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  For Aria Rose and Neil,




  May the world make the necessary changes in your lifetime…




  …for the powers that be that have not heard the rumor,




  the world will be changed by the conscious consumer.




  Chapter 1: Seat of Power




  July…




  Modern Rome is a bustling city that has retained its beauty and awe throughout the centuries. Its ancient buildings and landmarks bear witness to the many time periods the city has endured as they continue to tower over the congested streets and modern contraptions of today’s technological society.




  In the stretched entry of one such building a thin man was walking steadily toward a meeting hall. His pale blue suit was a stark contrast to the red carpets and parchment yellow columns he passed. The heavy lidded eyes of centuries-old portraits that lined the corridors followed his progress, their unknown but distinctive faces conveying an unmilitary rank and power. The thin man, however, was recognizable. Not that he was a celebrity or famous, rather he bore the unmistakable look of evil.




  His face was flat with a dark swoop of hair that crossed his forehead. His eyes were narrow slits with eyeballs that shifted often, never seeming to sit very long on whatever they were looking at. He had a habit of occasionally licking his lips as though he could taste opportunity floating in the air. This servant didn’t work for money, he worked for opportunity, painful opportunity.




  The man ascended a short flight of stairs that led up to a large circular platform in the middle of a large rotunda. On the platform were some tables that formed an open-ended square so that whoever came up the stairs walked into an area in the middle of them and faced a main table. The main table sat perpendicular to the corridor and had six high-backed chairs that formed a visual line up to a seventh chair in the middle. This chair was the tallest and most ornate of all the chairs and was called the Great Seat of Power.




  This was the meeting place of the Council of Seven, an enigmatic collection of men so wealthy and obscure that few outside the council even know their names. These power elite have secretly manipulated and controlled the economies and governments of the world since the beginning of modern civilization, orchestrating The Great Plan and overseeing its details with an air of predestined divinity only they possess.




  The council was in session and had been listening to reports and updates all day. There were twenty or so lesser members seated at the sideline tables holding discreet conversations and listening to the information being presented. The Six were in their seats at the main table and their leader, a mysterious and distinguished looking gentleman was in the Great Seat. His face was partially obscured in shadows from which he exuded a dark authority that commanded respect. This man looked intelligent and wealthy. He was, of course, immeasurably wealthy although his name would never appear on any lists of the world’s richest men. He was all these things yet had little interest in them because most of all, Salvatore Biancamano was powerful.




  With his power came a vast knowledge of the world. There were no mysteries or secrets he didn’t possess. He knew the agendas of every secret society and where history and religion had been blurred and embellished in the name of control. He knew what had been hidden from the masses, and there was nothing he couldn’t manipulate or fashion into the scheme of things, The Great Plan. He could make things disappear with a gesture and owned every discovered, unnamable object and manuscript of mystery. He was larger than any government or religious leader, larger than any CEO of any corporation or organization He was called Alpha, and The Great Plan was his project and his legacy. He was the Architecte Héritier-Évident and answered to no one. He sat on the Council but had the ultimate say.




  The thin man came to a stop twelve paces from the Great Seat where a symbol on the carpet marked the spot. From there the architecture had its full effect. The size of the rotunda was intimidating with a fifty-five foot dome and five marble columns rising up to support it. Marble stairs and banisters wound their way up to a second floor circular mezzanine that had bookshelves floor-to-ceiling and all the way around. Most of the books there were rare and priceless collector’s items, and one could spend an entire lifetime cataloging them.




  The thin man noticed none of this. His focus was on the seated men, reading their faces for any signal to begin speaking. With only a tilt of his head and slight raising of eyebrows, Biancamano signaled him to start. Then suddenly Alpha held his hand up in a stopping gesture. He leaned forward into the light, and his previously stern demeanor melted into a friendly smile, a grandpa’s smile, and he said, “Only the bad news please, Carlo,” in a continental accent.




  The thin man’s face went blank. His mind hurriedly searched the mental version of his report for just the bad news. His starting point now altered, he couldn’t control a singular bead of sweat as it suddenly appeared on his forehead just beneath the swoop. He opened his mouth a few seconds before the words finally funneled up his throat and came out.




  “Honorable Council,” his Italian accent was thick, “we’ve been tracking the online communities and social networking sites as directed and keeping a close eye on watchdog groups and whistleblowers for any trends that may be of concern to us. Social networking sites have become something we can no longer afford to ignore. Some sites have become enormous and are still growing. One site in particular has half a billion members with profiles. What has us concerned is that something of this size might come into existence for a specific purpose, something besides chatting and keeping up with the daily events and feelings of its members.” Biancamano yawned, and the thin man paused to lick his lips, sensing his leader’s impatience. “Social networking sites up to this point have not posed any threat although this may be changing-”




  “Yes, yes. Go on Carlo,” Biancamano interrupted, raising both eyebrows higher this time. He wanted the bottom line. He had grown weary of listening to all the reports given to the Council that day.




  “Yes your honor. Recently we’ve been tracking a new site in America, a small but rapidly growing social networking site. They have a unified purpose that could be counterproductive to our mission.”




  “You have now somewhat captured my interest,” Biancamano said calmly. “Should we be concerned?”




  “We have our concerns your honor. Their primary goal is to identify corporations with policies or practices they consider to be irresponsible and destructive, anything that threatens human life or destroys habitat. They’re polling and voting to carry out actions which can include boycotting. They have been steadily taking on larger and larger corporations, our corporations your honor.” The thin man lowered his head in respect and fear of the possible reaction to his statement. There was an uncomfortable moment of silence while his words were considered.




  “Boycotting,” Biancamano finally said, “I see, and what are their numbers?”




  “Over a million now and growing rapidly. We’ve been monitoring them closely but this may require more specialized attention. You must understand the internet is difficult to control and too large to fully and effectively monitor.”




  There was a low murmur and looks of agreement from some of the sideline members. There had been some real concern over the internet for some time now within the Council. None of the seven looked surprised, Biancamano least of all. He was well aware of the threat posed by the existence of the internet. The Council has always faced the threat of unified opposition and well before the internet ever existed. Throughout history the efforts of the Council had always been focused on preventing the unification and call for change from large segments of population. But nobody had anticipated the internet and all the possibilities that would come with it. For this reason the Council had been paying close attention to it, wondering if would become a dangerous tool in the hands of a sleeping public. No one thing in history has ever had more potential to unite and inform the masses outside the mainstream media than the internet. There had even been reports of recent trouble in the Middle East in which communicating through social networking sites had played a part, but so far no one had truly tapped the latent potential of the internet in any significant way.




  Through the ages the secret council had faced rebellions of every magnitude. The civilizations of the past were more apt to rebel. Creature comforts were few and for the privileged, life was harsher, and the common man lived much closer the edge, his fuse shorter and easier to light.




  In comparison there were no real rebellions now, thanks in large part to the efforts of the Council to control the masses. Divide and conquer, freedom for security, destabilization and media manipulation, ignorance and deceit, these were the preferred methods and even rebellions themselves had become a control tool.




  In the past, religion and military presence had been the mechanisms of control, but there was a far better mechanism now, an extremely effective mechanism… consumerism. Consumerism was the Great Distracter. Working for what you want, wanting what you don’t need, keeping up with the Jones’, the allure of something newer and better, the latest technology or trend, buying things on credit. All these things had proven to be a more effective method of subliminal power and control than anything before it.




  Biancamano interrupted the murmur in the room, “Yes, yes, we are certainly aware of the threats posed by the internet. We need to know more about this group Carlo, I want you to see to it and report to me directly. What do they call themselves?




  “The Consortium your honor.”




  “Yes, well, see to the matter.”




  “Yes your honor,” he said bowing his head then quickly turned to leave. When he had left the building and reached the curb he stopped and removed a cigarette from a pocket and lit it with a silver lighter. The headlines on a stack of papers at a nearby newsstand warned of an impending worldwide economic disaster and skyrocketing oil prices based on speculation around the instability of the Middle East. None of this news worried him, and he paid no attention to it. He knew the headlines were contrived. A dark sedan suddenly appeared at the curb in front of him. He climbed into the back and the car disappeared into the midday Roman traffic.




  Chapter 2: Get Marty




  Six months earlier…




  Neil tossed and turned in his sleep, the restless but deep sleep of a dreamer. The intermittent electronic buzzing sound of the alarm clock next to his head didn’t faze him. For some time now the sound of the alarm had been in his dream, a dream about an angry computer server frame that that had something personal against him.




  He was dreaming he was trapped in the server room of a social networking site. The room was enormous and laid out in long data frame-lined rows too tall to see over. It was a labyrinth of blue cables, rack components and blinking lights and he was lost within it. He didn’t seem to be able to run down the aisles fast enough to elude the angry server frame as it pursued him, its tangled network cables wiggled and trailed across the floor and over component racks, reaching for him like the evil roots of a man-eating plant.




  Several other people were working in the room, pressing buttons and patching cables, but the server seemed uninterested in them. It continued to glide and clatter across the floor chasing him alone. Why doesn’t the server care about anybody else? Why are the other people in the room ignoring my shouts for help? Why am I in my underwear? These were his thoughts as he fled the angry technology of his dreams.




  The server rattled up and down the aisles, cutting off his escape angles and emitting an angry electronic buzzing sound. It finally trapped him on an aisle that ended with a door that had a green exit sign glowing above it. It began to glide and bleep in his direction, getting closer and closer, lights blinking like angry eyes, network cables wiggling and stretching out toward him. He knew any minute it would be on him. He needed to make it through the door, it was his only hope of escape now.




  Just then the door flew open and a large, disembodied and semi-transparent face of an old man entered the room. It flickered and blinked intermittently, like a weak hologram as it floated toward him, increasing in size as it did. He was now trapped between this hologram and the psycho-server frame. His fear level escalated to extreme as the server’s blue network cables had reached him now and were wrapping around his legs and arms. The face moved in as he frantically struggled to free himself, and it was then he began to recognize it. The face looked familiar… the face closed in… kind of like his own mental image of… the face now loomed over him and opened its mouth… it looked like Father Time. Then it bellowed in a stern voice, “WAKE UP!”




  He opened his eyes suddenly and slapped the alarm clock by his head. It stopped buzzing, and for a split second he thought he could hear the echoes of the dream fading in his room. He was lying in his bed, his arms and legs wrapped awkwardly in the blankets, the sheets wet from his sweat. As he untangled himself he looked around the room to be sure he was awake. He was okay, it was only a dream. The sight of the room was comforting.




  His room was a small studio apartment on the second floor of an old converted house in southeast Washington D.C. not far from Capitol Hill. It had a small kitchen alcove with a hotplate and microwave, a small living area just big enough for his cot and computer table and a tiny bathroom, water closet would be a better word for it although it did have a minuscule shower. There was also an old radiator heater that creaked and moaned as it delivered the life saving heat the small studio apartment needed to be inhabitable. This was where Neil and Farrah lived.




  Farrah was his mate, his true love and object of his affection. He loved to spend his time with her and almost all his time was spent with her, except for working at the record store where he made just enough money to pay for the loft and his necessities, food, cell phone, internet and the occasional trip to the neighborhood coffee shop. The rest of his money he would lavish on Farrah, but it wasn’t much.




  He lay there in his bed a few more minutes contemplating his strange nightmare. Then, still in his tighty-whiteys, he moved from his cot to his computer chair, touched a button, and Farrah flickered to life. Farrah wasn’t his girlfriend, she was a completely updated state of the art PC programmed to automatically launch his browser, several forums and instant messaging programs and his social sites when powered on. But most importantly she would connect to his FriendPage account where he could communicate directly with his online friends.




  Neil Reese lived the quiet, frugal life of a single, mid-twenties social misfit. He found out early on that he wasn’t the type to have roommates and all the drama and confusion that came with that. He preferred the quiet so he could work on his computer without distractions. He didn’t consider himself a social misfit from a personality standpoint, he could hang with others and blend in, he just didn’t want to. He preferred online interaction where he could move from chatting and posting to programming and running his online auctions quickly without worrying about everything it took to maintain a conversation with a live person like eye contact and attentiveness.




  He was a brilliant young man, naturally intelligent both gifted and learned. He had spent a great deal of time over the last few years deep in study either on his own or within the structured curriculum of an online university. But with the economy on the decline and the cost of everything going up he could no longer afford an online technical education and dwelt mostly in the realm of the self-taught now. He possessed a real talent for understanding the logic and structure used to create programming code and had made a hobby of studying almost every type of code accessible to civilians. The knowledge he had about programming and code, computers and hardware, programs and data was extensive and grew daily as he soaked in whatever he came across, which was another innate ability he possessed.




  He could probably use his knowledge to get a good computer job, but in the past when he had tried he had issues with fitting in with the corporate environment. He had no problem with the work, it came pretty easy. His problem was everything else that came with working for a corporation. The commute, the high cost of employee funded benefits, the unpaid overtime and humiliation at the hands of some jealous and threatened idiot above him entrenched within the tyrannical, middle management structure. So he was content to work at the record store and run his online auctions for extra cash and dream about the perfect job that would probably never materialize for him.




  Even with all he knew about computers Farrah was more a social device than a programming tool. Neil had very few real life friends. He had a landlord and neighbors, coworkers, his mom and sister who lived on the west coast and who he saw every decade or so, but his habit of studying on the computer had driven him to the only logical social interaction he really knew… online.




  Online he had many friends, they were his peers and allies and he confided in them and learned from them. He talked with them daily in the truncated vernacular used by online friends. They shared every feeling, the details of their mundane and usually unimportant daily events and commented on each others posts. He felt he could really get to know somebody online, so much so he had never tried to actually meet anybody he talked to online. Sure, a few of his cyber-friends were girls who posted profile pictures of themselves as supermodels, gorgeous sexpots or brainy babes, which was a picture of a supermodel wearing black-rimmed glasses, but he knew that in most cases these were not real depictions of themselves. And even though in real life they may not actually be bad looking it was still easier to get to know them through the user interface of a forum or FriendPage than to ever try the awkward proposition of meeting them in real life.




  Neil was a practical and humble person and thought he had pretty good knowledge of self. He possessed a natural compassion and wasn’t one to judge people he interacted with. When he was in a situation where he saw a quality in somebody he didn’t like his tendency was to examine himself to be sure his own negative flaws were in check rather than draw attention to the shortcomings of someone else.




  He was the same way online. His profile picture was of himself, and in reality he wasn’t hard to look at from a female perspective. He was more thin than muscular, the kind of thin that comes from not paying attention to food until getting really hungry and then only eating enough to satiate the hunger so he could get back to his keyboard. His sandy hair usually needed groomed, but he didn’t care when it was sticking up in an unkempt fashion because he didn’t need to look his best to be online. His brown eyes were bright and wiser looking than someone his age would normally possess. He had a rugged handsomeness when he didn’t shave, but he shaved often because he didn’t like himself with a beard. He saw his father in the mirror when he grew a beard and couldn’t stand that.




  This morning was like any other morning for him, log on, check for witty remarks to his posts he made the night before and check on his auctions. He had auctions going most of the time which he used mostly to update his computer gear and software and earn a little extra cash too. He was constantly scouring the web to find good equipment deals to resale in his auctions for a modest profit. He knew all the super-discount places and watched other online auctions religiously. He was so addicted to buying and selling online that he never settled on one piece of equipment or software program for long. Except for his computer tower and motherboard itself everything was subject to upgrading, exchanging, swapping, auctioning or trading. In this way he made a little money and kept Farrah updated too.




  He had just received a package the day before that looked like a peripheral DVD burner he ordered online for $29.99. This was half the lowest price he had ever seen for the same item anywhere, and it came with twenty-five blank DVDs to boot. He planned to connect and test it today then use it to burn a bunch of files off Farrah so he could remove them to make more room on his hard drive. After that he’d box it all back up and sell the drive as used for $40, plus shipping, on an auction site. It would be a great deal for anybody, and he’d make a quick ten bucks and keep twenty-five free DVD’s. Oh the joy online auction transactions could bring.




  He opened the box, being careful not to damage the packaging so he could reuse it and connected the drive. He inserted the setup CD into the drive and ran the setup software. Everything seemed to be going fine until the install wizard created an error message, part of the software was refusing load. He tried again and got the same message. He played around with Farrah’s settings and turned off his virus program, but nothing he could think to do was working.




  He leaned back and placed his hands on the sides of his head, elbows out in front of his face, pulled his eyes back into slits and let his frustration get the better of him for a minute. Then he let go and regained his composure. He sat up and scooted his chair in a little, cracked his knuckles and said, “Okay, were gonna play it this way? Fine.”




  This was the type of situation where having his particular gifts paid off. He began typing. He was using the keyboard as a portal now, a mystical controller, a divining rod tuned to point in the direction of functional code. His fingers flew into it in flurries as he read the information that dashed across the screen. The light from the monitor flashed on his face like an old nickelodeon while he used the internet to quickly find the forums where people were discussing remedies for this kind of error with this particular software. He quickly found a link to a file download that could be modified for his operating system and clicked it. After it downloaded he immediately jumped into the code, again with the flying fingers of fury few have witnessed, using complicated key combinations and symbols to modify it.




  His fingers hadn’t stopped moving across the keys since he cracked his knuckles, he was in the zone. He had transcended the twelve levels of tech support and was into the mystical realm of do-it-yourself-because-you-know-more-about-this-than-the-company-that-makes-it-kung-fu. DOS windows were popping up all over his screen, barely open long enough to even read before they would close and another would pop open. He completely modified the file and dropped it into the proper directory then he pressed the power button on the DVD burner and voila; the device’s icon appeared on his desktop ready to use.




  That all behind him now it was onto the task at hand, “Let’s burn something Farrah,” he said with a satisfied grin. He unwrapped a DVD, no small feat, and placed it in the burner’s tray. The tray dutifully closed and cool little yellow and green lights begin to flicker and wink. “I am working, I am working…” he sang in a children’s sing-song sort of style, proud of his accomplishment and in anticipation of using the device. Then he stopped, and his face dropped. The burner was now displaying a solid red light and the disc inside had stopped spinning. “What?” He clicked a few keys and tried to see the drive on his computer. Nothing happened. He ejected the disc and reinserted it with the same results. He looked at the DVDs packaging, the company name on the discs was DATAKing, “Never heard of it.” He stated out loud. He reached down and picked out a DVD from his own stash and placed it in the tray. The burner sucked it in… yellow, spinning… good, green flickering lights… gooood… red, “Crap!”




  His entire morning was then spent on trying to fix the drive. He tried everything. He reworked his code a dozen times and tried every manufacturer’s disc he had in the room. His wonderfully planned deal was spinning down the crapper. Now he would lose money. He had been here before, the RMA numbers, the returns, the waiting, the shipping costs and the “we can’t find anything wrong with it” crap he’d get from tech support.




  His fingers were flying again, but this time he wasn’t fixing, he was bitching. He sent an email to the reseller, Marty he assumed, from Marty’s Online Computer Warehouse. The email’s language was colorful within the parameters of professional decorum. There no need to upset a guy when you’re trying to get your money back. Being as the software didn’t work, the device didn’t work, and not surprisingly DATAKings bunk-ass discs didn’t work, he respectfully requested his money back. He typed a polite signature then hit the send button.




  Realizing he had not yet eaten, showered, or even put pants on, and it was nearly 3 o’clock, he decided to let his diplomacy go to work and let it go. “3 o’clock! I’m going to be late!” He dashed off to the water closet to get showered for his shift, kicking the DVD burner’s packaging along the way so hard that it flew in every direction.




  ~




  It was late when he returned to the apartment. He had to stay late at work waiting for D.C.’s poorest Goth to take off the store’s head phones and leave without buying anything. The crappy bus schedule at that time of night forced him to walk twelve blocks to catch the bus to the Southeast side.




  His apartment was cold when he arrived, it was January in D.C. and nights were freezing. He flipped on the light and headed straight for Farrah, and with the press of a button she flickered to life and began her usual start up routine.




  He walked to the kitchen and opened the mini fridge. His eyes landed on a generic Chinese to go box. As he reached for it he tried to remember when it was ordered… three days, four days… three he hoped, he grabbed it and went to the computer.




  He had tons of email and messages on his FriendPage. He was so preoccupied earlier with the DVD burner that he never got to his social pages and forums or updated his status and hadn’t acknowledged the witty remarks to his posts. He had a lot of catching up to do.




  After checking his email and messaging he logged onto his FriendPage and changed his status message to “…got a great deal on a pile of crap from Marty’s Online Screw-You Outhouse… yeah, gonna get my $ back though…” and logged off. He would give Marty’s until tomorrow to respond then he would have to figure out a way to up his game and get his money back.




  He was getting pretty tired and was thinking about calling it a night. He quickly took about six bites of the cold Chinese which he forgot was sitting there until his stomach complained, realizing he was about to go off to bed without eating again. He logged off Farrah, stripped to his tighty-whiteys and crawled in the sack. He could hear the muffled, indistinguishable audio of an old TV sitcom coming from another apartment through the walls of his room. It sounded like wah, wah wah wah wah… wah wah, followed by some canned laughter then, wah wah wah wah wah wah and more laughter. He fell asleep to the sound of wah-wah.




  ~




  Laughter. He could hear static, distorted bursts of canned sitcom laughter. He was pedaling a small metal airplane, the type from the 60’s that kids climbed into and rode up and down the uneven sidewalks, making the frudup, frudup, frudup sound as it bumped over the evenly space joints. He seemed oversized for the toy, and his knees shot out awkwardly from side to side as he pedaled.




  He was on a sidewalk in a suburban neighborhood someplace in Southern California, a lot like a town he grew up in for a while as a Navy brat. He passed an old man raking the lawn, a businessman with a briefcase getting into his huge-finned sedan in the driveway, a mom in an apron shouting from the front porch for her kids to come get an apple.




  He stopped for a moment next to a kid playing near the sidewalk in a patch of dirt where grass used to be. Colorful and broken plastic toys littered the driveway and walkway. This was obviously the home of a less fortunate or military family. The boy didn’t look up. He was too engrossed in playing with some small toys in the dirt. Neil looked at them and could see that they were army men, the green, molded type most American boys had in the 60’s, carrying them around in rusty coffee cans or used cigar boxes. The boy also had a Matchbox sized gasoline truck and a military Jeep. He was oblivious as he played, far away in a world all his own.




  The boy had a buzz cut and was wearing a striped Rugby shirt, shorts, and red cowboy boots with a matching cowboy hat. When Neil saw the cowboy boots he looked down into the metal airplane at his own feet… yep… he was wearing red cowboy boots, he touched his head and felt the hat too, weird he thought. He resumed pedaling, looking from side to side at things as he went. He had no thought for why he was there, where he was going or what was compelling him to go on.




  He turned a corner and suddenly found himself on the runway at Andrews Air Force Base. Large military airplanes and commercial jumbo jets were taxiing around; the sound of their massive engines crushed his ears. Some were taking off and landing, others were lining up to take their turn on the main runway.




  He suddenly realized he was first in one of these lines, the nose of his little metal plane was pointing down an enormous runway. At eye level it looked like a perspective drawing that went outward and away from him forever. After a certain distance, there was a shimmer across the runway, a mirage caused by the humidity in the air, everything beyond it looked distorted and out of focus. He watched as the tail of another jet lifted off the end of the runway in front of him seemingly miles away. The audible blow back from its engines still rumbled in his chest and shook his little metal plane even from that distance. It was now his turn. He looked down at his legs, the red cowboy boots, then down the runway and swallowed hard. There was a burst of sitcom laughter.




  Behind him and towering over him was a commercial jumbo jet waiting to take off. This further added to his feeling of minutia, he was absolutely as insignificant as a human could be in this environment. He heard another burst of sitcom laughter then a hollow sounding car horn tooting. He spun his head and was looking at the front wheels of a massive jumbo jet directly behind him; more sitcom laughter erupted. He heard the horn again and looked up. The horn sound was emanating from the nose of the jet. He heard another toot and the pilot leaned out the window to look down; it was Father Time again. He was wearing a pilot’s cap, but his white beard was plainly visible. He shouted down in a loud voice “Wake up son; it’s time to get going!” There was another burst of sitcom laughter. He stared up in disbelief thinking, why am I here? How did I get here? Why is Father Time stalking me?




  There was a long, blaring horn, this time an ear piercing air horn which flat out scared the skin off him. Suddenly the sitcom laughter was directly behind him; he jerked his head around to see Father Time’s holographic face again. His eyes had just enough time to adjust to what he was looking at when the face bellowed “WAKE UP!” He shot straight up in his bed, breathing heavily, with the reverberations of Father Time’s voice clearly dying between the walls of his room.




  He swallowed hard and looked around. “That’s it, no more Chinese food,” he muttered then fell back onto the pillow. It took a moment to shake off the effects of the dream. He could remember it vividly and couldn’t help but wonder what it all meant. He felt like his dreams were trying to communicate something to him lately, but what it was he couldn’t even begin to tell. All he knew was he felt like he shouldn’t ignore them.




  He pulled himself up, moved to his computer chair and tapped the power button on Farrah that would start his day. Farrah once again faithfully flickered to life and began her routine of connecting him to the outside world.




  He logged onto his FriendPage profile to view his messages. One of his cyber-friends by the screen name of killerQween had replied to his comment, “lol dude, there’s no way you’re really expecting Marty’s Outhouse to even reply is there?”




  MrBreez commented, “You are aware nothing from Marty’s Whorehouse ever works? Told you man before you bought it, kiss the $ buh-bye,” with a laughing smiley face attached.




  And so it went, a half dozen more replies jabbing at him for ever buying the DVD burner from Marty’s. He checked his email for a reply to his request for a refund, but there was nothing there. So he logged onto Marty’s site to find a tech support or customer service number to call. He was more than a little concerned about his money and no thanks to his so-called cyber-friends either.




  Marty’s, of course, had nothing on the site even close to a contact number. All email correspondence was to be directed to the different departments within the organization, tech support, sales, customer service, administration, which when clicked on all called up the same email address anyway. He was no initiate to these types of internet businesses. He knew Marty’s Warehouse was probably neither, his name wasn’t Marty, and his warehouse was probably just a coffee table in a dive apartment somewhere in Jersey.




  Although he was only going to be out $29.99 it was going to be a devastating blow to his auction capital, and it was going to take him out of the game for a while. It just wasn’t fair. The whole deal had left him with a rotten feeling in the pit of his stomach.




  However, another feeling was growing too and rapidly replacing all other feelings on the matter. And that feeling was get Marty! The feeling sank in and took root. His mind flashed with revenge scenarios, tracking him down, doing him harm. He thought about what would really get him, and it became apparent the only thing Marty’s type would respond to… he had to find a way to interrupt his cash flow, an eye for an eye.




  With no more time to waste he logged back onto his FriendPage profile and his forums and his IM and message boards, anywhere he had a profile or user name and began a smear campaign against Marty’s Online Computer Warehouse. Hours into it he got the idea that everyone who read his rant should join him in an online boycott to send a strong message to the sucker. He was done with the kid stuff, he wanted to mow down the oppressor, he wanted to end the inequity, he wanted to let freedom ring from every roof top, and he wanted his damn $29.99 back.




  He typed for hours until he was fully spent. He invented the soapbox, burned it down and reinvented it again. Eventually his rage was exercised and finally subsided. The word was out, Marty was scum. He may not get his money back, but he would do everything in his power to make sure it cost Marty too.




  He had one last thing to do. He emailed Marty to take credit for the economic whipping hopefully coming his way. Hopefully was the key word here; he didn’t really expect anybody to give a damn about his losses. Why should anybody else care about his problem? He had seen venting like this before on the web and had never cared one whit for the wronged. So he quietly prepared to take the loss, and as far as his auction funds were concerned, he would be starting over almost from scratch.




  ~




  It was Sunday and nearly two weeks since the so-called boycott of Marty’s had began. After the first few days his life had returned to normal. The only difference was there was now a buzz going around the internet among his friends and their friends about the boycott. Apparently he had some real friends out there and apparently it was no skin off their backs to forward his rant along. But for some unknown reason it was beginning to have some unexpected results.




  Whatever the real reason was it had been interesting for him to watch. Even though he couldn’t see how far reaching his boycott had become he marveled at what he could see with a mixture of pride and vindication. He knew it wouldn’t bring his money back, but he hoped in some way it would catch the attention of Marty and demonstrate that, at least in this corner of the online retail world, people weren’t going to bend over and let the man have his way with them.




  In a way though, it was beginning to weigh on his conscience a little. He was beginning to regret calling the boycott and was having second thoughts. This was assuming it was affecting Marty negatively. This was also assuming Marty had mouths to feed and kids to clothe. He began to wonder how you could boycott a company without hurting the human lives behind it. He tried to picture Marty as an evil Centaur that ate children and chased lustfully after the wives of good men and deserved what he was getting. He wished it was some faceless corporation that was destroying the environment and the lives of its employees in the name of the almighty dollar instead of little, old Marty. His compassion was beginning to kick in, and this always made him regret whatever he had done.




  Then later that evening it happened. Something that on the surface appeared much smaller than it truly was. Something nobody expected to happen, something that would begin an unstoppable snowball rolling downhill that would keep getting larger and larger. He got an email from Marty’s Online Computer Warehouse and all it said was call me and gave a phone number.




  The realization of what this could mean both excited and stressed him. Excited because he might be able to get his money back and maybe some justice would be served. Stressed because he thought this might have been the first opportunity someone from Marty’s had time to reply to his complaint, and they might have been happy to refund and make good on the bum gear after he had gone and trashed their reputation.




  He looked at the clock, 10:10pm, too late to call tonight, probably nobody there at this hour. But then again, the email had just come in. How was he going to sleep without knowing what was really going on? He had to know. He picked up the phone and dialed the number. While it was ringing he fished through his emails for the original invoice. If someone answered, he’d play it cool, he’d be a pro, and he’d negotiate for his money and not mention any boycott. Hopefully they wouldn’t bring up the email he sent when he started his smear campaign either. The phone was picked up on the third ring, “Yeah?” a man with a thick Jersey accent said.




  “Uh, hello, this is wizkidd, uh Neil-”




  “Wizzkid, buddy! This is Marty!” Go figure, his name really was Marty. Marty was loud and had a thick Jersey accent too. He took over the conversation.




  “Listen I’m glad you called, what’s going on? You got a problem, what’s the problem?” Marty made the word sound like problum.




  “I, uh… it’s-” He wasn’t ready for such a direct line of questioning, and it was coming at him a little too fast. One minute he was sitting at his computer then the next minute, a man from Jersey saying what’s your problum?




  “Never mind, whatever it is we’re gonna fix it. Here, I’m sending your money back, it’s going right back into your NetDollar$ account right? I’m sending it back, that’s right, and I’m sending you the best DVD burner in my catalog free of charge. I’ll use the information right here… see, it’s on its way as soon as that delivery guy gets his ass up in here for it right? Don’t worry ‘bout it, it’s all taken care of right? Only one thing,” there was a brief pause as Marty prepared to give his conditions, “call this thing off you did to me here, right? I mean what the hell? Who are you? Call this thing off! I can’t sell anything. I might as well not even be online over here. Not one order in four days, you’re killin’ me.”




  “Marty, I-”




  “Whatever, you’re not happy. Jesus Christ, let’s not make you unhappy. You got the money; I swear the package is on the way too, but you’re gonna call this off, okay? We got a deal?” Marty’s tone had changed again. He sounded desperate now, pleading, resigned. Neil hadn’t needed to utter a word, Marty had buckled, and the battle was to the victor.




  “Sure Marty, whatever you say.”




  “Good, done then. Listen, you ever need anything, anything, you call me, you give me first whack at it, and were gonna be friends you and me, you hear?”




  “Okay.”




  “Okay, thank you, you have a pleasant evening, call this thing off right? Thank you, goodbye.” There was a click followed by a dial tone.




  Neil sat back for a minute looking at his computer screen. He needed time to digest everything that had just happened. He kicked his feet up onto the table and laughed. He laughed again then dropped his feet, leaned forward, and began to type. He couldn’t wait to tell everybody what had just happened. Everybody that helped needed to know what they all had accomplished with Marty’s Online Computer Warehouse. He needed to share his joy and amazement and gratitude. He didn’t know it, but by the end of the day tomorrow he would be having another idea.




  Chapter 3: Wireless




  Neil was traveling in the coach car of an old locomotive. It swayed gently from side to side as it clacked its way down the old rails. The train had left the station and was now traveling at a decent rate of speed, passing the low, grass covered hills above a sweeping valley and river. A majestic purple mountain in the distance framed the view into that of a classic western painting. He could see an old telegraph line beside the track carried one bare wire toward the next station some undetermined distance down the rail.




  This was the old west as it was emerging into the Age of Communication. Contemplating this, he had a new sense of awe as he realized what this technology, the train and telegraph, did for the evolution of the species. He never pondered it much before, but somehow sitting there in the train and looking out at the crude telegraph poles and bare-wire communication had a greater impact on his understanding than before. He couldn’t imagine a world without email and cell phones, and it made him wonder if people in the old west had felt the same way.




  Seated directly across from him was a modest prairie family. The father was dressed in slacks, modest boots, and a gold and black vest as was the fashion of the time. His hair was parted in the middle and slicked down with pomade as if where they were going it was fashionable to show up looking your best. The woman next to him, presumably his wife, was beautiful from a prairie standpoint. She was wearing a black dress with petticoats and a small hat with sheer lace ruffling about it that covered the top half of her face. She carried a larger than average handbag that barely fit in her lap, no doubt it carried various supplies and sundries for the two children seated next to her. The children, a boy and a girl, were dressed in clean, well mended clothing. A typical American family on the train headed… west, he guessed, though not really sure.




  Seated next to him was an obviously well-to-do corporate man. He was dressed in a fancy black suit and top hat with a gray vest that was strained at the buttons to keep his wealthy girth inside. He periodically looked at his watch hanging from a gold chain inside his tailored suit jacket.




  Eventually a railroad employee dressed in a uniform and box-style hat worked his way through the coach collecting tickets. He approached Neil and the others and held his hand out in their direction.




  “Tickets.”




  “Ticket? Oh, yes ticket.” Neil began to pat his pockets but realized as he started to that he didn’t have a ticket. He didn’t even know how he had got on the train or why he was there. He suddenly had an overwhelming feeling of uncertainty that made him uneasy.




  “Tickets,” the conductor said again. The father handed over the tickets for his family. He was careful with them as if they represented a large portion of the family’s income. The conductor didn’t even look at the corporate man who didn’t try to produce a ticket either. He thrust his hand at Neil, cocked an eyebrow and said in a louder voice, “Ticket?”




  Neil checked his pockets again for the benefit of everyone looking at him now. Their attention was making him feel even more uncomfortable, and he felt uncomfortable for them too. Finally he looked at the conductor and said, “I seem to have misplaced it, I’m sorry.”




  The conductor without hesitation looked down at a ledger he was carrying and said, “Purpose?” Neil was confused, he looked sideways at the mother who seemed to be getting a little upset over the situation and had put her fingers to her mouth and lowered her head as if she was not going to appreciate the upcoming scene.




  “Purpose?” the conductor said again.




  “I’m sorry… purpose?” The question was still throwing him off.




  “Yes, what is your purpose?” the conductor was writing something in his ledger now.




  Just then the corporate man looked at him, a sarcastic look on his face, and he leaned toward him a little but said loud enough for everyone to hear, “Certainly you didn’t get on the train without a purpose… did you? You must have a purpose if you’re going to get on the train.”




  Neil looked at the married couple who looked back at him as if they hoped more than anything he had a purpose. He looked back at the corporate man, his fat jowls, and his shrewd smirk. He was powerful and smug all at the same time, and his sarcastic smile was belittling. He pursed his lips slightly as he waited a few seconds for a reply then barely shook his head side to side. He let out a very short, demeaning chuckle and said, “I thought so, the man has no purpose.”




  “I- I– don’t have a ticket,” Neil stammered.




  The little boy said, “He has no purpose,” to everybody listening. The mother gasped and looked as if she might cry. The father looked frightened, his face drawn back in overstated shock.




  Then to his horror and embarrassment the conductor raised his voice and announced to the rest of the coach, “This man has no purpose!” A murmuring erupted and Neil spun his head around looking frantically at everybody in the car. He was frightened and started wondering again why he was there and how he had got on the train.




  Then the blood drained from his face. As he was looking around he recognized a face turned back at him from the front of the coach car, it was the face of Father Time, and this time the face was attached to the body of Buffalo Bill looking guy. Father Time looked at him and mouthed the words, “Wake up,” then looked away. Then a man sitting next to Father Time stood up and pointed at Neil and said, “Hey you, wake up!” Then a clamor erupted. People were yelling “Yeah, yeah!” and “Wake up!”




  The corporate bigwig sat quietly; he looked confident that the rabble was ready to handle Neil, and he wouldn’t have to do anything to be rid of this nuisance. Neil stood up as the cries of wake up began to evolve into a chant, wake up, wake up, wake up, which grew louder and louder. The chanting faces seemed to be getting larger, sweaty and distorted like they were being seen through a fisheye lens. He was nauseated and dizzy and suddenly felt like he had to get out of there.




  He stumbled out of his seat and began to run up the aisle toward the door to the next car. He was afraid for his life now as every person on the train seemed turned against him. He threw his arms over his head and collided with the door to the next coach, closing his eyes as he crashed into it. He was unable to avoid falling to his face as he stumbled through to the other side.




  When he opened his eyes he was lying on his stomach in his bed in his apartment. He was panting and drenched in sweat but relieved too. He was okay; it was dream, that’s all. He got up and went to water closet to splash some cold water on his face. He looked in the mirror in disbelief, staring for a moment as if he was going to see some clue to what it all meant. “My purpose? What’s happening to me?” Not only were his dreams of late more bizarre and like nothing he had ever experienced in his life, he also noticed he was talking to himself more than he ever had in his life. He walked into the room and sat down in his computer chair. He poked the button on Farrah, and she flickered to life as the first rays of sun came over the horizon.




  ~




  Later that morning he decided to leave the apartment for a while and take a break to clear his mind. One of his favorite things to do was to walk the few short blocks to the boulevard to the coffee shop on the corner. It was a corporate owned coffee shop with a decent atmosphere and internet, for a fee, where he could sit and relax and tap out emails and messages on his laptop. He ordered an Americano from the barista, paid three bucks and sat at a table near the window.




  The morning coffee rush had subsided, but there was still a decent number of patrons loitering in the shop. He got his laptop out and settled into his seat, feeling comfortable that there were people around, a welcome change from the seclusion of his apartment.




  To be able to go online he had to purchase access through the shop’s internet access portal, which wasn’t cheap, and the only reason he didn’t go there everyday. When Rick’s Americano was in the neighborhood it was better. His favorite coffee was less than two bucks and internet was free. In those days dozens of regulars would meet almost every morning to drink coffee and chat with each other and everybody else they knew online. Neil knew a few of them, and it was the only time he had anything close to real friends in the D.C. area.




  However, those days were long gone now that Top Roasters Incorporated had come in and pushed the little guys out. He wouldn’t even go there except for the fact the next closest coffee shop was about eight blocks away and was a Top Roasters too. It was really a shame. Getting a cup of coffee and reading the paper used to be such American things to do. Coffee shops weren’t cheap anymore, and the newspaper had been replaced by going online and unless internet access was cheap, or free, only people above a certain income level could afford to use it.




  He wondered what had happened to the old pack. He would see one or two there occasionally but nothing like it used to be. He was sure they would be there more, even with the higher drink prices, if internet access was free.




  He located the Top Roasters wireless access point with his laptop’s wireless card and logged on. It took him to a pay-portal where he could select access options. He chose the cheapest one, twenty-four hours of access time for $9.99. He clicked his account profile and a cool little widget spun while his online Net Dollar$ account was charged. After a moment it showed him as connected and notified him that his account had been charged.




  He opened his browser and waited for it to connect to the internet, but there was some sort of problem and it wasn’t connecting. He checked his connection properties which showed that he was connected to the access point but not the internet. He was reasonably sure he had been charged. He clicked on his email program to see if he had got a receipt from the portal company, oh yeah… duh, email doesn’t work without online access. “Come on,” he said out loud in frustration, then disconnected from the access point and logged onto it again. He was directed to the ad portal again where he was prompted to pay to get online access. He was certain that he wasn’t going to click pay again, just as he was certain he had already paid and had received nothing for it. Now anger was added to his frustration as he realized he couldn’t even attempt another connection without paying again.




  He looked around at the shop again, at all the people buying four dollar coffees and four dollar bagels. There were now more people waiting in line to do the same. Cash registers were happily taking in money hand over fist; a three dollar coffee was sitting on the table next to him. Aren’t they making enough money already? Why wasn’t internet access free? It was free at a lot of other coffee shops in town. Something had to give, where was Rick’s Americano when you needed it? The whole transaction had pissed him off now. Then an idea came to him, maybe he could do something about it. Maybe he could raise some awareness and get some help to apply some pressure. There had to be others that felt the same way he did.




  He closed the lid on his laptop and tucked it under his arm and headed out the door. It’s was a quick walk back to the apartment where he sat down in front of Farrah and began to type. He had to move fast while the memory of how everybody helped to topple Marty was still fresh in their minds.




  He was going to free the internet by convincing everybody to boycott Top Roasters until they made it free. Then the old group could get together like the old days and things could be a little more like they used to be. What he needed was a different approach to Top Roasters though. There was probably no way of using message boards and FriendPage to stop the caffeine craving hordes from going to Top Roasters every day. He needed a new approach, something visual and informative, a way to communicate the public discontent directly to Top Roasters as well as something that would give the public insight into how they were being screwed. This called for a flash mob. He typed late into the night...




  ~




  A week had passed and it was a little after the morning coffee rush. This was the time when Top Roasters employees could exhale and talk to each other a little between customers. They were completely unaware of what was about to happen. The stage had been set and all the players knew their parts. A schedule of execution had been created and already set in motion.




  No one knew exactly how many people would be involved, that was part of the mystery of a flash mob. The coffee shop was not exactly in the heart of town either which would prevent a lot of working people from being able to participate. If it were more downtown people could come out and participate then get back to their offices in no more time it would take to have a coffee break. Nevertheless, it would only take twenty people or so to make their point.




  Operation Coffee Break was underway. Neil was first to arrive. This didn’t necessarily make him the leader; he was merely point and was to make sure the coast was clear. It probably wouldn’t be a good idea to attempt to do something like they had planned if it was break time for five cops or if some extremely elderly patron’s egress might be impeded.




  He walked into the shop and took a seat at an open table near a window. He took a moment to take in the situation, no cops or really old people… good. He was to tie a red bandana to the street sign at the corner if there was a problem and the operation would be called off, but there would be no need to do that. It was a normal morning at Top Roasters, four dollar coffees, four dollars bagels, and ten dollar internet. He set up his laptop and logged onto the portal. Today, for some reason, he was able to get on with no problems.




  He was going over the plan in his head and watching the clock. He was worried about the timing of the flash mob and hoped it was going to all work out. There were so many variables when it came to people being able make it, their schedules, traffic and transportation, he just hoped some people would show and it not be a complete wash out.




  After several minutes he began to see a few people milling around across the street. It was a good sign. The fact that he could see other people, actual participants, started a tingle of excitement inside him and made him feel like something was really going to happen. The feeling was empowering in a way he couldn’t ever remember feeling. Now he found himself hoping for a good amount of people, to only have five or so show up would minimize the impact of the event and maybe even be embarrassing.




  A few more minutes passed and that worry disappeared too. He could see at least a dozen people across the street which triggered butterflies in his stomach. From his vantage point he could also see that the people across the street were wearing small, white signs pinned to their chests and cups of coffee in their hands. This was all a part of the flash mob’s script. He nervously glanced around the shop, so far nobody else had a clue as to what was about to happen.




  With only a minute to go he checked the crowd outside again and was startled to see at least forty people across the street now, all hanging back and trying to be as invisible as forty people could be. He panicked slightly, realizing now that he really had no idea what was going to happen next. It had all been planned, but there was a metric butt-load of people outside now. He never imagined that many people would show.




  According to the schedule the final piece of the script should be moving into view. He leaned back and turned his head so he could see out the window. His stomach jumped when he saw what he hoped for, an espresso cart was slowly being wheeled into place on the corner right in front of the Top Roasters. Everything was in place. He realized in that moment that not even he could stop what was about to happen next. He was happy it was set up that way because the way he felt right then he might have chickened out if he had a way to.




  There would be no signal to start the operation. At exactly 10am it would begin, which was now only thirty seconds away. He fought back the butterflies and went over the plan one more time in his head. He had an official time website pulled up on his browser counting toward 10am in one inch high letters in the center of the screen. With ten seconds to go he sat up and readied himself for his role. Three, two, one, Houston we have ignition.




  At the moment the scene began to unfold there were four customers in line for coffee. There were three Top Roasters employees behind the counter and the store manager who was talking on the phone. Five or six of the tables had people sitting at them drinking coffee, nibbling pastries and talking. No one else there was using a laptop.




  Suddenly the group of people across the street began to walk toward the shop. At the same instant the espresso cart guy taped a sign to his cart that read: Espresso Drinks $1.




  The people were an amazing mix of age and race, as many men as women, some in business suits, some in jeans, but they all had two things in common. They were all carrying cups of coffee they bought somewhere else and wearing small handmade signs pinned to their shirts that had the price they paid and the name of the coffee shop where they bought it.




  They converged on the shop in seconds moving inside to fill every table, every seat and every inch of floor there was to stand on. In seconds it looked like a busy nightclub inside the small corporate coffee shop. Not only had they crammed the shop full, but they filled the sidewalk outside too. There must have been eighty to ninety people there altogether. To Neil it was an incredible and awesome sight, and he was humbled by the amount of people who had committed.




  Everybody inside was now talking and conversing lightly. A good portion of the group had clustered around him including a group outside the window behind him who were peering through their cupped hands, their faces smashed against the window and looking at his laptop. Nobody was in line for coffee though; nobody was buying coffee, or bagels, or gift cards or anything.




  The employees looked dumbfounded and shocked. They stared out at the crowd looking like they were witnessing a train wreck in slow motion. In fact, every other person in the room that wasn’t a part of the flash mob had been taken completely by surprise. Their conversations had stopped midstream as they gawked at the crowd, their signs and each other. The store manager pulled the phone away from his ear, his face a mixture of dismay and wonderment. He hung up the phone without another word to the person on the other end and came out from behind the counter. He approached the person closest to him and asked, “What’s going on here?” He looked down at the sign on her chest and the coffee in her hand and said, “What are all you people doing here?”




  “Oh, we’re a commune and that’s our laptop,” she pointed at Neil across the room, barely visible within the group surrounding him. He was looking diligently at his laptop and pretending to surf the web. “We’re here to use your internet.”




  The manager heard what she said, but it didn’t fully register. His mind was preoccupied now with making his way over to the man at the laptop, and he had already begun to negotiate his way through the crowd. The people he passed were courteous and stopped their conversations to say hello as he passed, but the manager, overwhelmed at this point, didn’t know what to do. Something was very wrong, although he wasn’t sure exactly what. He stopped and held his hand above his head and said, “People,” then he asked the man next to him, “What is this?”




  “Oh, were a commune and that’s our laptop.” He pointed toward Neil who was now standing up and letting somebody else sit down to surf.




  The manager kept pushing and finally made his way to the table with the laptop. He asked the woman sitting there “What are you doing?” The woman stood up and let another man sit down. He pecked a few buttons, looked up and said, “We’re using your internet.”




  Just then Neil shouted above the noise, “You have a choice!” There was a calm silence for an instant, then all at the same time everybody pointed in the direction of the espresso cart outside and started chanting, “You have a choice, you have a choice, you have a choice…” The sign for $1 espresso was clearly visible. Under it, written like a company logo, was the name RoastBuckers Coffee. The manager looked around at the signs on each person’s chest. They all had a coffee shop other than Top Roasters written on it with a price for a coffee well under Top Roasters price for the same coffee product. Some signs read free internet available! One sign simply said Free the Internet and looked like the Free Tibet logo popularized on the internet a few years ago.




  Everybody was still pointing and chanting when the manager yelled, “Get out! You all have to leave!” The chanting immediately stopped and the room went dead silent. Neil paused a few seconds for dramatic effect then looked at the man and said, “But we’ve paid for internet.”




  The manager was dumbfounded. He stood there looking wide-eyed at Neil with his mouth open and had absolutely no answer to his statement. It wasn’t in his training manuals or his managerial procedure bulletins. The people standing before him were his customers, and he just didn’t know what to do about that.




  The crowd, now silent, but still pointing at the BuckRoasters cart, all at once dropped their arms and moved for the door. There was a massive clump of people trying to squirt through the doorway, and in matter of thirty seconds they were through and gone. A line formed at the espresso cart outside, but most of the people just walked away. The point they were making was unmistakable, they were exercising their choice. Neil casually walked over to his laptop and sat down and took a white envelope out of his pocket and set it on the table next to him then resumed surfing the internet. The manager, who had stood still and watched the whole evacuation in shock, looked down at him and asked, “What the hell is going on here?”




  “Sit down, uh, what’s your name?




  “Jerry.”




  “Sit down, Jerry.”




  “Who are you?” Jerry asked as he slowly sat down on the edge of the chair across from him, confused and off kilter by what had just transpired. “You guys just can’t come in here-”




  “Well, yes we can, we’re your customers, and part of what you offer is wireless internet. Not that it matters, but so do a lot of other places and most of them offer it free. Most of them have cheaper food and beverage prices too. But being as we’re out here on the edge of town, and we don’t have a lot of choices, and being that your arrival was the beginning of the end for Rick’s Americano, you are our choice.” The manager stared at him still unable to respond.




  “So we’re expressing our feelings to you as consumers, your customers, what you do with that is up to you. You’re too expensive. We don’t claim to know what it takes for you to bring your product to market. All we know is when we come here for a coffee and a bagel and log on to the internet it’s almost twenty dollars, twenty dollars man! There’s something wrong with that. It’s a cup of coffee and internet access. There’s something wrong with the way you’re doing business, and we want you to get better.”




  “Get out.” Jerry said flatly, finally having heard enough.




  “Jerry, you want to listen to me-”




  “Don’t threaten me, I’ll call the police.” Jerry pushed forward for emphasis. Neil continued like he didn’t hear him.




  “We can’t ask you to give us coffee for free, or make bagels cheaper, but you can give us something for free…”




  “What are you driving at, what was your name?” Jerry asked.




  “You can call me wizzkid.”




  “What?”




  “Never mind, you can give us internet.”




  “Impossible, we pay for that access. You want us to give you something that costs us?” Jerry was ready to walk away.




  “Jerry, you paid for a month of broadband with the people that logged on here today. You’re greedy and taking advantage of a situation and we, your customers, want it to stop. Here us O Jerry,” Neil said in a larger voice, “let my people surf.” Neil raised his straw like Moses in the Ten Commandments then lowered it and his voice again. “It’s simple man and not open to negotiation. I’ve heard every excuse you’re about to give me already. Free internet or we boycott starting tomorrow and RoastBuckers,” he flipped a thumb over his shoulder at the line outside, “strikes a deal with the laundry mat across the street to set up shop, and we’ll all pitch in and install an access point there. I’m telling you right now you’re going to sell a lot less coffee on this corner if you don’t stop gouging us for internet.” Moses voice again, “We are the consumers, and we have spoken.” Neil stood up and closed his laptop. He picked up the envelope and handed it to Jerry as he walked past and exited the shop.




  Jerry watched him leave, blinking and trying to understand what had just happened. He tore open the envelope and removed a greeting card. It had a steaming bowl of chicken soup on the cover. He opened the card and inside was written:




  Get better soon,




  Love, the Future.




  Chapter 4: The Corporation




  Neil awakened refreshed. If he had any dreams he couldn’t remember them. He was okay with that. He lay in bed for a few minutes and reflected on the events at Top Roasters the day before. He smiled when he remembered seeing the crowd as they marched up to the shop and in through the door. He chuckled a little remembering the faces of the employees and especially Jerry the manager. He fired up Farrah and took his usual seat in front of her.




  He wondered what the employees said once he had walked out and how they would feel today. He was feeling obligated now to check back with Jerry to see if Top Roasters was going to respond. He also felt he was going to be the one to have to call the boycott if their demands weren’t met.




  His feelings of being obligated were stemming from being the one to organize and script the flash mob, but they were beginning to weigh on him. He wasn’t sure he was the right guy for all this. Maybe it should have been somebody more important or more organized. He also didn’t feel like doing any of it today. He felt like taking the day off and giving it all a rest or maybe hoping somebody else would handle it. Maybe he was a little afraid too. He didn’t know where that feeling was coming from or why it was lurking there in the back of his psyche, nagging at him to be acknowledged, but he was sure it was probably the real reason for his hesitation. But rather than wimp out he decided he might walk down to Jerry’s Top Roasters later for some coffee and left it at that.




  He made some crappy instant coffee and logged onto FriendPage to look for new posts on his page. This morning the messages were all positive and in support of what happened the day before. There were also way more messages than he would normally get including two hundred and ninety new friend requests.




  One of the messages was from a guy who wanted to boycott the mayor because parking on his street was metered… this guy doesn’t get it he thought. Somebody else had left him a message claiming they wanted to boycott a mechanic that had ripped them off. Another post claimed that a local health insurance company had been denying legitimate medical claims for their daughter based on a technicality involving her custody address.




  Reading on, Neil was beginning to notice that in between the messages in support of the flash mob there were some real people with real issues that probably deserved to be helped. A lot of them had issues that were much bigger than free internet or a bunk DVD burner too. He was also beginning to realize that these people were appealing to him, looking to him to organize something to help in resolving their issues as if he was some sort of leader in all this. He was also sensing energy and momentum building around the whole thing which was another outcome he felt unprepared for.




  His first response to the wave of suggestions and requests was to think anybody can do what they had just done, have at it. But the more he read the more he began to feel that some of these people needed somebody to step in and at least empower them a little or help them take some responsibility for their victimization and pursue some justice. He remembered a few days ago when he was feeling just like them. He stared at his screen not sure how to respond to everything; it was all a little overwhelming and a lot of thinking for a brain on instant coffee. He felt like he needed to step away from the computer for a while to walk and think and get some real coffee.




  He wandered the streets a bit thinking and processing, but he eventually wound up standing in front of Top Roasters. He was feeling a bit overwhelmed, like he was the one that let the tiger off the leash and ultimately responsible for the sudden outcry from the common folk. He was also beginning to feel like trying to go any further might be playing with fire, and he didn’t want to get in over his head.




  He wanted to step inside and to talk to Jerry and maybe apologize then try to somehow reason with him to drop the internet charges to keep the whole thing from escalating. If it could all just work out then he could slink back into obscurity and quit inciting the mobs. He reached a point in his reasoning where he now fully regretted ever coming up with the idea, and with that feeling he walked into the shop.




  It was a typical weekend morning at Top Roasters, a later crowd with only a few people in line. It was a counter girl that first noticed him. She blushed and smiled a sheepish grin and then quickly turned away. She pulled the shirt tail of the girl working next to her and said something into her ear then she looked in Neil’s direction too. They both got all giddy, like a couple of high school girls looking at the captain of the football team, then one of them took off in the direction of the of the manager’s office.




  He got in line and was waiting for his turn to order when out popped Jerry, making a beeline straight for him. When he was close enough he said, “You!” He was all flustered and Neil couldn’t tell if he was upset or relieved; it could have been either. “Wizzkid, I’m glad you’re back,” he lowered his voice to a loud whisper full of anxious and urgent energy. “Has the boycott started?” He grabbed Neil by the arm and began to lead him to a place they could talk without being overheard. Neil glanced at the counter girl who was watching the scene, but he allowed himself to be led away.




  “Uh, no, not yet.”




  “Good, good, good. I’ll be in deep trouble if that happens. I spent all day yesterday setting this up for you.”




  “Setting up what?”




  “Your thing, your internet… your demands, you know… get better,” he framed the words with finger quotations and turned his head from side to side as if someone was listening. “Corporate gave me the option and told me there better not be any trouble or unwanted attention.” He waved his hand in the direction of the counter, Neil thought he wanted him to look that way, but he was actually beckoning to her.




  Jerry continued, “Look, I’m sorry, really, I didn’t know you guys were so upset, I mean, you came out of nowhere! And the next thing we all know is, BAM! …and chicken soup and everything-”




  “Yeah, Jerry about all that-”




  “I mean, you’re organized, and I had no idea how many people… and we the people have spoken… and we hear you! It’s a valid complaint, and corporate is looking into it, but they said to give you whatever you wanted if that would help.” Just then the counter girl walked up and handed Neil a gift card, a bag of coffee and a travel mug.




  “I’m just glad you haven’t called a boycott yet, thank you for being reasonable. You know I can’t change the price of coffee and stuff, but the internet is free now. I’m having signs printed today. They’ll be up as soon as possible.” Jerry’s hands were clasped together as he looked into Neil’s eyes for any sign of acknowledgement. There was a short pause, Neil looked at the stuff in his hands, then at Jerry, then at the counter girl who was smiling broadly and beaming. It was just beginning to dawn on him they had won.




  “Okay,” he said. Jerry smiled, and the counter girl continued smiling. He didn’t know what to do so he put on a contrived smile. “I should go,” he said, and the smile dropped from his face as he began to walk toward the door. For some reason it was all a little overwhelming and uncomfortable for him. Jerry, still smiling and clasping his hands, turned and watched him as he left.




  At the door he turned gave both of them an uncomfortable wave and Jerry shouted, “Tell everybody it’s free!” He walked out into the cold morning air with the coffee, the gift card and the travel mug.




  Ten minutes later he burst through the door to the apartment and set the schwag down on the end of his bed. He sat down in front of Farrah and pressed the button to wake her. She flickered to life and a few seconds later he was online typing away. He hit every communication portal possible with the news. They had won, and internet was now free at the Top Roasters on Pennsylvania. The news spread quickly beyond the participants of the flash mob. Within hours requests began to pour in from all over D.C. It seemed people wanted to stage flash mobs at the Top Roasters nearest them, and by midday, groups of people from all over town were recruiting for them.




  As he browsed the blogs, forums and social sites he was beginning to feel as though he was a part of something bigger. While he sat there reading and messaging he didn’t feel as alone and isolated as he had earlier in the day. Part of that was probably due to the high from such a swift and complete victory. But he was also beginning to feel that if this thing were to ride the momentum and become more organized and focused on things that mattered a little more it could be interesting to see how far it could go.




  But that thought gave rise to a lot of brain-hurting variables. First and foremost, how would people become organized, and what would that look like? But beyond that, what would the group take on next and why? What would give something more priority over something else? How would the group know the real truth about a situation and not be acting out on behalf of someone’s vengeance or vendetta? No, life would be easier if he could just focus on work and do his online deals and hang with his online friends and… he stopped. He took a moment to contemplate what he had just thought, and it hit him like a ton of bricks. He realized the normal life he was just thinking about, his life, was going nowhere. “Crap, what a loser,” he said to himself.




  He decided he was going to post a message on his FriendPage profile. He was curious to see if anybody else out there was sensing the same potential he was. It read something like a want ad: Is anybody interested in forming a focus group, a consortium, to discuss the organization of an activist group based on the need to investigate and impose sanctions on bad businesses and corporations in our community and take all this a step further?” He copied and pasted the message onto a few other sites, blogs and forums too. At the very least this would both satisfy his own curiosity and give him an out if nobody responded. But it could also possibly start something, and who knows, if some good ideas were to get tossed around and some of the logistical questions were answered it might be a fun and interesting diversion that could possibly accomplish something worthwhile and good.




  He spent the rest of the afternoon answering friend requests and getting ready for work. It was early evening and February was drawing to a close. It would be a cold commute that night when he got off, and he relished the thought.




  ~




  A week had passed and Neil had been watching his FriendPage for replies to his post. There had been quite a few over the last few days and each day more came in. Friend requests had been pouring in all week too, and people were still looking to him for advice and help. It seemed they all thought an organization might be a good idea as well. His page had become a hotbed of activity.




  As he made his way through the responses he had the realization that the logistics of getting people together could be a nightmare, certainly impossible to do in his little one bedroom apartment. He wasn’t a rich guy either so renting a space big enough for some sort of gathering was out of the question too. Even if they could meet somewhere what would they do if there was to be another meeting or if the group were to decide to form and begin meeting regularly? All this made him realize that that they were probably communicating in the best possible location already… online.




  He began to entertain thoughts about what a website would look like that would be able to pull off the level of communication and interaction he was now envisioning for the budding group. It couldn’t just be a typical website. Traditional websites were too one-sided in how they facilitated communication. He felt that the rapid exchange of information would be vital. What they would need would be a way to organize quickly to share ideas on hot topics and current issues. It was going to require a custom application for the execution of a process, that’s what his concept really needed, a process. But what would the process of staging boycotts and other actions against bad corporations look like?




  All that week he sat in front of Farrah formulating the basic structure of a hypothetical organization. A group comprised of people who would be willing to work for a change in the way corporations had been carrying on in their communities. It could be characterized as sort of a consumer’s group, but it would be a lot like a watchdog group too. But really his idea was nothing like these things in the traditional sense. In his reality he was more in tune with cyberspace and social networking than with activism and advocacy groups. He wouldn’t even know where to begin in setting up something like a consumer group or even want to. However, he was naturally drawn toward the internet because it was where he was from and where he spent most of his time. He could see something like a social networking site as a more viable and valuable tool for the idea.




  So he decided to try and program one, a social networking site, something in the spirit of a FriendPage where people could sign up, create profiles, interact and share thoughts and ideas. However, his site would be geared toward networking everybody together for the purpose of taking on bad corporations and getting them to change their irresponsible and immoral practices through conscious consumerism. But at the same time it could also be a cool and interesting social networking site.




  The new site could be the home for a new organization. The function of that organization would be to identify, then nominate, then qualify, then notify corporations that their practices, services and/or products were being called into question. These corporations, once brought into light, would be given the opportunity to join in a partnership agreement with the organization to change their methods and become more responsible and better for the communities they operated in and for the humans, animals and habitats that dwelt there. If they disagreed or were unwilling to cooperate to the extent their reckless or unfair practices continued they would be subjected to all sorts of actions to be taken against them to raise public awareness, affect their image and cash flow or even draw unwanted legal attention in their direction. If conceptualized well, this organization could be run at the community level almost anywhere.




  Building off these ideas he had come up with the three primary aspects, or groups, that would be the foundation for the process. He named them WatchDogs, HoundDogs and BullDogs. WatchDogs would be members that identified and nominated bad corporations, HoundDogs would be researchers and fact-finders that qualified the allegations and accusations, weeding through the facts and information being brought forward to determine what was true and what wasn’t. BullDogs would be the activists, the people who sprang into action when something more than a talking to was needed when dealing with a corporation. People that signed up to the site could be any or all of these because when the chips were down everybody would be needed for a battle, everybody’s participation would be essential. He became obsessed with the creation of the website and worked on it any chance he got.




  As the ideas for the organization and website continued to flow in he was inspired to work harder toward an organizational meeting too. He knew he couldn’t do what he envisioned on his own. He sent out requests for ideas on a meeting space and remained diligent with his progress believing it would all somehow come together.




  In the meantime the plans to perform flash mobs at all the Top Roasters in the D.C. area had continued to take shape. The operation had been coordinated and was scheduled to take place tomorrow. A lot of people had signed on to participate.




  Late in the week someone had responded online to his request for a meeting space. A flash mobber named DoUclub2 claimed to own a nightclub downtown that could hold a couple hundred people and was willing to make the space available on a Sunday or Monday night since those were nights the club was closed anyway. Neil had chatted with him and they eventually agreed it would work and worked out all the details. The meeting would be at his club, the Hideaway, that Sunday night at 7:30pm.




  Once he had the meeting location locked down he ended up working on Farrah all night. He needed to email everybody that had responded to his meeting request and invite them all to the Hideaway. He also needed to create a handbill invitation to the meeting and take advantage of the fact there would be numerous flash mobs tomorrow where he could distribute them to the attendees. He could make a quick stop off at a copy shop in the morning to run them off then hit as many flash mob as possible as they were happening and hand them out.




  He finished outlining his organizational ideas and website concept and created an invitation with only six hours to go until the first flash mob. He set his alarm clock then plopped down on his bed fully clothed and quickly fell asleep.




  ~




  Neil was jostled awake by a sudden movement. He opened eyes only to find he was in the back of a white Hummer limousine that had just come to an abrupt stop. He looked out the window, but all he could see was a bright, white light. Suddenly the door next to him popped open, and as it swung wide he could hear soft, elevator music playing from somewhere outside. Confused and disoriented, he cautiously climbed from the vehicle, blinking and shielding his eyes from the bright white light that engulfed him.




  He was in a large, wide open space devoid of any walls or ceiling and completely white anywhere he looked. He stood and looked around trying to make out anything. Off to his left, in the distance, there was a woman sitting behind a white desk. The desk had a white computer monitor, white keyboard and white mouse and was sitting next to white filing cabinet. There woman was the only thing not pure white in the room although she was wearing a white blouse. She was filing her nails and looking at the computer screen.




  “Hello?” he shouted over and began walking toward her. He waved his hands, but it seemed like she didn’t see him. “Hello?” he said again and continued walking toward her; she didn’t seem to be able to hear him either.




  “Hello?” he said again as he reached the front of the desk.




  “How may I help you?” she said without looking up. He looked around at the open space again, then back at her, completely bewildered, and not sure which of his many questions to ask first. “Do you have an appointment sir?” She set down her white nail file next to a white coffee cup and began typing on her keyboard.




  He was beginning to wonder if he was dreaming again. How did he get here? Whose limo was he just riding in? He realized when he had a lot of questions he was usually dreaming. This was the first time though that he had the consciousness that he might be in a dream from inside the dream. He looked around with this new awareness, but nothing in the dream seemed to change. He looked back at the girl and said, “I think I might be dreaming.”




  “Do you have an appointment?”




  “Where am I?”




  “You’re going to the top floor.” She pointed over her shoulder then fixed her eyes on her computer screen again. Neil looked up and saw two white elevator doors standing in the distance behind her. Still in a daze, he began walking toward the doors. Suddenly he realized he didn’t know why he was going to the top floor and turned to ask her but was distracted by the fact that now that he was behind her he could see that there wasn’t any glass in her monitor screen. It was just an empty box; a hollow monitor enclosure and nothing more. She continued to stare into it and typing away on the keyboard in front of her. It was all so bizarre he decided not to ask. He turned back around and continued toward the elevator.




  He stopped in front of the doors and noticed that they were the only thing there. There was no wall behind them or around them, just a set of elevator doors freestanding in the room. He was sure he was dreaming now, and with that realization he decided he would just wake up and end the strange dream. But right then the elevator doors opened, and his thought was once again distracted. He felt a sudden compulsion to get on and followed it, though he wasn’t sure why. He looked back from inside the elevator one more time, but the desk and the receptionist were gone. The limo was gone too, but before he could react the doors slid closed.




  Once inside, he began to look around at his surroundings, and by the time the doors had fully closed he realized there weren’t any buttons to select any floors with. This didn’t matter though; the elevator knew where to go and automatically began its ascent. An elevator music version of Spinning Wheel began to play, and he found himself bracing for whatever it was he was going to encounter when the ride ended. A moment later it stopped and the doors opened. On the maple panel walls directly in front of him were five inch high letters cut from sterling silver and backlit with white light that read: Welcome to the Corporation.




  He slowly peeked his head out into the very lavish settings of a corporation’s executive floor. He looked around for somebody, anybody, but it seemed as though he was the only person on the floor. He stepped out into a hallway that led to two twelve foot high maple doors with vertical, silver bar door handles. With no other direction to go, he walked toward the doors and pulled one open.




  He stepped into what seemed to be a waiting room suite. To his left there were two very expensive looking overstuffed, brown leather sofas with matching coffee tables. To his right was a large, ornate, Roman-style mirror hung over a hand carved waist-high vanity table centered just below it. Across from the sofas was a rich cherry wood hearth and mantle, a beautiful fire was burning there that gave off neither heat nor smoke.




  Embedded in the wall above the fireplace was a giant flat screen TV playing news clips from around the world. It was a visual montage of finance, war clips, terrorist training camps, inner city violence, high-speed police chases, talking heads, and landscapes corrupted by oil drilling platforms, smoke-belching factories and natural disasters. There was no audio accompanying the imagery; there was no need for it to understand the story it was telling. It was the ultimate in corporate dada. A stock ticker ran along the bottom of the screen and the numbers on it went up or down in relation to the images being shown above it. He noticed that clips depicting violence and fear made the numbers go up quickly.




  Directly in front of him was another set of twelve foot tall doors. He had a strong sense that whatever he was there for was behind those doors. He was thinking about going through them when suddenly one of the doors opened and the receptionist from downstairs walked out. “He will see you now,” she said walking past him and out into the hallway. The door swung silently closed behind her.




  Neil stood looking at the doors for a moment wondering what he should do next. He looked behind him and wondered if the elevator was still there and feeling like he should have never got on it. Without anything else to do he turned and walked over to the doors and timidly knocked. There was no answer. So he knocked again a little louder and listened. Again, there was no answer. He was going to have to just walk in if he was ever going to see what was on the other side. He pulled the door open and peered inside.




  From the doorway he could see another lavish office adorned with expensive art and flawless sculpture featured nicely in spots where proper lighting and décor enhanced them. He stepped into the room almost unconsciously. A large cherry wood desk with absolutely nothing on it stood in front of him. A high-backed leather chair was behind it facing away from him so that he couldn’t see who was sitting in it. A large puff of smoke trailed up into the air from behind it; then suddenly it spun around to reveal a man with piercing eyes and a large cigar.




  The man was mature but not gray, European, although his nationality was not obvious or immediately detectable, American of European descent maybe. He made a sweeping gesture; an invitation for Neil to sit in a chair in front of the desk he hadn’t noticed was there before. The man smiled a huge plastic smile that made him feel uneasy, he took another puff off the cigar then in a friendly tone said, “Sit, sit down… please.” Neil found the seat with a confused nod and sat down without taking his eyes off the man.
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