into another. 


In the dimness of the room, he removed his tinted glasses, stripped off his smock top and trousers and said as he stood there facing her, naked, “Please remove all your clothing and place them in the dispenser together with all your equipment, they will be cleaned and sterilized for you for when you leave.”


He turned to the dispenser, a small cupboard in the wall, and placed his clothing inside. He moved over to the shelving where he took down two packages. She gazed with unhidden pleasure at his well-formed posterior and tried vainly to spot his phallus in the darkened room. She undressed quickly, depositing her Nikes and her clothes in the wall dispenser.


As he turned round he saw the direction of her gaze.


She looked away feeling awkward, ‘What are you doing, staring at his dick like that, he must think you are some slut-bag looking for a quick bang.’


He pointed to a cubicle. “Please enter the cubicle and stand under the sonic sterilizer with your feet apart and your arms raised.”


She obliged and he followed her through, both of them totally naked. 


As he emerged he held out one of the packages and said, “Put this on please.”


Looking way above his head as he was doing the same, she took the packet, opened it and stepped into a one-piece protective suit, watching him out of the corner of her eye, copying his actions as he secured the wrists and adjusted the mask that sealed at the front leaving only her eyes free. 


He replaced his spectacles and said, “We can leave now, this way please.”


He said, “D15 plus one open please.” 


A section of the wall, a hidden door, slid back and they walked through into a room. 


Beth was lying on a hospital bed; a drip needle embedded in her arm from a bottle containing a clear liquid, hanging above her. Wires led from her body and head, several monitors displayed her life signs, gently beeping … she seemed to be sleeping. 


A female attendant, dressed as they were, approached them. Stanley said, “How is she?”


 She said, “She is sedated, her life signs are normal. She is stable and going on experience she should be back to normal inside a week, after which she can receive counseling.” She added. “Her father is on his way, he should be here shortly.” 


He asked her. “Is there any comparison with the other cases?”


She nodded her head. “Yes, but her brain activity is back to normal.”


“What about the other … the more severe cases?” 


The nurse shook her head. “Absolutely no comparison with any of them.”


Out of instinct Elizabeth asked him, “What other severe cases.” 


The nurse turned her attention to her, “Why do you ask?”


Stanley said, “They are partners.”


The nurse turned back to her patient, and Stanley led her away. “Come with me.” He walked her to another door and said, “D15 plus one, open now.” 


The door opened and they entered into a dimly lit room, the hum of the sonic sterilizer increased and they both raised their arms and widened their stance, something that would to become a force of habit before they left the building. 


The humming died down and he said, “D15 here plus one, open up please.”


Another door slid back and they entered into a similar room. The sonic cleaner did its job once more and after it ceased the medic touched an opaque panel and said, “D15, show.”


The panel became transparent and they saw the same scene as Beth’s room. A figure in scrubs sat next to a woman lying in bed, wired up like Beth, but the monitors showed more activity.


She said, “Is that the severe case?”


“Yes, the patient is in a deep coma, a more severe one than your friend. Her temperature is higher and so is her pulse rate, what really separates her from the other cases is her brain activity.”


She said, “Who is she?”


He looked at her his brow tense. “I can’t tell you that.”


She smiled and said, “Sorry, no, I didn’t mean her name, I meant her details, how old is she, how did she get that way, does she work here?”


He said, “You sound like a reporter.”


She swallowed, controlling her anger, kicking herself mentally. “I was wondering if these cases could lead to a post traumatic stress disorder that is all.”


“You may have something there; we have over a dozen patients here still recuperating. How the others are coping, how this has affected their way of life is something the psychologists could follow up on.” He added. “This patient was a regular visitor to the hospital; she brought second-hand books for the public patients, mostly limb and organ transplant recipients.”


A thought struck her, ‘Is she Gran’s shop assistant.’


She peered intently through the plexi-glass panel. “Who is that with her?”


He turned to a small monitor fixed to the wall, pressed a number of switches and the screen came to life. He passed his hand over the screen and reading from it. “Her visitor is-.” He broke off and said, “Is your father Professor John Hood, the psychiatrist?”


Thinking her cover was about to be blown she said, “Yes, he is.”


“Then the visitor is your grandmother.”


Elizabeth’s jaw dropped slightly as she recalled her grandmother’s words in the shop ‘Second-hand books…’. and she realized who the patient was. ‘I was right.’


Stanley switched the flat screen off and said, “D15, plus one please open.” 


The door opened, they entered quietly and approached the bed. Elizabeth walked directly to the seated figure and whispered. “Hello Grandmother.” 


The older woman rose up and they touched each other’s arms, the elder woman whispered. “Elizabeth, what are you doing here, you aren’t thinking of-?” 


Elizabeth squeezed her arm causing her to falter, and pulled her to her, giving her a hug saying, “I’m here with Beth, she had an attack of sorts, but she’s okay now.” 


A beeper sounded, Stanley took it from his belt and said. “I have to go; I’ll meet you back in the changing room.” 


He departed quickly and a female attendant approached and checked the drip.


Elizabeth said, “I’m a friend of the family, my name is Hood, has there been any change?” 


“She is back to what we call normal for her condition, but her brain activity is extremely high.” She looked at her watch then ran her fingers over the Patient Computer Analyzer attached to the bed. “Just over twenty-three minutes ago her temperature rose and her pulse with it.”


Maria said, “I have to get back to the shop to find a temporary replacement for Miriam, the returned books are piling up and some of them have to be rebound.”


Seeing her chance Elizabeth said, “Don’t worry about that, I’ll give you a hand.” 


Maria said, “What about your job-,” and bit off the sentence.


Elizabeth said, “I’m still doing research; a psychoanalyst’s work is never done.” 


Maria glanced at Miriam. “Time to leave,” she said.


They walked over to the door with the nurse who said, “N287, negative, two visitors only, open please.”


The door slid open and they entered, and the sonic sterilizer hummed.


She watched as her grandmother undressed, stuffing the paper scrubs down the disposal chute, and as she took her clothes from the dispenser Elizabeth turned and peered through the transparent screen searching for Stanley. 


She saw him as he entered by the other door fastening his suit hastily, and she realized something was wrong with Miriam when she saw the nurse waving to him to hurry. 


The door to Miriam’s room slid back and he entered. He looked up at the monitors and shook his head.


Elizabeth was surprised to see her grandmother standing behind her, peering past her through the screen, grinning. She faced her, stared at her and she stared back, lips curled, displaying her teeth in a snarl. 


The look passed leaving her face blank, then Maria’s eyes rolled up and she fell against Elizabeth who caught her.


She called out. “Doctor, Doctor.”


Stanley didn’t respond. She realized the room was soundproofed. She half-dragged, half—carried her grandmother over to the door and kicked it hard several times with her heel. 
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