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I’'m being used. I’'m a rat in a fucking cage -- a plague rat -- and I’m only let out to
spread disease.

Even when I’m out spreading disease, I’'m still in a fucking cage -- I can’t talk about it,
warn people, or stop myself. I hate them. I hate me.

I don’t know who they are. I hardly know who / am anymore. I’m in a fucking cage.
And when the cage opens, it’s not me that comes out -- I’m still caught inside the fucking cage.

I know when it started.
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Spring in the Sierra foothills, so pretty, so full of hope. For the last few years, I've done
the same thing -- I drive up to a ranger station in the California Gold Country, on the edge of a
National Park, and one of the rangers gives me a lift to the high country. I spend a week or so
walking back, living off the backpack on my back. Spring -- renewal.

The first two days, so fresh and invigorating! Unwinding, resetting -- going to bed when
the sun sets and getting up whenever. Light snow the second morning, not setting off until after
the sun had dried my tent and the sky was clear.

Following trails, descending in altitude. I’d timed things well, traveling with a growing
sliver of a moon; the stars in the night sky were spectacular.

Oh, there were still signs of civilization -- sounds of trucks and motorcycles in the
distance at times, and [ was under the flight path out of SFO, so I’d see the occasional
commercial jet, but they were high enough that I couldn’t hear them.

Third day/night, one of my favorite places on a mountain stream -- fresh, ice-cold water.
I stayed up, well, I stayed awake later, on my back in my sleeping bag, part way out of my tent
gazing into the unfolding night sky through the gap in the trees. As it got cooler, I pulled back
into the tent, more shaded and protected.

Awake in the dark with the feeling of something out there. Reached to the side of my
pack and got my LED light, which happens to be on the side of my 9mm Glock pistol. Bear and
other critters such as big cats were an issue in the area -- my food was secured up a tree, leaving
only one thing edible at ground level -- me. But there were also dope growers around, and they
could be more violent and less predictable than bears.

Usually don’t have problems with critters coming into camp -- I pee on trees and bushes
along the boundaries, which they interpret as something large in the area, and they stay away.

Something out there! My tent was well hidden under some trees. I don’t do campfires;
too dangerous, not to mention not legal. Opened the sleeping bag quietly so I could move

quickly if need be, and moved to the tent flap to look out through the mesh netting.

Usual practice is to give a low growl, which I did. That’s usually more than adequate to
scare off raccoons and other critters.

Whatever it was still moved; I could hear brush moving, but it was strange. Holding the
gun, I raised my other hand to turn on the LED, bright and red.

But before I did, whatever it was moved closer, and ...

A bright green light stabbed into my eyes -- and nothing.
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I woke to sunlight. I woke cold, on top of my sleeping bag, nauseated and sore, with a
hell of a headache. I made it out of the tent before I threw up. My head was pounding! My
hands hurt. My left leg hurt. More nausea and vomiting. I got a water bottle, rinsed my mouth,
then drank some. I’d been using a new water filter; I didn’t suspect the water, or anything I’d
eaten, as it didn’t feel like that. It felt more like the flu. I was running hot and cold.

I crashed in the tent, staying near the entrance in case I needed to throw up again. Hot
and cold, dizzy, sweating, thirsty. More water.

The first time I got up to pee, a few hours later, I was so dizzy I nearly fell over! I
managed to pee. Got my filter from the pack and filtered more water into my containers; I was
drinking quite a bit. Mixed in some powdered Gatorade and drank that; glad the water was cold.

I was cold, but sweating like a pig! On my side in the tent, panting, forehead hot and
sweaty.

Late afternoon sun streaking into the tent, as I wiped my forehead once more, bright
sunlight illuminated my right wrist.

I stopped and looked again. My hands hurt -- thumbs, heel/palms, first two fingers. At
the wrist crease at the base of my right thumb, I saw a faint line maybe 15 millimeters long, very
straight. Held my left wrist in the sunlight and saw the same thing, faint and red. What the hell?
A wave of dizziness derailed that train of thought, and I was back to panting and sweating.

I don’t remember the sun going down. I woke in the dark, managed to get out of the tent
to pee, drink more water, and crawl back into my sleeping bag, flopping it loosely around me.

Woke weak and wobbly. I spent the day on my side or back, getting up to drink or pee.
The following morning I knew I had to get moving. I could stand without being dizzy,
which was a definite improvement! I managed to strike camp and get on the trail by eight.

Looking at my map, I could shortcut to the fire road; that would save me about six miles.

Once I got out walking, I was a little wobbly, but felt better as the morning progressed. I
felt almost human again! I stopped around eleven to mix more Gatorade, and get rid of used.

Around noon I saw a ranger jeep bouncing along the fire road! Whee! He wasn’t headed

my direction, but still, a round trip with Pete would only take two hours, compared to a day and a
half or more on my feet. Saved!
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It took me a while to figure out what was going on. Maybe I’'m slow about things like
that. No, at least part of it is the fucking mental cage I'm in.

That morning, walking along the fire road, even when I was in the Jeep with Pete, I felt
fine. A little shaky, getting hungry, but other than that, feeling okay.

Yet when I walked into the ranger station, seeing other people there, suddenly my head
and hands were sweating like crazy, and I’'m feeling, I don’t know, stoned, a euphoric, fuzzy
feeling, like I’'m there but watching from a distance, with sensations and focus so strong. And
sweating like mad! My hair was suddenly soaked, and my hands practically dripping!

After a few minutes, one of the women visiting the rangers, Jenny, was coming on to me!
She squealed with delight when she found out I was the one with the “cute car” parked along the
side of the station, and wanted to see it. I’d parked my Mini Cooper along side the station.

I’m probably twenty years older than she is, and while I’'m in good shape, I’'m no match
for the rangers, all in their late twenties and early thirties. Hell, I’ve also been living out of a
backpack for almost a week, and other than trying to wash my face and hands when I got to the
station, and failing to get the sweat off, | haven’t bathed! She’s all over me, and her two friends
seem to be getting interested as well!

I declined the offer of a meal, and the use of their shower (Jenny volunteered to scrub my
back). I managed to get out, shaking hands with the rangers, and getting hugs and kisses (and a
tonsil exam) from the ladies.

Uncovered my car, loaded in the cover, swapped my hiking boots for shoes more suitable
for driving. Jenny sat in the car and carried on, and would have gone away with me (I think no
matter where [ went), but for me explaining that my backpack went in the passenger seat... She
pouted and gave me one hell of a goodbye kiss and hug!

Driving away, after ten or fifteen minutes, my head cleared some, and I’d stopped
sweating. What the hell happened? We’d talked about what I’d seen on my walk, yet I hadn’t
mentioned being sick, that green light. No shit -- does that make sense? What would I say?

Stopping in Manteca for lunch, I looked at my watch, and saw the date -- I’d lost a day!
Where? Being sick or recovering, I guess, that time in the tent sweating and panting. I sat
around for a while after lunch, waiting to see if my stomach was going to revolt or not. Not
sweating anymore, but still feeling light headed and euphoric.

At one point, I got up to get a soft drink refill. As I was walking to the soda machines
with my empty cup (and somewhat empty head), I bumped into a woman -- and I mean bumped,
a full body hello-sailor bump! I got dizzy, and the next thing I know, I’m sitting outside again
with a full soda cup. And I need to drive for another hour and a half? I sat for a half hour before
I felt safe enough to get on the road again.
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More to the pattern -- taking a long, hot shower at home. 1’d lost weight, not a surprise.

The next day at Whole Foods, a local market, picking up bread, soup, and cheese for
dinner. Walking by a new product display, a young cutie gushing over their “pure, organic, sea
salt.” That was so wrong on so many levels! I stopped to talk to her -- I'm a scientist, a
researcher. “Pure” salt is sodium and chlorine, that’s all, nothing else. Nothing “organic” about
it! Anything other than sodium or chlorine is a contaminant! And sea salt? I worked with very
sensitive analytical chemistry equipment -- mass spectrometers. 1’d expect her “pure” sea salt to
contain sodium, chlorine, potassium, iodine, magnesium, iron, of course carbon, oxygen and
nitrogen -- the elements that define “organic” compounds -- silicates, and probably twenty or so
other elements. That’s pure?

The wild part is as we’re talking, she’s moving closer, practically toe to toe, looking into
my eyes, smiling.

Damn -- I noticed -- she was pouting, lower lip pushed out, her pupils were dilated and I
could tell she was breathing faster, looking at me so intently. She admitted she hadn’t thought
about it that much. I told her to do that -- please.

She said she would. Then she leaned forward and gave me a quick kiss on the cheek. I
heard her take a deep breath through her nose.

Wild!

Then at checkout, the young lady behind the register gave me the eye right from the start.
After being around the other gal, I was turned on as well. And I could feel a tingling in my
fingers. Our eyes locked as she handed me my receipt. The tingling in my fingers intensified as
I touched her hand, taking the receipt. I could see it in her face -- pupil response, nostrils, color
flush in her cheeks... She pulled her hand back and scribbled something on my receipt, handing
it back to me with both hands, touching me as I touched her.

The twit behind me in the queue called out, “Miss?” trying to get her attention.

With a smile I took my goodies and headed for the door. She put her phone number on
my receipt!

My fingers and hands were tender for a couple of days when I got back, but that faded.
I’d expected my right knee to be sore from walking, and started on naproxen with lunch on the
way home, but not sure I needed it. Life at the salt mines was life at the salt mines.
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The next pieces of the puzzle fell into place with ASMS in Denver a month and a half
later. It’s a big (for us at least) trade show. I was mixed up with a few posters, some
presentations, a panel, and would be helping show off our latest and greatest to selected
customers. If you know what a triple quad is -- hey, I’ve got a job for you! If not, don’t worry
about it. Think of it as a sensitive electromechanical nose.

ASMS in Denver -- Silicon Valley to Denver -- easy, right? Idiot “travel services”
booked me through Dallas on the way out! I bitched something fierce, but hit the “company
policy” wall. Itold my boss I’d buy my own damn ticket, pay for it myself. I was told no dice --
if I went, I went through corporate travel. At least they got me a direct flight coming back!

Oh, their crazy routing put me into Denver three hours affer the rest of the group. Some
sales folks were really pissed I wouldn’t be available for a customer dinner with them -- hey, talk
to travel “services.” They bitched to my boss and all the way up to the head of the division. And
now they wouldn’t even fly me out a day earlier, through Dallas, as that wasn’t enough time to
get a cheap fare! The sales guys wanted me to help close a multimillion dollar sale. Was that
worth the extra $37 in airfare? Beancounters said no. All hail the beancounters, keeping us from
spending money. From making it, as well...

Of course to get to Denver late I had to get to the San Jose airport earlier than if I’d been
on the direct flight, but that figures, right? Riding to the airport, I’'m grinding up my stomach,
I’m so pissed at the whole thing.

Until we pull up to the airport, and the stoned sweats hit me. Suddenly I couldn’t care
less!

In my seat on the plane, I turned the air on me full. My hair is soaking wet, ’'m sweating
so much, and my hands practically dripping, leaving paw prints on everything I touch.

The guy next to me turned talkative and friendly. He was headed to Dallas for business;
where was I going? Denver, I told him with my stoned smile.

He didn’t understand, and neither did L.

We had an equipment hold, leaving 55 minutes late. We made up for it, not, getting
routed around weather and landed just after the connecting flight to Denver took off.

But all was well, as they rebooked me on another flight three hours later, and gave me a
$10 voucher to use for food. I spent that and more on fast food and cold Gatorade.

I couldn’t sit still. I tried, but I was restless -- I had to walk, to keep moving. Walk and
sweat, sweat and walk. There were places I could stand for a while, corridor intersections, places
with a lot of airflow; that helped. I’d walk around the area and sit for a while, drink more, get
up, pee, and walk. Finally I got tired and went back to the gate to sit and wait.
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I’d just taken a seat and figured I’d stay, with half an hour to boarding, when a woman
called out, “Doctor Noise!”

I answered, “That’s me!” out loud without even looking. My specialty is noise processes
and noise reduction. That’s my contribution to our analytical instruments, helping reduce the
noise floor, improving sensitivity and selectivity, both through instrument and process design, as
well as through data processing. 1’d done a number of papers (and patents) on the subject, and I
was scheduled for at least one talk as “Doctor Noise.”

Three ladies came over and sat with me -- Gloria, Ruth, and Nancy. They worked for a
Dallas biopharm, and were headed to ASMS. They were familiar with the products I worked on,
and were looking forward to my presentation -- even though they’d seen videos of me before.

After a while I think they were looking forward to possibly a bit extra, particularly
Nancy. And I had that tingling in my hands again. I took a leak a few minutes before the cattle
call started. When I got back, Gloria asked if I needed a ride to the conference hotel. I grimaced
and told them I probably did -- I hadn’t thought of that, but I was pretty damn sure the free hotel
shuttle stopped running after 7PM. The Denver airport is really out in the boonies. Well, they’d
be happy to give me a lift; they were picking up a car and could make room for me. Yeah, the
way Nancy looked at me, she’d probably sit in my lap, and all in all, I wouldn’t mind.

Queue up for the cattle call -- Nancy managed to bump into me a couple of times
(smiling), and so did another woman. Handing my boarding pass to the (older) attendant, our
hands touched briefly, and she blushed to the tingle in my fingers.

Stinking small bird with a two seat side and a three seat side, at least I’'m on the two seat
side. Surprise -- Nancy talks the guy in the window seat next to me into taking her aisle seat!

Once we were in the air, [ leaned my seat back. My head was spinning, and I was tired.
Felt a touch on my neck -- Nancy pulling back a finger, looking at her fingertip.

“Are you okay?” she asked in a concerned tone, “You’re sweating!”

I smiled and nodded. “I’m okay -- long, weird day, and I’'m tired.”

A bit later, she raised the armrest between the seats. She reclined her seat, and with a
smile said, “Hope you don’t mind,” wrapped an arm around mine, and leaned her head on my
shoulder. That felt nice. I kissed the top of her head and replied, “Not at all.” She snuggled in.

I don’t get it. We landed and taxied to a gate. By the time we got to the gate all manner
of why-phones, crackberries, and similar devices are alive and commanding their owners. The
engines spin down and before the seatbelt light turns off, the aisles are packed.

Couldn’t help it. Standing in the aisle, people barely moving, I bleated out, “Baaaa...”

Nancy beside me snorkels a laugh. Someone else laughs, and from behind me comes another,
“Baaaa...” Then someone up front of us, “Baaa....” I hold my head up and bleat out another one,
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louder. A nicely pitched “Mooooo!” from the back. People are laughing, mooing, bleating, and
even moving a bit! Nancy squeezes me and gives me a very good “Baaaaa!” nose to nose. As
we get up to the front of the bird, one of the stews is shaking her head and smirking. Nancy
waves and says, “BaaaBaaa!” to her. I took the stew’s hand, kissed it, and waggled my
eyebrows. Now she’s having to work to keep from breaking out in laughter.

Ah well... We took the tram to the main terminal and baggage claim. Then it was
another shuttle to car rental, and yes, the hotel shuttle had closed down -- an hour earlier.

I loaded bags in the back. Helping Nancy get in the back seat, not really on purpose, I
ran a hand down her back. My fingers tingled as they ran down her spine, and she gasped.
When I got in next to her, her face was flushed, and she pulled me into one hell of a kiss!

Someone from the front called out, “Can you wait until we get to the hotel?” Nancy
didn’t let go. Neither did I.

Fingers still tingling, I slid my arms around her, one hand to the back of her head. She
sighed in my embrace, her hold on me loosening. I leaned her back. I held her.

No argument, no debate when we finally got to the hotel -- Nancy came with me to my
room, Gloria and Ruth calling out, “See you in the morning!” as they get off the elevator on their
floor and we keep going. Funny, I didn’t break into the sweats when we went into the hotel.

Nancy opened the door and went in; I followed with our bags and put them down as she
grabbed me and pulled me on top of her on the bed. I rolled us so she was on top of me; she
pulled up her legs, sitting on me, grinding her hips. “Oh I want you!” she panted, unbuttoning
her blouse. “I need to pee!” I complained.

She stopped her frantic undressing for a moment, looking at me. Then she shook her
head. “Waaa! What is wrong with me!” she cried, holding her head, a wild smile on her face.

She stood and looked at me. She said, “Don’t know what it is, but DAMN! It’s GOOD!”

I rolled off the bed and headed to the bathroom! I managed to pee, and wash my face and
hands, even dry off my head a bit.

When I got out, Nancy had put the suitcases in the closet, and had stripped down to
panties and bra. She looked very good! I reached for her, but she moved back -- “Not until
we’re in bed! Go!” she told me, pointing to the bed, which she’d turned down.

I flopped back on the bed as she closed the bathroom door behind her. Eyes closed, head
spinning. I satup and finished undressing, putting my clothes neatly on a nearby chair.

Nancy came out of the bathroom, still in panties and bra.

“Nancy,” I started to say from the bed.
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“Shhh...” she told me, turning to flip off the light.

From the light in the hall streaming in under the door, I saw her bra and panties drop to
the floor.

Skin against skin, kissing, feeling. My fingers tingled, and when I touched her, ran my
hands over her, she trembled and moaned. She pulled me on top of her; I moved to the side a
little and down, taking a nipple in my mouth hungrily. Her arms flew around my head, holding
me. [ held on...

My fingers were tingling again. I slid one hand down her back, moving my tingling
index and middle fingers along her spine slowly; she moaned and shook. Moved my hand along
her side to her core; as I slid my fingers up her slit she moaned, “Oh my GOD!” and squeezed
me more. [ touched her button gently, moving my fingers rhythmically. Didn’t take long! I
kept going, until she pulled my hand away, panting, “Enough...”

I let her recover, enjoying her nipple and breast filling me. After a few minutes recovery,
she pulled me on top of her again. She moved a hand between us, feeling me and starting me
into her. I was hot and hard, and closed my eyes as I slid in, a little more with each stroke, soon
bottoming out, both her hands touching me, running along my groin, making me twitch, setting
my rhythm.

When I opened my eyes to look at her, her head was tilted back and to the side, her eyes
closed, her face filled with bliss.

“Kiss,” I whispered, moving closer. She turned her head, eyes still closed, and our lips
met.

I moved one hand under her shoulders, one behind her head, holding as we moved
together. She moved her hands to my lower back, holding, pulling. So good; I could feel it
building. “Oh yes,” she whispered in my ear, rocking her hips. “Oh yes, please... Please,” she
whispered and gasped. She pulled me closer as we kissed again. I was getting close, both of us
moaning and holding on. She shuddered around me as I came. Snuggling together, holding on,
drifting to sleep.

The alarm clock sounded -- she must have set it. I hit it and stumbled out of bed and to
the bathroom. I heard Nancy moan from the bedroom. “You okay?” I called out from the loo.

She sighed. “Just get back here!”
I finished my business, flushed, and brushed my teeth quickly. As I was brushing, Nancy

came in and sat on the loo. When I looked at her, she had a very wide-eyed smile. “Good
morning!” I told her, wiping my face.
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She sighed. “Good morning to you!” she said, reaching over and running a hand up the
inside of my thigh to my quickly hardening cock. “Why don’t you get comfortable in bed -- I’ll
be right there...” She gave me a slow soft pump that weakened my knees.

“Right,” I said softly.

On my back on the bed, she was on all four’s atop me. “What did you do to me?” she
asked, eyes still wide.

I started to say something when she sat back, running her hands down my chest, to my
groin, and along my cock. I sighed and enjoyed it.

“Oh I’'m glad you like that,” she whispered to me. She teased me until I was moaning,
then moved on top of me, sliding on to me, so tight, so hot, so wet. She leaned forward, putting
her hands on my shoulders. I put my hands on her waist and hips, holding her.

“This is very nice,” I told her.

She looked in my eyes, smiling more, and started rocking her hips. “That better?” she
asked.

I closed my eyes and held her hips, rocking with her. After a bit she sat up again, and I
opened my eyes, feeling something different.

She was sitting up, rocking, her eyes closed, both her hands on her mound, fingers
pressing in, feeling. I held her hips tighter, rocking along with her. I pulled my knees up some,
and that changed things. Her smile broadened and she started moving differently, swirling her
hips, swirling me around inside her.

That was going to do it... “Please don’t stop,” I managed, holding on, holding her to me.
“Uh huh, uh huh,” she agreed, nodding her head, rocking her hips, pressing with her fingers.

Oh my God... Iclosed my eyes, breathing deeply, letting go, letting it happen. So good,
fill her, feeling her shudder around me, hearing her moan. We collapsed to one side and I found
a nipple.

The shower was too small for the both of us, and we seemed to like different water
temperatures as well.

“Are you okay?” I asked as we dressed. “Is anything wrong?” The look she had on her
face...

Nancy stopped, gave me an even stranger look, then took my face in her hands and kissed
me, pushing me back on to the bed. When we came up for air, she pulled her legs up so she was
sitting on me again. “I have never experienced anything like that,” she told me, leaning down
almost forehead to forehead. “I never thought I could...” She sighed and we kissed again.
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We managed to get dressed, and leave the room. She wrapped her arm in mine.
Walking down the hall, she giggled. “Please tell me you’re not married?” she asked.
“Nope, not married -- and I had a vasectomy eight, no, ten years ago.”

“Oof! Didn’t think about that!” She giggled again. “Not that I’d mind...” She sighed
again and held my arm closer, leaning in to me. “You’re not leaving until Thursday, are you?”

I put an arm around her. “Thursday evening, I think.” We were at the elevator lobby. I
held her to me and kissed her forehead. We started to move to another liplock when we were
interrupted by the ding of an elevator arriving.

She spotted her cow-orkers at the breakfast buffet; they’d saved seats for us. When we
loaded up our plates, we joined them.

“Wondering if we’d see you this morning,” one started out. “Sleep well?”
“At all?” the other added with a smirk.
Nancy stuck out her tongue, then leaned over and kissed me on the cheek.

I mostly finished my breakfast when one of the sales guys spotted me and dragged me
off.

",

“Cripes,” he complained, shaking his head, “and I was worried about you

I smiled.

I enjoy trade shows and work hard at them. It’s my chance to get out and talk to people.
There was something different at this one -- I was in a stoned sweat fog, euphoric and full of
energy. I kept drinking fluids and had a great time. Magnetic? Don’t know -- something was
different. Usually I have people looking for me with questions, wanting to discuss things, tech
sales people bringing customers by to help close sales, that kind of thing. It seemed like this
time I just had people hanging around me. Women hanging around me.

Nancy dragged me to a cocktail reception, and after that, back to our room. She was
insatiable, and so was I. I also performed like | was decades younger! We went to sleep tangled
in each other.

Wednesday morning we made love in that early morning half-awake half-asleep dreamy

place. I held her hips as she rode me. When I came, it felt like my hands were filled with fire --
she came with an intensity neither of us had experienced before, and she collapsed atop me.
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We were lucky we didn’t have anything early that morning... We managed to shower and
get dressed. Heading down the corridor to the elevator, arm in arm, she said, “Uh oh...”

“What’s the matter?” I asked, kissing her on the head.

“Feel like I'm coming down with something,” she told me. She prodded the underside of
her throat, and an armpit. “Lymph nodes tender and swollen. I think I’'m feverish.”

“What can I do?” I asked, holding her.”
She sighed and rested her head on my shoulder. “Hold me tonight.”
“Count on it,” I told her.

Another wild day; Wednesday night was our big closing dinner, with things wrapping up
early Thursday morning, a lot of people departing early.

Nancy was wobbly Wednesday night. She was taking nsaids, which seemed to help. We
snuggled in bed and she rocked me to sleep on a nipple. She was still feeling sick Thursday
morning, but that didn’t stop her from squeezing and teasing me until I was hard and helpless
and then riding me until we both collapsed. I had a wrap-up meeting in the morning, flying out
in the late afternoon. I rode to the airport with the ladies; they insisted.

Riding back to the airport, all three of them were feeling sick. A lot of people they’d
spoken to were feeling under the weather as well. They asked how I was doing -- hell, I’'m beat,
I’'m exhausted, and I’'m taking tomorrow off, but I’d planned that already -- I'm always like this
at the end of ASMS, and it takes me a few days to recover.

I didn’t pay much attention to it. I was back in the Salt Mines Monday, having spent
most of the weekend recovering. Some of the ASMS crowd were still out, and a few that came
in were cranky and not feeling quite on top of things. Then toward the end of that week, a lot of
folks at work seemed to get whatever the flu bug was that we’d brought back; that’s what people
were saying, calling it the ASMS flu. I’d lost a few pounds, but I did that every year at ASMS.
Well, a few pounds more than I usually lost, like six or seven, but I didn’t mind.
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I was in a bipolar world; fine in my own environment, yet get in a crowd sometimes and
the stoned sweats hit. [ was amazed at how quickly they could come on, and how fast they could
dissipate. It was like throwing a switch.

It did help, in weird ways. When I had the stoned sweats, I was more outgoing, more
popular, more positive, I guess. Some of that carried over to the rest of my life. I had a growing
collection of phone numbers, and even let myself get carried away a few times.

Did a customer visit, a fallout of ASMS, in Toronto. Rather than flying direct, which
would have been simple, I was routed through Chicago. Pinheads!

Weird -- I was looking forward to having the stoned sweats start when I arrived at the
San Jose airport, and traveling in that pleasant fog.

Didn’t happen! I was straight as a clutch of Mormons!

Until I stepped into the terminal at Chicago -- bam! And I had to check in for the
international leg of the flight, what a pain in the ass, even in the fog I was in!

All through Toronto, I was in that weird place. Yet when I got on the plane in Chicago to
fly back to San Jose, [ was “normal” again! Why?

Partial answer in a phone call a few weeks later.
“Good morning, this is Rob,” I answered the phone.

“Good morning, Doctor Marsh, this is Doctor Ibrahim; I’'m with CDC in Atlanta -- do
you have a few minutes?”

“Certainly! What can I do for you?” She sounded pleasant enough, and CDC used a lot
of our equipment. I’d never visited Atlanta, but had visited a number of their labs.

“You attended ASMS in Denver recently?”” she asked.
“Yes, did you need electronic copies of a presentation?” That was the usual request.

“Oh, no -- I'm calling on a different matter. After the conference, did you notice any flu-
like symptoms?”

I felt the switch throw; the cage in my mind clanged shut and that stoned glow filled me.
I laughed. “Doctor, I'm a researcher; I spend my time in the Labs, and only get let out
for closely supervised customer visits, and ASMS. ASMS is a big deal for some of us -- I’'m

going nonstop from the time I get there until I leave, and after that, I collapse for a few days,
mentally and physically exhausted. What are you looking for?”
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Turned out she was an epidemiologist, researching what they were calling nu-flu.
Extremely contagious, but seemingly benign; a few reported deaths, but not directly related. Oh?
I was curious, conflicting feelings from deep inside the cage. Generally, flu-like symptoms with
fever, malaise, soreness, tenderness, occasionally nausea, vomiting, GI tract involvement. One
of the deaths had been attributed to an aortal aneurism ruptured during vomiting. The others
seemed to be from opportunistic infections in immuno-compromised individuals.

I gave her what help I could; a number of colleagues who’d attended ASMS reported
some mild symptoms, but again, we were a group of researchers who saw ASMS as our
opportunity to cut loose, at least as much as researchers can. And ASMS did present a good mix
of people and their local diseases from all over the world; we usually see an uptick in cold and
flu like symptoms following ASMS every year. She agreed with that -- long distances and late
nights were great for spreading whatever you had.

We talked for a bit longer. She thanked me for my help, and my time.

Hung up the phone and felt split -- that stoned feeling, with a deeper feeling of gloom --
part of me knew I was responsible.

But that part was securely caged.
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Met a young woman at a bookstore in Palo Alto; close to Stanford, technical bookstores
can still exist. I try to buy locally, I really do, but usually that means a fruitless trek followed by
an on-line order.

At least a decade younger, probably more, slim top with full, ripe hips, short hair and a
nice smile. “Doctor Marsh?” she asked, stepping closely as I was looking over a shelf of books.

“Yes?” I replied.

She held out her hand and I took it, my hand tingling. I watched color spread through her
cheeks.

“Ah,” she stumbled, “I’m Donna Eng -- | saw your presentation at ASMS in Denver.”
She looked flustered. I held her hand. “Which one?” I asked, looking into her eyes.

The color in her cheeks looked so enticing... She glanced around but took half a step
closer. “Reducing process noise?”’

I smiled and chuckled. “I apologize -- that wasn’t me, that was a madman called Doctor
Noise, and from what I understand, he was in rare form that day.”

She nodded, looking more into my eyes, moving closer. “Oh, he was -- it was quite a
performance. I was wondering...”

I watched as her pupils dilated, her nostrils flared, and she moistened her lips. If I’d
looked, I imagine I would have seen her pelvis tilt.

“Yes? What can I do for you?” I asked, moving a bit closer, almost whispering.

She closed her eyes and tilted her head a bit to one side, sliding into my arms and up
against me with a sigh.

First kisses... So electric, so special. Her lips were moist and tender, gentle yet insistent,
joined by a darting, daring tongue.

I wrapped my arms around her, but was careful to keep my fingers and palms away; [ was
learning.

We probably surprised some of the customers, not used to seeing such activity, at least in
that section of the bookstore...

Taking a breath, I looked in her eyes. “What can I do for you?”

Fire in her eyes, she straightened up, nostrils flaring. “I... T haven’t done this since...”
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I looked into her eyes. “You’ve caught me, now what are you going to do with me?” 1
moved a hand to her mid-back, pulling us closer.

She smiled, tentative looks turning predatory. “Come home with me, now,” she growled.
“As you wish,” I said, kissing her forehead.

We didn’t make it to work the next day. We barely made it out of her bed! Her breasts
were small, but tasty and responsive. Her bottom made a wonderful cushion for making love,
whether I was on top of her, taking her from behind, or she was on top of me.

And yes, she came down with it, and stayed with me. I took care of her, holding her,
feeding her, plowing her. On the couch downstairs, her bottom up on the arm of the couch, her
legs up, I stood holding her legs as I pounded into her, that wonderful cushion driving me on.
Then turning her to her stomach, pressing against that cushion, moving around, both of us
moaning, reaching for her breasts as I got close, my hands filling with fire as I came, sending her
into delirium and bliss. We parted Monday morning as we returned to our respective Salt Mines.

A few weeks later, I did a reprise of my Doctor Noise ASMS presentation at her
company. And I was perfectly normal the whole damn time! I’d been nervous, actually hoping
for the stoned sweats so Doctor Noise could perform at his best. I went to dinner with a few
people afterwards, and went home again with Donna.

More liaisons, more sales support calls. A new pattern? Straight as can be on the flights,
but the stoned sweats when inside airports?

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 16 http://www.asstr.org/~artie




Vector (Chosen)

As 1 said, I'm also Doctor Noise, the guy to turn to in Labs when you have noise issues.
I’ve been adopted by quite a few teams, and made contributions to a number of products. Ken,
research lead for our millimeter imaging work, dropped by one afternoon.

“What can I do for you?” I asked.

“We need Doctor Noise at a meeting tomorrow morning,” he told me.

I glanced at my calendar. “No problem -- what’s up?”

He glanced around. “The Customer is coming in, and they’re bringing DHS.”

We’d managed to sell our millimeter imaging technology to a third party. “What about?”

He pulled up a chair. “Rob, they only gave me hints, and said those are classified. But
from the hints they gave, and the questions, I told them you’re our guy, and they agreed.”

“Can you give me a clue?”

He gave me a tired nod. “Okay, you have a major chunk of the imaging system...”

As I mentioned we developed a millimeter-wave imaging system and licensed it to a
security company. We sell them the RF and imaging bits, and they build imaging systems which
are in use in major airports all over the world, and going into more. I was a major contributor,
one of the inventors, turning very noisy data from imperfect arrays into good images.

“Yes? And?”

“Best I can figure it, they want to know if we can sense body temperature, and alert on
body temperatures higher than normal.”

I started thinking about it. “How much higher? And higher than what? Any numbers?”

He shook his head. “Nope, that’s all I have right now. But if you could think about it --
nine tomorrow morning in the box.”

“The box?” That was our secure conference room; metal lining, filtered power, no phone
or Ethernet, very funky doors.

He nodded. “They insisted -- asked for it by name.”
“Okay; I’ll even put on clean socks and empty my pockets!”

He laughed and stood up. “Don’t know if I’d go that far, but thanks -- see you in the
morning.”
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Next morning, meeting with our customer, who had people from DHS and CDC with
him! The guy from CDC was Ibrahim’s boss!

I was glad I wore my sport coat -- in spite of Left Coast traditions, I wore dress pants, a
dress shirt, sport coat, and hard-soled shoes with laces -- no tie though. As I’d expected, Doug,
the head of the U.S. division of our customer, was attending. I think the bastard was born in a
suit, and not one off-the-rack, either. Looks comfortable in them, too. We get along just fine;
early on in our business dealings, I suggested he didn’t need to refer to me as “Doctor;” he told
me to address him as “Doug.” Gregory, another character on our team, the RF specialist, asked
how /e should address him. Doug replied with a smile, “Sir.” Doug and I get along just fine. I
like his attitude, and he puts up with mine. Or maybe it’s the other way around. Doesn’t matter.
You’ve got to make the customer feel comfortable. That means dressing up East-Coast style for
some East-Coast customers.

Doug took a long obvious look at my shoes and acknowledged the extent of the sacrifice
I’d made by saying quietly, “I’m honored...”

“Just for you,” I snided back.

The other East-Coast types started to rattle and wheeze... Nu-flu; all hush-hush,
classified, all that crap. Contagious as all hell. Very low mortality, at least initially. No test yet
to tell if someone has been exposed, or has had it, other than if exposed/infected once, they won’t
get it again.

So why drag me into this? I asked in highly paraphrased (politically acceptable) fashion.

Could we detect people running at least a degree (F) of fever with our millimeter wave
equipment?

They looked to me. I’d been thinking about it. I explored some of my thoughts with
them, that there was a Boltzman - black-body difference, but it wasn’t very big, and things were
made more difficult by the operating temperature of the receiver being higher than what they
wanted to sense.. Yes, the existing system did some filtering based on expected temperatures of
its environment and of sensed objects, including people, but it was going to take experimentation
to see if we could extract something based on that, and what was wrong with a bolometer or
thermal imager? Something like the Fluke handhelds we used in the lab, or a thermal camera?

The response (from DHS) was they wanted a red light - green light test integrated into the
existing system that could be used by existing personnel.

“Orangutans, pre-hominids,” suggested Doug dryly, and DHS didn’t disagree.

We agreed to take a whack at it, and yes, we understood it was a priority. We’d meet
again in a week for an update.
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I told the CDC guy I’d spoken with Ibrahim a while back. He knew that. Told him I was
a physicist, not a physiologist, so I needed help on temperature ranges of people and distributions
within those ranges. He understood and would have someone call me.

That never happened. No surprise, [ didn’t expect it would. I used my Stanford
connections to get the info I needed.

We had fun. One of the great things about the Kalman filtering I use in the imaging
system is that it doesn’t matter what’s screwed up, what’s distorting things. You teach it what
you think it should be seeing, and it adapts from there. Now if you understand the model better,
you can extract things that look sort of like parameters, and track them. But they’re inferred, and
not real. Well, they act... It’s hard to explain.

We set up a test rig in the hallway leading from Labs to the cafeteria, with a sign in front
of the imaging rig saying “Yes” for walking through the imager, and “No” for walking around it.
We’d done this a lot during development. Entirely voluntary. Most people walked through it.

But to get anywhere, we had to have a measurement of temperature, something to
correlate with. We grabbed a bolometer, a non-contact temperature sensor, set to measure a spot
about an inch in diameter at eight feet. We put that on a cheesy steerable az-el mount driven by
the imager so that it tracked a target spot on a person’s forehead. The tracking stuff we had left
over from another idea, where we used the az-el mount to point a green laser (low power) at the
center of mass of a suspicious object. The military really liked that; walk through the imager and
it put a green dot over the concealed whatever. One of them joked about coupling the low power
beam with a very high-power one. Gregory told them we could do that, sure, and we’d even sell
more imaging systems that way, whenever it identified explosives... Yeah, it would do that.

Anyway, we collected data, and tried to train - model - extract a correlate of temperature.
At best, it was loosely probabilistic. At worst, it was random. We worked on it, a lot.

But when our guests returned after a week, led once again by Doug, and we showed them
the test setup, they were overjoyed! Yeah, it wasn’t as cheap or easy as being able to extract data
from an existing imager, but what we had was (relatively) cheap, integrated, and gave good
numbers. Oh, keep working on the other path, too.

Turns out Doug and Co had a few dozen of the az-el mounts, used mainly for the
military. Brass tend to cream their shorts at things like that. Doug said they’d do the bolo
integration, the same one we used, and we’d be good to go. When could we have software ready
to take live at a customer site? I looked at my watch and was about to make a wise-ass remark
when Ken put a hand on my shoulder and told them, “End of the week.”
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A week and a half later, after they’d had the code for a week, Doug called the head of
our division to specifically “invite” me to upgrade test systems at Dulles, and other locales.

Our “travel services” wanted to route me through Dallas and Chicago! I told people to
fly me direct, or I’'m not going! I’ll quit before I’ll endure an extra six fucking hours of travel to
save 48 dollars! Hold a bake sale; dig empty bottles out of trash cans or something. Told Doug
as well. He laughed -- he couldn’t understand it either, but said he’d lean on folks.

That weird switch again -- I'm straight as a rail from the time I get to the San Jose airport
to the time I get off the (non-stop) flight at Dulles (now I’'m on the same “exempt” list as
division directors and above as far as travel restrictions go). We land, I stand up, and I’ve got the
stoned sweats again!

Even without them, I’m an optimist -- I know things are going to be fucked up -- how
many ways can a deal involving DHS, TSA, CDC, and a handful of other alphabet soup agencies
go sour? For such problems transfinite cardinalities were invented...

I had Doug’s cell phone number and gave him a call when I was in the stinking transport
from the plane to the terminal. Literally stinking -- the fans were working but the AC wasn’t, so
we were doing an imitation of a convection oven, and I was sweating up a storm. He said he’d
meet me at the gate.

When I spotted him, he stepped away from the group he was with and approached. The
remaining group looked ugly (sorry, that should read “distinguished’). When he told me they
were having problems with local TSA letting me into a “secure area” to work on the machines,
even when they’d been told I was one of the inventors, and had current DOD and NATO
clearances, I laughed out loud. To the raised eyebrow he gave me, I explained that a rational
individual would expect nothing less. He gave the group a nasty sideways glance and with a
smile said he had to agree.

I was introduced to the contingent of luminaries... I shook hands (sweaty) with each.
Posture, voice, and presentation made it clear at least DHS and TSA were having a turf contest.

“Gentlemen,” I told them with a smile. “I’m going to the hotel. You’ve got my cell
number. When you figure out who’s got the biggest one, and you’re ready for me to get to work,
give me a call and send someone to pick me up.” I waved and walked off. Didn’t look back.

Modified my fluid regimen -- Gatorade, gold tequila, ice, in a sports bottle. I was staying
in Georgetown. After unwinding a bit, I visited the concierge to check on local places for dinner.

That’s how I met Tanisha, who was at the concierge desk doing the same. A few minutes
later, we were walking together to dinner a few blocks away. And from the first moment our

hands touched as we exited the hotel, I knew it was going to be a good evening.

Tanisha -- milk-chocolate skin, short curly black hair, liquid brown eyes, tremendous
smile and laugh, zaftig figure. She was here from St. Louis, interviewing in the morning for a
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public affairs position. Intelligent, well-spoken, and when we got back to the hotel, there was
something about her bottom that was irresistible, a private affairs position.

Doug called around nine in the morning. I’d just seen Tanisha off to her interviews,
glowing; she’d turned into a tigress when the sun came up.

“Plan B,” he told me. “Meet you in the lobby in half an hour?”

“Honored to be of assistance,” I told him.

He was circumspect about the airport deal, agreeing that it was all too predictable. We
went instead to a nameless building (a domed house of ill repute many would say) and I did my
first upgrade. The code is on CF cards, so it was a simple matter of swapping cards and
authenticating the new code to the machine. The bolo and the az-el mount were already installed
and connected. After running diagnostics and self-cal, we ran the operators through the new
capabilities, and they were jazzed. Some other dudes sat through that, then threw Doug and me
out so they could train the operators on new protocols, something we weren’t cleared for,

evidently.

“How’d you like to do Terminal 5?” Doug asked as we left the secured part of the
building.

“Sounds good. Which one is that?”’ I asked innocently.
He grinned.

“No -- London Heathrow? Our travel services will route me through Dallas, Chicago,
Miami, and probably Iceland,” I predicted, “With at least one leg on a bus, probably Iceland.”

He chuckled. “Got your passport with you?”

“Both of them -- why?”

He raised an eyebrow. “One of my minions is working on it. Good thing to have,
minions... We’re picking up your expenses; already cleared with your office. And I do not fly
coach, my friend.”

“Wouldn’t expect you to. When’s this go down?”

He shrugged. “We leave in the morning. We have reservations for dinner. Need
anything for the trip?”

I thought. “You have programmed CF cards over there -- how many systems we going to
do?”

He nodded. “They’ll be waiting for us when we arrive. Pack a tie?”
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I was wearing my all-purpose sports coat, and slip-on shoes. “Yes. Even packed the
Florsheims.” Those were my lace-up dress shoes.

He raised an eyebrow. “Expect to get lucky, do we?”

“You never know...” I replied drolly.

“We’ll swing by your place for the tie -- you’ll need it for dinner.”

“When in Rome,” I sighed.

We exited the air conditioned building, out into the heat and humidity of DC.
“Indeed. I hate this fucking place. Let’s get dinner,” he told me.

“Why don’t you have your minions handle the installs? You have the code,” I asked.

He grinned as he settled his sunglasses. “We will after the first few. But if one goes
South, I want to be there to watch...”

I understood, “Watch, and that’s about it...”

He laughed and clapped me on the shoulder. “Your management keeps insisting that they
want more participation and visibility. Besides, even though your stuff is solid, and I do trust
you, the initial cal and checkout needs to be done by someone who knows which end is up, yes?”

“Very true. And it does get me out of Labs.”
He nodded. “Enjoy the fresh air -- let’s go find some!”

Got my tie and cleaned up a bit. On second thought, put on the hard shoes. We took
Metro and then walked a few blocks to a pretty nondescript older building.

Old boy’s club -- don’t think I would have been allowed in the door with my slip-ons.
We had dinner with two other gents; well, one older guy and his minion. I was introduced as
“Doctor Marsh.” They questioned me on various subjects during the evening, and the minion
was nobody’s fool -- he knew my CV better than I did! Superb meal after a weird start. We
were brought little glasses of a chilled aperitif. The older guy mumbled something, we raised
our glasses, and kicked it back. Yecch! Bitter as hell! Doug caught my attempt to mask my
reaction and told me, “Helps with the digestion.” I had a sip of water and gave him a cross look.

They wanted to know my politics. I’m a physicist, not a politician, so I don’t have
simple, glib responses to complex issues, I told them. That got a grunt, a wry smile, and a nod
from the old guy. Very good meal, reasonable portions, good presentation, very good flavor.
Nice red wine with the meal. Shook hands with the other two afterwards. The minion
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mentioned he hoped to see me again; his elder gave him a sideways cross look at that. When I
shook his senior’s hand, I thanked him for the hospitality and for his time.

On the way back to my hotel, Doug remarked, “Didn’t care for the aperitif?”

I shuddered involuntarily. “Glad it was cold! That was one very bitter concoction!” 1
gave him a look and asked, “What was I being interviewed for?”

He smiled and shrugged.

We met at Dulles the next morning. My plane tickets were at the hotel’s front desk when
I checked out -- first class on BA! When I checked in, the cutie behind the counter (I had the
sweats again) told me my friend was waiting for me in the first class lounge, and gave me
directions. My fingers tingled as I accepted my boarding pass from her. She blushed.

Doug was sitting in the lounge looking over a newspaper when I entered. He gave me a
look over (I was wearing the same thing I’d worn last night, save for the slip-on shoes and no tie)
and a minor frown.

I sat across from him with a glass of ginger ale. “It’s good to see you, too!”

He chuckled and looked at his watch, then retrieved a pill bottle from his inside coat
pocket. He shook out a pill, then another one, which he handed me. “Helps with jet lag,” he
offered.

What the hell; I took it, downing it with ginger ale.
“No alcohol on the flight,” he suggested.

“I never do,” I told him, “T have enough trouble staying hydrated as it is.” I swallowed it
with some ginger ale, then more ginger ale -- bitter aftertaste. “That from the same folks who
did that aperitif?” I complained.

He laughed. “You’ll thank me later, my friend.”

I shrugged. But my sweats turned off as we left the lounge to board our bird, and I stayed
straight through the trip. A minion met us, and dropped me at a local suites place; my stay was
prearranged.

Another minion picked me up the following morning, reminding me to bring my
passport. I brought both, U.S. and U.K. We went to a security office at Heathrow, where I was
photographed, briefed on procedures, and given a temporary badge -- MARSH Robert PhD
ESCORT REQUIRED. A security guy gave me a ride in an electric cart through the bowels of
Heathrow to I don’t know where.
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Entering a small conference room, I was introduced to more security folks, and a team of
people from the UK arm of Doug’s company. We talked about the upgrade, and I went through
a set of slides (I hate powerpoint) on what the upgrade entailed, and how long it took, letting
them know we could always switch the machine back to its current software in a few minutes.

We walked out to the machine. I brought up diagnostics and popped panels to check the
hardware upgrade. I thanked the team for doing a very nice job routing and securing cables for
the az-el and bolo. I then asked them to power the unit down so I could swap brains.

That part was easy, swapping out a CF card. They wanted to replace the security seals
right away. Fine by me, as long as you have a few of those in case I need to do another swap.

Booted the beast and authenticated. Started it on an extended diagnostic and self-cal
cycle while I got out my calibrator and turned it on.

As usual, it drew a crowd. It’s a little disc, about 30 mm in diameter, ceramic looking,
with two wires leading off. I explained that a lot of our goodies, such as precision time bases,
were temperature stabilized. What I had was a temperature stabilizing subsystem we normally
used in timebases and microwave gear, except I had this one trimmed to run at 38 C, rather than
the usual 50 to 60 C. Reminded them how the new code used edge extraction to outline the
head, and then used feature extraction to calculate the center (or centre) of the forehead, and
using the 3-D position, aim the bolometer. Add motion estimation, and it tracks nicely.

Diagnostics and self-cal complete, had a victim go stand in the imager. Bolo reticle
appeared on the display. Okay, move your head around some, step back and forth, to the sides a
bit. Tracked just fine, and the crew pronounced it “Brilliant!”

Now for the fun part. I chose another victim, Timmy, and wiped his forehead with an
alcohol wipe, then used a strip of gaff tape secured to itself to hold my calibrator to his forehead,
and taped the battery to his collar. His colleagues hooted and at least one got a picture.

Had him walk through, and the machine red tagged him, and displayed the temperature,
38.1, in red in a small floating window just like it was supposed to do. We paraded others
through, passing the calibrator along, and it did fine. One of the company team took over,
running the crew through new features (the code I’d installed had a lot of cleanups and
speedups), as well as the use of the positioners on their control deck to move the bolo target
when they had people with high hairdos or other complications.

He went through his spiel, and the crowd was attentive. They liked the cleanups, and
noticed that things were much more responsive. At the end, he asked, “Any questions?”

It was lunch time, and I hadn’t been fed since the last meal on the plane, which was at
least yesterday. “What’s for pudding?” I asked.

That got growls of agreement, and lunch was declared. We ate in a cafeteria provided for
airport staff, inside the security screen. The crew grumbled that protocols made it a pain in the
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arse to pop out for a pint during the day. Protocols and traffic, let alone parking, grumbled
others. After lunch we did two more systems. I let the company folks do the last, supervising
them; they did fine. The operating crews liked the new code, and so did management -- the
newer code was more responsive, and produced better images. Would this upgrade support
systems without the temperature sensor? Yes, it would, but you have to go through your own
channels on upgrades, I told them, I don’t know your procedures.

Off to a local place for dinner and a pint or two. While smoking is greatly diminished, it
still gets to me. Doug joined us, with another management type. Wonderful reports on the day’s
work, very appreciative. They wanted me to do a theory of ops presentation in the morning at
the plant, then spend some time with their folks on installing upgrades, and troubleshooting.
They had systems with the upgraded code, and airport management would be by to take a look;
we’d have lunch with them, possibly a few chats in the afternoon, then into town (London) for
dinner. Sounded good, I even volunteered to wear suit and tie, which got a nod of approval.

Oh my... I’d been straight all day, since we left the States. Dropped off at the place I
was staying, | wandered into the common area for free cocktail hour. Being close to the airport,
yet on the business-side of things, the place was heavily used by flight crews. A number of
ladies (stews, some still in uniform) were fighting with a Windows laptop that didn’t want to
connect to the local (free) Wi-Fi. The stoned sweats hit as I volunteered to take a look.

By the time I’d cleaned it up enough to reconfigure, then cleaned it up some more, gotten
Wi-Fi working and antivirus code updated, and with the admonishment to do updates some time
soon, as they were needed, I also had Erin, a stewardess for an airline I’d never heard of, sitting
in my lap. Wasn’t even her computer!

Now connecting to Wi-Fi, and running faster, I was declared “brilliant” by all, and
“cuddly” by Erin, who decided to thank me very personally for all the help.

We thanked each other, a number of times that night and the following morning. I left
her snoozing with a smile.

I stayed straight through the day, which went well. I hadn’t worn that suit and one of my
dress shirts in a while; I’d been concerned that things would be tight. I was pleasantly surprised
that even the shirt collar was a bit loose. On the ride to the plant, this turned to a bit of worry --
how much weight had I dropped?

The ride to the plant -- with Mr. Toad! The chap who picked me up was quite affable,
and quite talkative. I’m sitting in the left front seat, the passenger seat, as this madman takes us
careening down tiny roads, through “roundabouts” that are little more than what I’d consider a
nominal U.S. intersection with a trash can set in the middle... I finally braced my feet to keep
from stomping the imaginary brake, and worked to keep my hands loose in my lap as this bloke
jabbers non-stop...

But the morning’s talks went well, as did the demos to the contingent from the airport
authority. One of the crew leads I’d worked with the previous day was with them, and he agreed
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that the new code was a winner -- giving them much better images, faster, and more responsive.
His opinion, once other crews saw the new stuff, they’d be clamoring for it, as they could get
people through the system faster.

Good lunch, and meetings after. I disabused them of the notion that the new code
represented minor tweaks -- I explained that it represented substantial redesign and rewrites, and
the accompanying revalidation, of a lot of low-level stuff, as well as the incorporation of more
efficient imaging libraries. The older codebase didn’t have the flexibility, or the resources, to
support the new stuff.

After a stop in the exec washroom to tidy up, Doug and I were taken to the train station to
go into town. We’d be meeting one of his influential friends at his club for dinner. I should
address the distinguished gentleman as “Sir David.” Fine.

The downtown London club made the place in DC look and feel like a Quonset hut! Sir
David was an affable chap, about my age. I had the best whisky sour I’ve ever encountered.
Doug chided me briefly, asking if it was bitter. I explained to our host that over the previous few
days, Doug had introduced me to a number of things all having a very bitter taste.

Drinks and dinner were relaxed, with Doug and Sir David drawing me into conversation
on any number of topics, including politics (I apologized for our president; I didn’t vote for the
bastard, twice). I mused philosophically that disagreements which had been ongoing for many
centuries were unlikely to be solved by sound bites and/or interference of outsiders, except for
the temporary unification provided by giving old combatants a common unwanted party to shoot
at; but history seemed to demonstrate that once the invader had been run off, people tended to
pick up where they left off, settling old scores. Sir David agreed with that!

Tactical error -- as the evening drew to a close, one of the staff brought Sir David a note.
He informed us that his car was here to give us a lift back to our rooms. Many thanks, and Sir
David walked Doug and me out to the car. My tactical error was not stopping at the loo! The
car was comfortable and the driver very professional, but I had a very difficult time, particularly
not knowing how long the ride would be.

Luckily, I was dropped off first. I tried to be relaxed and casual, not making a run for it
until the car was out of sight. “Holy crap!” I sighed as I very quickly entered my room, tossing
my coat aside and hurrying to the loo, where I relieved myself of much used fluid. “That was
close!” I told myself out loud, “And stupid!”

That’s when I thought I heard something from the bedroom... Peeking out the bathroom
door, my plumbing still hanging out of my pants, I noticed a shapely lump in the bed, and a head
with short dark hair... As I smiled, I felt my plumbing do a mode-switch...

She was warm, soft, and had a very nice wiggle. I went to sleep with her curled up at my

side. In the morning I encouraged her to be on top of me. When I rolled her nipples between my
tingling fingers she went off, taking us both on a wild ride.
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Never did get her name... Iberian airways? Think so, as that was what the pin I found on
the lapel of my coat said!

I was picked up by one of the gang from the previous day; we went to a different part of
the airport, boarded a chopper, and flew to Stansted, where we did four systems. Lunch wasn’t
as good, mostly from the cigarette smoke.

Got a call from Doug late in the afternoon -- we’d been invited to a party at Sir David’s
country estate tomorrow, which was Saturday. A car would pick me up around eleven in the
morning. Sports coat, no tie, but the good shoes, please. Will do, see you tomorrow.

A nice chopper ride back to Heathrow, and I feigned tiredness, not getting enough sleep,
to get out of an evening at the local pub. The guys wished me well, and dropped me off.

Uh oh... A note on the door to my room -- no, multiple notes! One was just a heart,
written in what looked to be lipstick, with a room number in the middle... Two others were
invites for dinner. I ditched my tie and the hard-soled shoes, getting my sports coat and the slip-
ons, with the plan to head for the common area, which had free drinks this time of day.

But as I swung the door open, there standing in front of it, bending forward with a note,
was a somewhat startled young woman, two others behind her.

“Good evening,” I said, stepping out, figuring I’d be safer outside my room than inside,
at least for now. I also felt the glow settling in, and my fingers tingling. I reached forward and
took the note out of her hand, brushing my tingling fingers against hers. She stood up, smiling,
color filling her cheeks. “What can I do for you, ladies?” I asked.

“Join us for dinner?” one of the ones in the back asked.

“Certainly -- where to?”

We took a cab to a local Indian place, and it was very good, spicy dishes so it didn’t
matter that [ was sweating like mad. Denise spent the night with me. We were both tired -- I
latched on to a nipple, she held me, and we went to sleep like that. We made love pre-dawn and

she left, off for yet another flight.

I got up, showered, and dressed by the time the car arrived. Mind a blank on the ride
over, observing the countryside.

New-ish estate, only a few hundred years old, recent as such things go. Fucking huge.
Met by Sir David, who gave me the tour.

Oh my -- the music room, one corner of the second floor, high ceilings, lots of windows,
a grand piano, some comfy chairs.

“Do you play?” Sir David asked, an eyebrow up and a slight smile.
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“A little,” I said, moving to the piano. Sheet music sitting out, one piece stacked atop the
other. The top one I wasn’t familiar with, but the edge of the third or so piece stuck out on the
right and I recognized an old friend and nemesis, Mendelssohn’s Rondo Capriccioso. 1 didn’t
agree with the pencil notations, but so what. How long had that piece and I been acquaintances,
friends? Three and a half decades?

I started in, medium pace, expressive. Surprise, surprise -- the piano was in tune, and
sounded good in the room. Sounding out the left hand fully, feeling the joy of the piece, getting
ready for the first of the velocipede sections -- light, but crisp and distinct.

Oh, I felt so alive at the end of that one! I glanced to my host and he gave me a rueful
smile, shaking his head slowly.

A little Montiverdi, some Scarlotti (both of them), and then into more recent works.

Well, recent in the same way the estate was recent... Remembering the low notes and
how they filled the room, I did Oxcart from Pictures, and then on a lark, Bolcom’s Graceful
Ghost. Back to earlier times, with Ravel, Debussy, and ...

Glanced to my host, who was now sitting in a chair, smiling. “What was that last one?
Satie?” he asked.

I played a few bars. “This one?”
“Yes; very pretty.”

I nodded. “de Severac, In the Park, from his suite En Vacances.” 1 played two other
pieces from the suite, then did my favorite, In the Park, once more.

I let the final notes fade, then turned on the piano bench, resting my hands in my lap. The
old clock on the mantle -- an hour and a half? “Thank you for letting me indulge myself,” I told
my host.

He chuckled, shaking his head once more. “No, you have made my day! But we should
... No! They can fend for themselves for a while yet!” He got up and came to the piano, pulling
the Rondo score to the front. We spent a while discussing and working on one troublesome
section. I confessed that it took me many months before I was satisfied with my handling of that
section, and he was progressing well -- it was as usual a matter of time, practice, and patience.
He rolled his eyes at that and sighed. We both laughed. I left him some notes on de Severac,
and some ragtime stuff, chiding him that he needed something fun to play, recommending
Bolcom, as well as a brilliant new composer, Migachyov.

We walked down to the more public rooms of the house. About twenty people and some

indeterminate number of servants were spread out inside and outside the house. I was introduced
(as “Doctor” Marsh) to many, as a talented physicist and musician.
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One group was quite forthright -- “What are your economics, Doctor?”” one of them
asked.

I frowned and took another sip of my drink -- another good whiskey sour. I seemed to
have a much increased tolerance for booze lately. I explained that as a physicist, I knew that if
you took a politician and a large stone up to the top of a tall building and dropped both over the
side at the same time, no matter how much legislation the politician enacted on the way down,
both would hit the ground at the same time -- like it or not, physical laws control. I paused for a
sip and added that it would be a waste of a good stone. The only economists that made sense to
me were the Austrians -- von Mises, Hazlitt, and company. To the steely-eyed looks I received, I
asked if he’d like my views as a physicist on classical Chinese opera. Which I know from
nothing, I added, to smiles and amusement.

That conversation ended pleasantly and I had no clue if I’d passed a test or crapped on
the floor. Do not play poker with these people!

Talking with another group, one of them more or less stated that I was doing a fever
sensor for security screening, another mentioned nu-flu, and what did I think of that. Complex
question, I responded -- as a scientist, I don’t like to rely on indirect measurements in making
decisions, as quite often properties you firmly believe are correlated turn out not to be so closely
linked after all. AllI can tell from the measurements we make is the temperature of a spot on a
person’s forehead, and whether that temperature exceeds a preset threshold. The rest is
implication at best. And the part I really didn’t understand, if you assume the implication is
correct, what do you do with the information? Again, I’m a physicist, not an epidemiologist or
infectious disease specialist. Don’t have those pieces of the puzzle, but I don’t understand what
you do with the information.

Sir David and a few others took me aside and asked pointed questions about the
millimeter technology -- how far could you go with it? What were the limits? What would it
take to build the next generation? I suggested that he had a powerpoint slide set we’d done a
while back which discussed just those issues. As an example, we could improve resolution by
cutting the element spacing on the panels in half. But that requires a different substrate, which is
more expensive. And the total number of pixels goes up by a factor of four, so you need faster
links between panels, and a faster image processor. You’d get higher resolution, and the
substrate you have to use would also give you much lower noise, so not only would you have
more pixels, they’d be better pixels. So rather than twice the quality, it would be more like five
times the quality, at about twice the price initially. Smaller imaging panels should have higher
yields, so I’d expect a steeper learning curve.

And when was my company going to do this?

I shrugged and explained it wasn’t my decision -- from where I sat, the company was
being run by highly risk averse individuals who were resistant to spending money on anything.
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The “informal” dinner was pretty damn formal for me, but fun. Talked with interesting
folks, male and female both. Was given a lift back to my place. My bed was being warmed, and
very nicely.

Packed up and had a late brunch with Doug; they expected many upgrade orders, thanks
to my assistance. Glad to help! Oh, in case I hadn’t noticed, I’d made quite the favourable
impression on Sir David. Interesting fellow, I agreed. Then it was back to Heathrow, jumping
queues with the help of those I’d worked with, and eventually aboard the long flight home.

END of Phase 1
Rev 2008/12/02
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Phase 2

I spent a few weeks back at home, trying to approximate a normal existence. Push and
pull, the usual. Labs and our clients are pushing me to get work done, while the beancounters
and HR are pushing me to take vacation -- I’ve accumulated the max, and the company wants us
to take it to get it off the books -- but what about the work I’'m supposed to do? And the sales
folks want my help.

Well, I can try and make me happy, right? I planned it out. I planned a visit to customers
in Germany and France, then six weeks off for extended holiday. I had a rail pass and a return
flight out of CDG -- other than that, no plans. Thanks to being born in the U.K. to U.S. parents, I
have U.S. and U.K. passports, so travel in the EU is a breeze.

Amsterdam -- I figured getting blitzed on hash would at least bend the bars on my mental
cage, if not break them.

After weeks of normalcy, I started out with the stoned sweats; I’d had them since I
checked out of the hotel after my last customer visit. A few hits of hash and my mind is nowhere
to be found.

But everything else from the stoned sweat phase is there -- I’ve got ladies (and others)
crawling on me.

A dark-haired lovely in my lap, purring, running her hands over me and kissing me while
someone else is leaning over kissing my neck. My hands are tingling, and I’ve been running
them over the ladies, but controlling things, keeping them on the edge. One whispers in my ear
about another place, with music, more room, and privacy... Let’s go!

The bass line of the music thumps through that place, and everyone in it. I escaped from
the dance floor yet again, surrounded by women touching, holding, kissing me. I’'m dripping wet
from sweat, my short-sleeved shirt soaked. I managed to sit down and drink about a liter of cold
water -- no, no beer! No alcohol! Water, 7-up, root beer! I empty the glass and it’s replaced by
a pair of hungry soft lips, and then by a breast and a tight nipple.

My left hand went to her bottom, the right up to the back of her head, and I felt the tingle
turn to fire as I held and sucked on her. She held me, crying out in bliss and eventually
collapsing away from me.

Only to be replaced by others; they want to kiss me, to touch me, to have me touch them,
kiss them, and more. Come home with me -- let me take you home -- no, come with me, no,

come with us, all so insistent, all so desirable. Yet something inside me said, “no.”

Escape to the dance floor again, lost in the beat, lost in the movement, lost in bodies
pressed together.
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Suggestions of another place, and something inside me tells me to go with it, to leave.
Riding in the back seat of a car, a woman in my lap kissing me, kissing my neck, all over me.
I’m trying to catch my breath, that tired-with-adrenaline-rush feeling I get at trade shows, worn
out but eager to move on.

A villa, fewer people, softer music, but a party nonetheless. A woman bartender with
short spiky hair, multiple piercings that I can see, and tattoo sleeves asks me what I want. I spot
a liter bottle of limonade amongst other bottles in a bucket of ice and point to it, “The whole
thing, please!” She handed it to me. As I was thanking her, she ran a finger from my ear down
my neck, collecting sweat, then put that finger in her mouth. Her nostrils flared and she gave me
a lusty smile. “Whatever you need, I’ll take care of you, baby,” she growled.

I found an unused bathroom and locked myself in, downing the bottle, taking off my
shirt, washing myself off with a washcloth, and trying to dry down a bit.

But when I left my sanctuary, I was swept into it again. Someone offered me a little pipe,
and foolishly, I took it -- some kind of hash, and I was gone again.

Led upstairs into an orgy-in-progress, losing clothing but gaining friends. Hands,
mouths, more on me. On a cushion with a woman riding me, another kissing me, my hands on
fire. Both my hands on the one riding me turn to fire, and she cries out in ecstasy, collapsing.
She’s replaced by a mouth and a talented pair of hands pleasuring my cock and balls, and soon
I’m coming, my hand on my benefactor’s head, driving her to bliss.

Another wants to sit on me, teasing me erect with mouth, hands, breasts, but something
inside me says no -- as she moves closer, I slide a finger into her slit, on to her clit, the palm of
my hand on her mound. My hand and fingers are on fire! She throws her hands over mine,
moaning and gyrating on my hand, coming convulsively, falling off to the side where someone
helps her, only to turn her on her stomach over an ottoman, and soon a man is sliding into her.

I hold two women to me, to protect me, touching them, sucking on them, kissing them.
Others still congregate around us, male and female both.

To one side, a very erect cock is being serviced by a willing female mouth. I slid two
electric fingers along the base of the cock and pressed on the root; the response immediate and
intense.

Huddling, hiding, letting them protect me, but someone pulls us up and out of the pile.

A young woman pulls me out; a woman with her has my clothes! They take me to
another room, and to a shower. I’m on the verge of collapse in the shower with them, eyes
closed, letting go, letting them take care of me, holding me up. I’m trying to catch my breath; I

feel like I’ve run a stoned marathon, chasing the White Rabbit too far down the hole.

Dried off, in a simple robe, sitting, with more to drink. Cold and refreshing -- more,
please! Strong fingers probing me, feeling my wrists, arms, probing my abdomen, raising my
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eyelids, turning my head, feeling under my arms, around my throat. Speaking to each other in a
language I don’t understand.

The one who’d saved me, Mediterranean skin, oval eyes, dark hair and eyebrows,
luscious full breasts; she moved in front of me and I threw my arms around her, latching on to a
nipple. She held me; we moved to a bed. I held on, and she held me.

“I’ve got to get you out of here!” she whispered, holding me.

With help, we got dressed. It was mid-morning! We collected my things from the hotel,
checking me out.

Her name was Patrice. She would take care of me. I gave up; I gave myself to her.
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Praiano on the Amalfi Coast -- hiding, recovering. My antics in Amsterdam cost me at
least eight pounds -- when I’ve got the stoned sweats, I don’t eat as I should, and I expend a hell
of a lot of energy. I’d partied for a day and a half at least, collapsing before Patrice whisked me
away to a little place on the Amalfi coast, the trip a fuzzy blur of trains and stations. Just the two
of us, snuggling, screwing, eating, swimming, snuggling, sleeping. Not sweating any more,
other than from glorious exertion. She fed me, held me, suckled me, made love with me. We
walked hand in hand; everywhere we went, holding each other.

No drugs, no booze -- it took days, but [ was recovering. Mentally, I still wasn’t there,
still caught in a cloud. But I didn’t have the stoned sweats, even when we walked around town.

I felt stronger, better. Still, I’d wake in the middle of the night in a panic, panting and
heart racing, and she’d hold me, suckle me back to sleep.

Snuggling together inside one afternoon as it rained, a warm refreshing rain. “How do
you do it?” she asked.

“What?” I replied.

She took one of my hands and kissed my fingers. “You have the magic touch.”

My hands started tingling. I smiled.

She smiled. “Please?” she whispered, her head tilted down, a look of unbridled lust.

I let the tingle fill my hands and touched the sides of her breasts gently, sending shivers
and moans through her. I leaned her back on the couch, pulling off her shorts and undies, parting
her legs.

“Look in my eyes, in my eyes,” | told her.

As she did, I moved a hand, and touched my right index finger to her button. My finger
was only tingling. “My eyes,” I repeated as she moaned.

Her breathing accelerated, but she looked me in the eyes.

I did something, and the tingle in my finger turned to flame. I didn’t move my finger at
all, but she moaned loudly and shook, coming intensely, clutching my shoulders, eventually her
eyes rolling up as she collapsed back.

That evening in bed, I went down on her, and when she was warmed up, I slipped a
finger inside her, hooking it back to urge her on. “Oh yes,” she hissed. I sat back a bit and

placed the palm of my other hand on her mound, pressing gently.

The look on her face, the smile, the bliss... I sent fire into my hands, and she cried out,
shaking on the bed, shaking and suddenly going limp.
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I crawled up to her side, took a nipple, and drew the covers around us.

She woke me in the middle of the night, holding me to her as she teased me with a hand,
then pushing me to my back and riding me, never letting me off her nipple, even after I came
deep inside her, holding me to her and rocking me back to sleep.

The next afternoon, she’d teased me so with her delicious bottom -- she was on her knees,
her face down on a pillow as I plowed her from behind, She wiggled so nicely, enticing me
deeper. I was close -- and as I got closer, I palmed her breasts, holding her, and as I came, I set
my hands on fire. She screamed, pushing back against me. We collapsed together, hearts
pounding. She held my hands to her breasts as I snuggled up to her, still attached,
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A few days later, a car arrived to pick us up. We sat in the back and enjoyed the air
conditioning, enjoyed being cool. We drove along the coast, then inland a ways, to a large gated
estate. Not only gated, but with armed guards! Just inside the gate, the stoned sweats hit again,
the first time since Amsterdam, a week and a half or more.

Through a side door, led past rooms with other people in them, beautiful women and
handsome men, up stairs, past a guarded door and through an anteroom to a large room.

Looking over the room in my stoned sweat gaze, at one end was a woman on a couch,
surrounded by others. A beautiful Mediterranean complexion, expressive eyes, her diaphanous
outfit showing large gravity-defying breasts and a shapely waist. Gorgeously decorated -- hair,
nails, eyes, luscious lips.

She and Patrice converse in a language I don’t understand. Looking around the room,
women standing a ways away from the command group, another couch, a pile of cushions in the
middle of the room.

Patrice turned to me and said, “Show her.”
“What?” I asked.

She smiled, raised my hands, and kissed my fingertips. “Your magic touch -- with one of
them.” She nodded to other girls standing in the room.

I looked at them. One caught my eye. Well, all were beautiful, but one in particular, the
way she smiled, the look she gave me. I nodded and she came closer, hips swaying. She helped
me take off my shirt. She was wearing a robe, and nothing underneath; she was beautifully
dressed, and I told her so. She blushed charmingly and ran a fingernail along my side as she
moved her hand behind my back to hold me.

I moved us to the cushions, sitting on one, pulling her down to me. “Sit in my lap and
suckle me, please,” I whispered.

She nodded and moved to my lap, holding me to a nipple, wrapping her arms around me.

We sighed, settling in. So good. After a while I moved one hand behind her head, and
one to the base of her spine. I took a breath and she pulled me closer, murmuring her pleasure,
moving my head around, eliciting soft noises from us both.

I filled my hands with fire, inflaming her. She clutched me as she cried out. I held the
fire in my hands and I held her until she collapsed, staying with her nipple. She held me loosely

out of reflex, and instinct.

Someone touched me on the shoulder; Patrice. She helped me stand.
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She led me to the woman on the couch; I stood before her as she and Patrice conversed.

Suddenly as I looked at her, I understood! Her hair was short, and it looked wet! She
was sweating, with that spaced look! A glass of water at hand, a larger pitcher nearby! She was
one as well! She was one! [ wasn’t alone! I fell to my knees before her.

Our eyes met -- understanding, longing -- understanding that we weren’t alone, and
longing, longing to experience what we gave, what we did to others, longing to give ourselves to
that, just as Patrice gave herself to me, longing to be taken, to be overwhelmed by bliss, again,
and again!

The woman on the couch nodded, her smile flowing into a look of such desire, such
hunger. I moved a hand a little. She nodded; I could see and feel her hunger, and mine, to be
taken, oh to be taken...

“My sister,” I whispered.
Patrice said something and the woman looked at her suddenly, then nodded and said
something, turning and repeating it to me. Her eyes -- such hunger, such longing. I felt it, in

both of us.

I reached forward, going up on my knees, reaching for one of her breasts. I saw the
tremble in her chin, in her breath as I reached forward, reached forward to touch...

Nothing! My hands felt flat. Might as well be touching a chair -- or myself! I couldn’t
do myself, and it seems...

The cascade of looks on her face, and on mine I guess. I touched both her breasts,
longing, trying, hoping for that tingle, to ignite the fire, but nothing happened.

Such a pained look on her face! She glanced to the side, reached over and touched the
woman next to her, who twitched and collapsed moaning. She looked at her hand, at both hands,
and moved them to my head. As her hands got closer, the look on her face turned to one of
dread, of horror. I knew! We both knew! The feeling of hands going dead, going flat!

She took my head in her hands. We looked at each other.

Despair. Such hope, shattered!

I collapsed in her lap, crying, moving my arms around her. I felt her collapse atop me,
crying as well, holding me.

I was helped up to the couch with her after a bit. We held each other. It was sad-comic; I

whispered, “It isn’t fair,” and I imagine what she whispered to me was about the same -- [
glanced to Patrice and she smiled, nodding, tears forming.
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She ran the rest off, leaving Patrice and me, and two other young women. We moved to
an attached bedroom - boudoir, and on to the large bed, everyone shedding clothing. Sitting next
to each other, holding and touching, we reached out with one hand each to touch the breasts of a
beautiful redhead. My sister started counting in French, which I recognized. On three, I set my
hands afire, or tried. The one touching the redhead lit up; the one holding my sister stayed flat.
The redhead clasped both our hands to her, gasping and her head going back her eyes closing, as
the other young woman held her and eased her to the bed.

We turned to each other, drawing those potent hands to the other, only to feel the fire die
out. Nothing. We shook our heads and smiled sad smiles.

I smiled a bit more, moving back a bit. I touched her shoulders lightly, drawing
fingertips down her chest to circle under her breasts to the nipples. She smiled a bit, her nipples
responding. I caressed her nipples, holding her eyes in mine, and moved closer to kiss her.

We had to settle for second best; mere lovemaking would have to do. I enjoyed going
down on her, hearing her cries, still with that note of desperation, that longing for the bliss we
could give others, but not each other. I gave; I gave her all I could. The others helped. And
when my turn came, I let go, accepting, receiving. It would have to do.

And afterwards, we both held on.
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Woaking up, almost waking up, my head hurt, my hands hurt, I felt fuzzy and confused. I
couldn’t move my hands!

Trying to sit up, tied in a narrow hospital-style bed, my hands bandaged up and my arms
tied to the side railings! Something around my waist, and my ankles! Wires connected to my

chest running off behind me, and an I.V. line in my left forearm.

Confused -- hard to think clearly, hard to speak -- I made some kind of noise. Pulled on
my bonds; couldn’t get loose. My hands hurt; my head hurt, nauseated as well.

The door to the room opened and a man wearing a blue lab coat came in. Early 50’s?
Glasses. Carrying a notebook, the paper kind, not a computer.

“W... Where am I? What’s going on?” [ managed to croak.

He nodded, smiling, and pulled a chair up near the bed. “What do you remember last?”

I tried... “Playing the piano -- Florida. What happened? Get me out of this ... Please.”

He nodded again, still smiling. “We’ll wait a bit on that. You have been our guest for a
number of days, and this is the first time you’ve been coherent. Think back -- playing the piano -
- what else?”

I sighed. “Water?”

“That I can help with.” He got a cup with a straw and held it up to me.

“Thank you,” I said after finishing the cup. “Raise the back a bit?”

He retrieved the controls for the bed and raised the back so I was more comfortable, even
though securely restrained. “Playing the piano?” He reminded me.

I sighed and leaned back. At least I wasn’t sweating. “Hard to remember. Think I had
trouble sleeping -- so I got up and started playing. I played I think for along time. What
happened to my hands? Where am I? Where’s Patrice?”

He nodded again; that was getting irritating. “Just playing the piano? Nothing else?”

“No! What’s going on? Where am I? What happened to my hands? What happened to
me?” [ was angry, my voice louder yet trembling; I was seriously screwed up.

“Doctor Marsh, you’re safe; that’s the important part. You don’t remember what
happened to your hands? To your head?”
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“No! For the umpteenth time! Is that why I feel so confused? My head hurts and I can’t
think straight.”

“Doctor Marsh, calm down, or we’ll have to sedate you -- again,” he told me sternly.
I took a deep breath and closed my eyes for a moment. This wasn’t right!

“Now then, who do you work for?” he asked.

I told him I was a research scientist, and who I worked for.

He smiled and shook his head. “We know that -- who are you really working for? Who
sent you to Amsterdam?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about! I went to Amsterdam on my own!”
“Why?”

“To get stoned out of my fucking mind!” I spat back.

That smile again, nodding. “But why?”

Damn, I could almost feel the bars of the cage clang shut inside me! I felt the stoned
sweats coming on again.

He looked up at something behind me. “An interesting response -- we’re getting
somewhere! Were you supposed to meet Ms. Kornukova there?”’

“I don’t know who you’re talking about,” I replied dully; I was feeling spaced out, more
relaxed.

He nodded and opened the notebook. He took out a picture and held it in front of me.
“Patrice,” I told him.

He raised an eyebrow. “Not Kornukova? You’re sure?”

I'sighed. “I only know her as Patrice.”

“Where were you supposed to meet?”

“I wasn’t supposed to met her anywhere! We just met! I’d never seen her before!”

“Okay, we’ll go with that for the time being. Just how did you meet?”
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I sighed and shook my head. “Look -- I went to get blitzed. And before you ask, I
picked the place I went to because it’s close to where I was staying, and I don’t even remember
the name! I went there, and got blitzed. I guess I started talking to people. They took me to a
party at some club. We partied, and I got more blitzed. I ended up at this other place, and I have
no idea where it was, at some other party, and that’s where I met Patrice.”

“You expect me to believe that?” he asked, looking over the top of his glasses. I knew
that look -- I think I do it better.

“I don’t give a fuck what you believe. That’s what happened.” I was more relaxed, more
stoned.

“You just went places with these people you’d never met before...”

I laughed; it was easy the way I felt. “When you’re blitzed and a pretty woman sitting in
your lap suggests going somewhere more intimate, you go! At our age, such opportunities aren’t
frequent!”

He smiled a bit more, nodding again. “But they seem to be frequent with you... And
from there to Praiano? How did that happen?”

I shook my head. “Don’t know. I wasn’t all there. Something was wrong with me -- still
is -- physically, maybe mentally as well. I wasn’t eating right, or sleeping -- losing weight,
dehydrated. Patrice whisked me off to this little place and nursed me back to health. I remember
taking the TGV, and then another train; I think we changed at Cannes?”

“Indeed... And somehow you were invited to one of the most, how shall we say, intimate
and private resorts in all of Europe? Just how did that, ah, happen?”

I shook my head again. “Patrice took me there, wherever there is. A car picked us up --
Mercedes with really good air-conditioning; the first time I’d been cool in days. One of the
women at the place, don’t remember her name, I don’t speak her language, I guess they thought I
was something special, only I wasn’t. We were there for a few days and my health went
downhill again. I needed to get back to the States, I remember telling Patrice that. She had
friends in Florida, a place where we could stay, alone and unmolested. That’s where we went. |
was pretty out of it for the plane flights. We spent a lot of time in bed when we got there...”

“Indeed,” he mused.

I made a face. “I slept, ate, and yeah, spent time in bed with her. Now I’m here. Now
what the hell is going on, and where am [? What happened to my hands? My hands hurt! Why
are they bandaged?”

He stood up, stretching mildly. “That’s quite an improbable fantasy... You really expect
us to believe that?”
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I sighed and leaned back, closing my eyes. I was feeling mildly blitzed again, sweat-
soaked, exhausted. “Don’t care what you believe. That’s what happened,”

He said, “Very well... Let’s start again at the beginning. Who do you work for, and how
long have you worked with Miss Kornukova?”

“I told you who I work for, and how and when I met Patrice for the first time.”

“Very well. Where were you born, Doctor Marsh?”

I sighed again. “Oxford, England, in th...” I felt heat rising up my left arm! I opened my
eyes and saw him standing next to me, a syringe connected to a port in the IV line in my left arm;

he was pushing something into the IV! I looked at him and his smile broadened as the burning
filled my head.
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They tried talk, they tried drugs, they tried pain, they tried them in combination. They
even tried sex and drugs. Nothing worked -- part of it was the strength of the bars around my
mind, but part of it was the fact that I just didn’t fucking know! Who are you working for? 1
don’t know what you’re talking about! Who is your primary contact? I don’t know what you’re
talking about!

Except for him, always in pairs, usually a man and a woman, some times two women.
Even if it was to feed me, or get me up to walk me around, walk me to the toilet, to put me in the
tub and wash me down, two of them, at least.

Very early on, three of them, three women. One hooked a syringe up to my IV line and
pushed something in, not even bothering with the usual questioning, who do you work for, all
that crap. This one made me feel warm, and pleasant. I felt good. Through a euphoric haze I
saw the third woman undressing. They flipped the bedcovers off me, and she climbed in, kissing
me, feeling me, rubbing her body over mine, then impaling herself on me and riding us both to
orgasm. The other two, wearing protective masks and gloves, collected various fluid samples
from both of us, then put my paramour in a full-coverage tyvek suit before escorting her out.

My hands hurt -- the right one hurt more than the left, I kept telling them. That scared
me more than anything -- my hands, what was the matter with my hands? I could barely move
my fingers, and they hurt! Four people, two women, two men, checking me, asking different
questions -- did my hands hurt? Yes! The right one more? Yes, for days! One pressed gloved
fingers under my right armpit. Does this hurt? Yes!

Snipping away the bandages on my hands; I knew they changed them, but it must have
been when I was sedated. Pulling the bandages and packing away hurt, and I let them know.
One of them said, “Go ahead and sedate him.” As the buzzing feeling flowed into me, I
managed to see my hands. My left hand was red and angry. My right -- red, swollen, but
patches were gray. [ wanted to scream, but the buzzing swept over me.
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Sitting up, almost feeling human. No questioning for days. More to eat, more checking
on me, on my hands. That must be it; that must explain the near continuous I'V drips, more
changes to the bandages.

My main tormenter entered. Same glasses, same labcoat, same half smile. “Feeling
better today?”

“A bit,” I told him.

He nodded and pulled up the chair. “There have been changes in the medical teams; we
want you strong and healthy. I apologize for letting your care deteriorate to such a degree.”

“Let’s go somewhere so I can buy you a beer,” I told him.

He laughed, taking off his glasses and cleaning them on his lab coat. “Doctor Marsh,” he
said conversationally, “You are a very interesting and challenging case. Usually when we
encounter someone as ... recalcitrant, it either means they have been most professionally trained,
or they do not have the information we’re trying to extract.”

I relaxed, but only a bit.

He nodded, looking behind me again, and replacing his glasses. “That anomalous
reaction once more...” He actually sighed, then leaned forward, his elbows on his thighs.

He leaned back in the chair once more. “Doctor Marsh, I’m convinced, as are some of
our team, that you indeed do not have answers to some of the questions we are asking. And your
physiological responses continue to support that.”

He paused to look at me for a bit before continuing. “And that’s what I think is the key --
those physiological responses. You don’t control those, at least not as well. We’ve debated this,
and I’'m sure they could and will go on debating, but I’'m willing to take the chance.”

He paused again, I think to let me stew. I could feel the bars of the cage around me, that
stoned feeling, isolating me.

“I think,” he continued, “that we know more about your situation than you do. And I
think, that by giving you some of the information we have, that we can use these physiological
responses to better answer our questions. Interesting, no? For once in my life, I’'m going to be
giving someone information! What do you think?”

“What happened to my hands?”” I whispered.
He smiled and nodded. “Ah, this is fascinating! You hold the secret to your hands,

Doctor! You do! But what I will tell you is that we did not properly care for you, and infection
set in. That has been addressed. I am assured you will heal with no permanent damage.”
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I shook my head. I didn’t know what happened to my hands! “I don’t know! I don’t
remember!” 1 almost cried, looking up at the ceiling through tears.

When I looked at him again he nodded once more. “Your responses are authentic -- you
believe that, but that is a minor mystery for us. We must move on -- [ will start telling you
things. I promise, Doctor, that what I tell you is the best that we are able to determine. I will not
knowingly lie to you. Oh, I will withhold information, but I will not lie. So, first, I believe you
know that you are spreading an infectious disease. Yes? You show no surprise or resistance to
that; this is good. Would you like to know more about this disease?”

“Yes,” I replied.

“Very well. Did you know that everyone who gets this disease dies?”

My heart caught in my throat. But what had the CDC people said?

“Hmpf,” he grunted. “My apologies, Doctor -- my early Buddhist teachers would not
approve of how I use their teachings. We all die, so what I said was true, but deliberately
misleading. The direct mortality rate from this ... illness is very, very low. What deaths we
know of have been from complications. We know that intimate contact with you spreads the
disease. I’m sure you can remember one recent instance here, yes?”

“She made a noble sacrifice.”

He chuckled wryly. “Indeed -- another anomaly though -- the young woman reported
multiple very strong orgasms from the experience, more than she has experienced before you,
and from what I am told, she has substantial experience.”

I shrugged. “No explanation. Part of the syndrome?”

He smiled broadly. “Excellent! There are areas in which you can cooperate! But others
-- how do you decide when to be contagious, and when not to be?”

The cell walls slammed around me.

He stood, calling out, “Yes!” triumphantly. He pointed to one of the clearly visible
television cameras and continued emphatically, jabbing at the air. “What I deduce from that
response is that you are aware that you have contagious phases, and non-contagious phases! You
are aware of the difference! Yes! I’ll take that as confirmed! Now, how do you, for want of a
better phrase, turn it on and off?”

I didn’t know how to respond; I couldn’t respond.
He paced in the small room. “Good! Now for the hard part; first hypothesis: you know

but you will not tell me.” He paused. “Second hypothesis: you know, but you can not tell me --
a difference, yes?” He paused again. “Third hypothesis: you do not know, and you can not tell
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me. Hmmm? Which is it? Know but will not tell; know but can not tell, or do not know and
can not tell?”

My head was spinning and [ was panting.

“Hah!” he shouted, startling me. “My bet is on the third! Doctor, you believe that there
is something keeping you from talking about this!”

“Good!” he said after a bit, and sat down. He was smiling broadly. “Doctor, thank you
for the challenge!” He took a breath and looked at some printed notes, taking out a pen and
checking a few boxes as he went. “Well, let me now give you some more mundane information.
This disease, most curious. And we are agreed that you have a non-contagious state, where you
can only spread the disease through intimate contact -- we had the one young woman acquire it
from you in a most enjoyable manner, and had another young woman kiss you while you were
sedated, which was also adequate. Yet you have a contagious state where merely being in close
proximity to you for a period of time is sufficient. It is clear to us that you are a carrier.”

“And this is where it gets interesting, Doctor! We, and others, can look at clusters and
trace them back to long duration flights, trans-Atlantic and trans-Pacific, you have been on.
From these we posit that being on an aircraft with you for a number of hours is sufficient. Hell,
more than sufficient! Other passengers emerge from these flights contagious!”

“But if we accept that hypothesis, and look at other flights you have been on of similar
duration, and other visits you have made, we find no, zero, resulting infections! And one would
expect to see a continuous emergence in your home area, and at your employer, yet we do not!
So the logical conclusion one would reach from these seeming contradictions is that we are
barking up the wrong tree, you are not it, hmmm? But either a madman or a genius would turn
away from Sir William of Occam and introduce complexity -- we know that you are, as they say,
‘the real deal,” so we must posit that your state, contagious or not, is controllable, and indeed
controlled. Mad yes, but mad enough to be correct? And I see, Doctor, that to the extend you
can, you are agreeing with me!”

“More mundane characteristics -- after intimate or sustained contact, subject begins
shedding virus-like particles six to ten hours later. Other routes of infection, it is around twenty
four hours. At this point, subject has a slight fever, but no reported symptoms. Another twenty
four hours, and subject is symptomatic with higher fever, soreness, tender joints, tiredness. Still
shedding virus-like particles, and a subset sweats profusely, and are contagious as all hell. A
nightclub in Amsterdam, for example. Yes? Okay, mark that confirmed as well. Subject
recovers in about two days, seemingly with no ill effects, giving about a three day period in
which to spread. No detectable antibodies so far. The only indication that someone has had the
illness is that they can not get it again if deliberately exposed. Oh, your intimate fluids are
loaded, but merely being in the same room with you, as I have been, is not adequate, so you are
not shedding it through your lungs while in this non-contagious phase.”

He paused and cleaned his glasses again. “Interesting, no? Oh, you’re not the only one
spreading this. Good, you have met at least one other? Yes! Two or more? No. Chance
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meeting? Take that as yes. Groups on multiple continents are looking at this. Some are holding
their results closer to their chests than others. Matter of time... From what we can tell, the vast
majority have written you off as a statistical anomaly; unfortunately we have dealt with quite a
few of those. The agent is like no other we have seen. I am told it is more complex than the
prions implicated in BSE and such, but less complex than the simplest known viruses. Do you
know where it came from, Doctor? Hmmm... Is it of non-terrestrial origin? Hmmm indeed. Do
you know the purpose for this disease? Do you know if it has a purpose?”

He sat contemplating for a bit. “This is a strain on you; I will not take this much farther.
This contagious - non-contagious hypothesis fascinates me. We have but two data points --
extremely intimate contact results in a contagious individual in six hours. Merely kissing you,
for an extended period, took twenty hours before she was contagious. One other, kissed you for
an equal if not greater period of time, and nothing happened -- that individual, presumptively,
must have already had the disease. Yet from looking at other records, when you are in your
contagious phase, the ten hour flight from your San Francisco to London or Paris is sufficient to
render the majority of those aboard the aircraft contagious by the end of the flight! And that
includes flight crew who never stepped into the passenger portion of the aircraft! Intriguing!”

“But why, Doctor? Why?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” I whispered.

He stood up, nodding again. “On that | believe we agree. Thank you, Doctor. I will
leave you to rest, and I will go chew on this most interesting puzzle you present us.”

With that he left, leaving me alone, alone with the demons inside my head.
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Still sore from the last round, sore from the drugs and from struggling, my throat sore
from the screaming, two of them back in my little room, a woman and a man, they’ve questioned
me before. They start out asking the same questions again, and again -- and I keep telling them,
“I don’t know!”

The woman finally uncovers the tray she’d brought in, picking up a syringe and a vial.
“We’re going to try something a little different today.”

I let my head drop back. I want to scream, but it will just make my throat hurt more as
warmth and numbness fills me once again. Their voices start again, measured cadences, talking
to someone as I drift.

Different... I remembered... The piano, playing the piano, opening up so much emotion,
too much emotion... Out to the tree in the middle of the patio, screaming, beating my hands and
then my head against it. Screaming, screaming, “Traitor! Die! Die! Traitor!” Blood on my

hands, blood in my vision, pounding, screaming, turning to other sounds, screaming...

Back in that little room -- they wanted to know, who was the traitor? Who had to die? I
almost laughed, they couldn’t see it!

The woman, in my face, shouting, demanding, who was the traitor? I cried and I laughed
as she shouted and shook my shoulders.

The door behind her burst open; she didn’t even have time to stand up all the way when
two rapid-fire gunshots exploded her head, covering me with debris. The man with her hardly
turned as two more shots rang out and his head exploded as well, spiraling him to the floor,
splattering me and my surroundings more.

A man wearing a headset stepped into the room, his handgun entering first. He came up
to me, eyes and gun sweeping the room.

They wanted to know who the traitor was... “Please,” I pleaded with him.

“Found him,” he said into the microphone, then looked at me. More gunshots echo in the
distance.

“Please,” I pleaded, tears washing the debris from my face.
He looked, leaned closer.

“Kill me too,” I beg him.

He took half a step back, raising his gun.

“Yes! Shoot me! Kill me! Please!” I shout, I beg. I want it to end!
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A man and a woman enter the room; the man with the gun steps to the side.
“Please,” I beg them, screaming, “Kill me too! End it, end it now!”

The man steps up and touches my forehead with a finger. All fades.

END of Phase 2
Rev 2010/08/29
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Vector (Chosen) - Phase 3

Woaking in the dark. In a bed, in soft, crisp sheets. My hands -- covered in mittens? I
can move! Trying to move, feet and arms tangled up...

“Ssh! It’s okay, you’re safe... We’ve got you...” Soft hands, soft feminine voices,
untangling me from the bedclothes, holding me, my heart pounding, panting.

“I need to pee,” I managed to whisper, my throat dry.

They helped me up, shaky, leading me, helping me to a bathroom, sitting me on the can.
Helping me after, some water, then back to bed between them. Starting to speak, one of them
pulled me to cloth-covered breasts, “Shhh... Rest now... I’ve got you... You’re safe...”

My heart pounding, hers so soft and slow, so comforting, her hand behind my head so
comforting. Holding, being held, letting go...

Waking to sunlight, birds chirping, fresh pine-scented air. To my left, a woman with
longish brown hair, facing away from me on her side, breathing soft and slow, asleep.

Turning to my right, I looked into the pretty green eyes of a young woman with short
black hair. She was propped up on one elbow, smiling. She leaned back, extending her arms,
whispering, “I need to hold you again.” She drew me into her embrace, to a soft full breast,
holding me as my breath caught, comforting me, helping me settle in, whispering and cooing.

Moved later to her other breast, softness and warmth behind me as well, sandwiching me
deliciously. Soft voices whispering, telling me I was safe, helping me let go and relax. Voices

fading in and out, so lost in them, holding on, so safe.

Waking on my back to the black-haired one looking at me. Smells and sounds of bacon
made my mouth water and my stomach grumble.

“I can help you up and to the bathroom,” she offered.

I nodded. We got up. She’s wearing a simple cotton nightie; I’'m wearing a T-shirt, and
bandages, practically mittens, on both hands.

She helped me, with the toilet, then washing my face.
She picked up a toothbrush and put toothpaste on it. She grinned. “We finally figured
out how to do this -- it took us a while. Here...” She pulled a stepstool in front of the sink and

sat me on it. She stood behind me, an arm around me, the back of my head between her breasts.
“Now,” she said, and put the toothbrush gently into my mouth.
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I figured it out -- cooperating, it worked! When she paused, I told her, “More!” My teeth
hadn’t been brushed in ... I don’t know how long! I moved enthusiastically as she brushed. She
laughed, “It works!”” and hugged me. She helped me rinse my mouth, then wiped my face.

Turning to look at her, she was smiling, looking so happy -- her smile was infectious.
We’d brushed my teeth! We hugged enthusiastically.

Back in the bedroom, she helped me put on cotton boxers, and she put on a pair of simple
cotton panties.

My hands in the mittens, my fingers moved, but stiff -- distant memories, painful
memories.

We were in a house in the mountains, or at least a rugged and hilly area of trees. Open
windows let in a fresh breeze that was invigorating. Large windows and floor to ceiling glass
along multiple sides of the living room/kitchen/eating area overlooked trees and green.

The brown-haired one smiled as she carried plates from the kitchen counter to the table.

“It worked great!” her friend called out, squeezing my arm.

“I knew it would, with enough practice!” the cook agreed. “Have a seat, please!”

I was guided to the middle seat, one of them on each side as our cook came back with the
plate she put in front of herself. Bacon, scrambled eggs, toast. A glass with a straw in it, orange
juice. Little jars with jams and jellies.

“What? Who?” I started to ask.

The black-haired one took my head in her hands, turning me so I was looking in her eyes.
“I’m Kari, and this is Jan. You belong to us now, and we belong to you. You’re safe.”

I was confused. Something in me knew that, that I belonged to them and they belonged
to me, but how? What did that mean? “What?” I started to ask.

She drew me closer and kissed me on the forehead.
The world went soft. Part of me knew. I held her and she kissed my forehead again.
I looked in her eyes again, looked into her smile.

“You’re safe. They said all we had to do was kiss you like that, and you would
understand.”

I understood, but I didn’t understand, and it didn’t matter because they held me.
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They fed me breakfast. And they talked, some times one starting a sentence and the other
finishing it. We were on an island off Seattle, in Puget Sound. I’d arrived a few days earlier,
kept sedated to allow my hands to heal; I’d spent time at a special clinic in Seattle where they’d
worked on my hands. Not pretty, added the other one, but everyone said I’d recover. They had
things to do to keep everything supple, and they’d been doing those for the last few days. We’d
keep doing them. They didn’t want to hurt me, but this was something that needed to happen.

They showed me around after we finished breakfast. Our cabin/house was built into the
side of a steep hill. Upstairs from where we were was the bedroom/bathroom suite “they” used;
they should be back in a few weeks, after I’d had a chance to rest and recover.

Downstairs from where we were was a large open room surrounded by floor to ceiling
glass, a good deal of it French doors opening to a shallow balcony. The view was amazing, with
water visible to the left, and the steep hillside, rocks and brush maybe thirty feet below.

The room was divided by Japanese screens which started at the windows and ended in a
pile of cushions. The side we were on had stuff under covers along one wall.

On the other side of the screens, my heart almost stopped -- a baby grand piano, with a
music case to the side. From the look of it, this wasn’t a furniture piano, this was an instrument
that got used.

I raised my bandaged, useless hands. I was beyond tears. A hand on my shoulder, one of
them kissed me on the forehead and took me to the pile of cushions. They held me and suckled
me again, whispering to me once more, sending me drifting far away yet so close, feeling and
hearing the soft beating of their hearts. I would get better. I was getting better, much better
already. They promised.

In the bathroom later, they had me step on a scale. That woke me from the fog I was in --
I was more than thirty pounds lighter than I’d been at the start of ASMS! I started getting
agitated again, and they held me until I settled down.

The first time we made love was the following afternoon. We were curled up in the
cushions downstairs, Kari suckling me, when something in me woke up. I inhaled deeply and
squeezed her as best I could, not being able to use my hands for much. She responded, as did
Jan, and soon I was on my back with Kari atop me, Jan helping us both. Later that evening it
was Jan’s turn, with Kari helping.

The next morning when we went downstairs after breakfast, they uncovered a recumbent
exercise bicycle. I nodded, and felt hands on my back. “You need to do it,” Jan told me.

Iagreed. They helped adjust it for me, and get my feet hooked in. Kari put a strap

around my chest to monitor my heart rate. We’d start slowly, letting the bike adjust resistance to
keep my heart rate within a target range.
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No surprise -- I was in poor condition! But I did half an hour that morning, and another
half hour in the afternoon.

The next day I did 40 minutes in the morning and 45 in the afternoon.

A few days later, we had guests -- two medical doctors, Donna and John, here to work on
my hands.

Even though Jan and Kari were standing next to me, my anxiety showed. Donna asked if
I’d like something to help me through the procedure; they’d work to minimize the pain, but some
would be involved.

I declined, and Kari hugged me and told them they would help.

They prepared a large basin, adding stuff to water at about body temperature. In the
kitchen with the basin on the counter, I sat on one of the bar chairs, Kari and Jan beside me, and
my hands went into the basin. John put on long purple gloves and started massaging my hands
through the dressings. Every so often something would twinge, but I could handle it.

He started cutting and peeling off the mitten-like covering. Whatever had been
underneath it was dissolving and coming off in chunks. Some of the chunks were almost
transparent, and others were loaded with debris.

And under all that, through the gathering murk in the basin, my hands came into view!

He worked my hands more, gently moving the skin, flexing the joints, exploring range of
motion. At one point he was working on my left hand; my right hand drifted to the bottom of the
basin, and my fingers started playing the right hand from a Bouree in the Anna Magdalena book.
It hurt. John paused and watched, as did the ladies.

When I stopped (at the bottom of the remembered page) he asked, “Does that hurt?”’

I know I was smiling. I nodded and told them, “Yes, and it feels wonderful!”

Kari hugged me and almost took me off the chair!

Doctor Donna had another basin full of stuff prepared; I lifted my hands out of the now
cloudy basin so they could switch.

Hands in the air, palms down, fingers curved in a natural playing position -- “So pink!” I
exclaimed, looking at my dripping hands. The skin was so pink and new, no hair visible, and
about half a fingernail on each finger. The pinkness extended to a line about an inch up from my
wrists, as if someone had replaced my hands with those of a person with a different skin color.

Putting my hands into the next solution, “Is this the fixer, after the developer?” I had to
ask, almost giddy at being able to see and move my fingers once more.
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That got a chuckle and more hugs. Donna explained it was to clean and help toughen the
skin. It was going to take a while, they explained. The skin on my hands was practically
newborn, regrown. They had to ... they paused and after exchanging looks told me I didn’t need
to know at this time. Fine with me.

Hands out of the basin, rinse under clear lukewarm tap water, then pat dry. Doctor
Donna spread clear goo on my right hand, working it into the skin. This needed to happen twice
a day, she explained, wearing purple gloves, working the stuff into the skin. She let Kari do my
left hand, then had Kari and Jan put cotton gloves on me over the goo. Harder than it looked!
John put a wrap of cloth tape around the base of each glove to keep it in place, telling us it would
be easier to use a pair of safety shears (he showed us the pair he would be leaving) to cut the tape
and then tear and pull off the gloves.

But that was done, I had hands and fingers again! Fingers I could wiggle (slowly)!

Donna took my wrists, gently. No piano for a week! The goo would accelerate healing
and regrowth, so I might need more to eat and drink, plenty of fluids -- they were already
watching my weight. Exercise, plenty of liquids, keep up with the bike, but rest when I got tired,
as healing was hard work! Other than the goo and rinsing, I needed to keep my hands dry.
When we rinsed them, look for any signs of redness or cracking and call those in immediately.

We reviewed the procedures and the supplies they were leaving for us. It was pretty
clear, and summarized in written instructions as well.

“Oh, I almost forgot,” John said, and when I turned, he was holding a needle.

I tried not to freak out, I really did. But Jan held me, and Kari kissed me on the forehead,
both of them held me and calmed me, and the doctors left with their blood sample.

I got to feed myself dinner! I could pick up things myself! My “new” fingers were very
sensitive, and my muscles had atrophied from lack of use.

An exhausting day -- we went to bed early, made gentle love, and went to sleep snuggled
close to the smells and sounds of light rain.

More exercise, not only the exercise bike, but also leg lifts, sit-ups, and a variety of
stretches and weird things, Pilates I think it’s called. No push-ups or anything that put pressure

on my hands.

I had to try the piano after three days; I promised I’d only try for a little while, and
nothing difficult. They could see that I was “playing” anyway, on just about any flat surface.

It would take time, but I felt better than I’d been for a long time, sitting on the piano
bench, the keys beneath my fingers. I could tell my fingernails weren’t grown out fully. The
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muscles were weak, but I didn’t feel stiff or slow. I did simple Anna Magdalena Bach pieces for
a few minutes, then let them drag me to the cushions for snuggling and lovemaking.
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The boring life of the lotus-eaters; sleeping together, making love, making music,
exercising, snuggling, eating, kissing. I got stronger; I think the goo for my hands had systemic
effects. I could feel rapid improvement on the bike, and in the exercises we did.

It’s funny how some times the world moves so slow, and yet other times, so much
happens in less than the blink of an eye...

We’d had breakfast and spent some time stretching and exercising downstairs; they were
letting me practice piano for an hour or two. It was overcast and drizzly out, but the temperature
was mild, so I had the double doors open, letting the breezes fresh with rain come in.

I finished a Satie piece, simple sounding but quite expressive, when I heard someone
coming down the stairs -- someone different, heavier than the girls?

I turned to look.

A man, the man that had come into that little room so long ago, he’d come in with the
woman after the other two had been shot...

He smiled. “No, please continue! It’s wonderful to hear you play! We’re so happy your
hands have healed! We were so worried! Go ahead and play -- we’ve plenty of time to talk.”

In an instant, things turned upside-down. Time to talk -- I was back in the same fucking
place I’d been before! Back in a cage, being squeezed for information! I knew that in an instant.
Without looking, I knew I was less than ten feet from the open doors, another four feet to the
railing -- three or four quick steps and I’d be over the railing. The fall, the rocks below, should
do it. Finally, I’d be free...

Reaching with my right hand for the lower end of the piano, I propelled myself up and to
the doors...

Only to fall flat on my face. I couldn’t move! I heard the man hurrying down the stairs,
shouting, “Vickie!” I couldn’t move, not even blink, flat on the floor! I felt his hand touch my
shoulder. T understood. Even if I couldn’t blink, I could ... “Vickie!” he yelled out.

Blackness.
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Woaking in a familiar place, in the cushions, the fuzzy blanket on top of us, skin against
skin, wrapped up in -- someone different?!

“It’s okay,” she said, holding me closer, melting me, calming me. “Rob, we’re sorry for
all you’ve been through. We aren’t the ones that did this to you, but we aren’t out to squeeze
you for information, either -- we think we know a lot more about this than you do, and we’re
going to tell you everything we’ve learned. You had ... I can only call it a mechanical
compulsion ... you called it a cage, preventing you from talking, and causing you to try and kill
yourself. It’s like nothing I’ve ever encountered before. I think I got it all, but I’d be less than
honest if I didn’t tell you that I’'m not sure. But we’ll keep at it. We rescued you, and we’ve
worked hard to help you heal. If we can make it up to you, we will, Rob. And we want to find
out who did this, and why, just as you do. How do you feel now?”

I held on, eyes still closed. “Confused. Hold me, please.”

She held me. “Oh, I will -- and the girls will. But right now, Rob, we have more work to
do.” She moved so that she was on top of me. “Open your eyes,” she asked softly, she
commanded softly. Her eyes swallowing me. “Yes, Rob, look in my eyes. You’re safe in my
eyes... That’s good...”

I fell into her eyes, and into my memories. A lot of those memories weren’t pleasant.
Some that I went through, that we went through, were tough. Some were things I was surprised I
remembered. Some I didn’t want to remember. But others, in remembering them, it was clear to
“me,” whoever that is, that some of these memories were of some other person, more like a

marionette on strings, being pushed and pulled certain ways. And [ was watching them, like
movies on a screen, and knew they were far, away, and couldn’t hurt me now.

And again I saw my bloodied injured hands, but I saw them as if in a dream, or a movie,
without the pain, without the sensation. Oh, the memory of the pain was there, but it was only a
memory, and it wasn’t now.

I could rest again. Rest, be held, be safe. Rest.

Waking again, in the cushions, alone, wearing sweats and socks again. Dusk, getting
cool. The man and the woman sitting in chairs near me.

“Sorry I didn’t get to introduce myself when we’ve met earlier. I’'m Mike, and this is
Vicki. You can think of us as minor gods,” Mike told me.

I made a face.
Vickie smiled. “We’ve kept you alive, healed you, and broken you out of your cage.”

“Why?” I asked.
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Mike nodded, glancing to Vicki. “Good question, Like I said, minor gods. Let me tell
you a story -- eight months or so ago, we were coming back from a trip to Yosemite. We
stopped at a Starbucks next to an In-n-Out Burger. As minor gods, we can see into the minds of
mortals. Well, maybe ‘see’ isn’t a good term. ‘Smell’ or ‘sense’ might be closer. It’s hard to
explain. Anyway, both of us felt someone really wild close by -- euphoric, yet constrained.
Neither of us had experienced anything like it. We had to check it out.”

Vickie continued. “You -- had to check you out,” she told me. “We thought at first you
were on drugs, something new. And then when we got close, when I got close, all of a sudden, I
was so aroused! So sudden and so strong! I had to know more! So I deliberately bumped into
you, kissed you, and briefly took over your mind.”

Mike nodded. “That’s the first place we screwed up; we didn’t do a thorough job, or we
would have... Hard to say what we’d have done. You didn’t know that much yet, either. But we
picked up what we could, how you were feeling, your identity and such, and fixed things so we
could trace you, find you whenever we wanted.”

Vicki nodded seriously. “We didn’t dig into your memories at that time, because it’s
hard to do, and, well, it’s not a polite thing to do unless you have a damn good reason. It can
also get messy, so it’s not something we do in a public place. You were off balance, so I helped
you out some, or so I thought, and we went our separate ways.”

Mike was smiling and nodding. “Except that the next day, she got sick, and shortly after
that, so did I, and so did the girls!”

Vicki told me, “We’re gods, and gods do not get sick -- except we did! Then the girls
came down with it, and people we’d been in contact with, and before you know it, it’s spreading
like wildfire! It was damn clear that I’d picked up something, passed it to Mike and the girls,
and we’d also passed it to people we’d been in contact with.”

“One of the things we can do, again, as gods,” Mike explained, “is see people’s auras.
Another thing that drew us to you -- your aura was, and still is quite different. Our auras shifted
when we got sick. So did the girls, and the people we gave it to. When we got over it, our auras
came back most of the way -- most -- but they changed, something residual.”

“And yours is something else,” Vicki told me with a smile.

So? I scowled at them.

Mike shook his head. “You’ve got it wrong.”

!,’

Vicky picked up, “You’re not the disease -- you’re the cure

“What?” I asked.

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 58 http://www.asstr.org/~artie




Vector (Chosen)

Mike shook his head. “We lucked out! When we went through your house, we found a
hair brush that had fallen behind the dresser in your bedroom. That gave us what we needed.”

“What? What the hell are you doing? What were you in my house for?”

Vicky smiled. “You’re the cure! Do you know what happens, long term?”’

‘6N0.99

“It’s rewriting our damn DNA!” Mike exclaimed. “That’s what we got from the hair
brush -- enough material to get a pre-change sample of your DNA. The changes are interesting,
and we’re guessing, still evolving!”

“I don’t understand,” I told them.

Mike shook his head. “Neither do we! About six weeks ago -- were you sick for a few
days? Intestinal?”

I thought for a bit. “Came home from a business trip to Toronto, and got sick -- I was
home for a day or so, sitting on the can.”

“A day or two!” Mike complained. “I was screwed up for a week!”
“Want to know what happened during that time?” Vicky asked.
“Yes, please.”

“We’ve been monitoring ourselves, and the girls, carefully. As soon as Mike and I came
down with it, and again, we do not get sick, we started monitoring carefully.”

“So what happened?” I asked, again, getting more agitated.

She leaned over and touched me; I calmed down.

“You probably lost a lot of weight before then from what we can figure,” she suggested.

G‘Yup.’,

“Well, Mike hadn’t, up to then! Over a period of a few days, cholesterol balance shifts
dramatically, and for the better. Blood pressure goes down. He dropped about twenty pounds --
of fat, we’re guessing.”

“Yeah, and it was gross,” Mike tossed in, “Shitting and sweating grease for days.”

“Wasn’t fun for the girls or me either,” Vicky reminded him.
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Mike made a face.

“And another change -- a drop of about three degrees in body temperature.”

“Yours is down like four and a half,” Mike tossed in.

“DNA?” I asked.

Vicky nodded. “As far as we can tell, and the medical specialists we’re working with,
the agent is altering our DNA. The folks we’re working with have analyzed samples from those
in the early cohort that they can -- one of their nurses had her gallbladder out before she got it
and they still had tissue samples. They’ve found other people with available tissue and blood
samples. The initial few days results in a some genetic changes, a few more at about a month,
and this whopper at about six months.”

‘thy?95

Mike laughed out loud, his head back, his arms out. “Why! Good fucking question!”

Vicky smiled. “As best we can understand now, our life expectancy has been increased.
How much isn’t clear. We heard last week that one of the early cohort, the folks we know who
contracted whatever it is from us early on, one of them had a coronary ultrasound, a follow-up
from last year when he had a stent implanted, and the clinic reran the procedure, twice, and did
more tests, as his arteries are now as clear and supple as those of a teenager -- coronary, carotid,
Ring of Wallace, the works. His too.” She pointed to Mike.

“Free-range chickens taste better?”” I suggested.

Mike threw back his head and laughed like crazy.

Vicky just smiled and shook her head. “We have no idea. While you were at the clinic,
we did full imaging studies, and your circulatory system is really clean.”

“Why hasn’t this been in the press?” I wondered out loud.

Mike grinned. “Oh, it’s coming close. It’s going to pop sometime soon. And it’s going
to be quite interesting.”

“I can imagine,” I muttered.
“No,” Vicky said with a lilt, “it seems some have known about the infection, but not its
effects, for a while. Supposedly they have a preventative, something only effective on those who

haven’t been exposed, we’re still trying to suss that out. We’ve gotten some ...”

“Sir David,” I interrupted.
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Both of them looked at me with interest.
“Sir David -- gave me a bunch of tablets. Bitter as hell. Told me to take one a month.”

Vicky and Mike lunged at me! Vicky touched a hand to my forehead and I was floating
in a fog again. I relived more memories, memories of Doug and company, Sir David, the others.

Waking up again, shaking my head, Mike and Vicky sitting on the floor next to me.

“Damn!” Mike said angrily.

Vicky shook her head. She explained, “We can’t just go in and fish memories out of
someone -- we have to have something to go on. So we didn’t know to ask... Now we have

leads. And we had our hands on it, and lost it.”

I shook my head in wonder. “But they’re trying to keep from getting it -- why? Either
they don’t know the effects it has, or they know about some effect we don’t, and it’s a doozy.”

Mike and Vicky nodded. “We’ve been going down the same paths,” Mike told me.

Vicky added, “Our take is fear of change -- they don’t know what it does, and don’t want
to get it, the general avoidance of change in a mostly hereditary plutocracy.”

“Until they find out what it does, these changes?”
Vicky agreed, “It’s going to be interesting. Now we can figure out what they’re using.”
“It’s a test, as well as a preventative, except it doesn’t work for me, obviously.”

Mike smiled. “That’s right! We’d heard the bitter part -- if you can taste it, you haven’t
had it, but you 've had it, hell, you’re a carrier, and you can taste it?”

“Yup, and I’ve had at least two doses of the stuff, maybe three.”
Mike scowled. “And you’re still contagious as all hell, we’ve verified that.”

Vicky shook her head, smiling. “Another mystery -- at least we have some leads on this
part of it, though.”

“How many of us are there?” I asked.

Mike nodded. “Now that’s a good question. We’ve, ah, tapped into, some very good
research. A number of national, international, and private groups are studying the question.”

“And thanks to our meddling, we’ve made their job harder,” Vicki threw in.
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“Oh? How?”

“With you,” she told me. She shook her head. “Something we did when we first met
messed up your initial programming. You were probably supposed to go home and spread it like
mad -- that’s what it looks like happened with the others. The initial cases, the superspreaders,
all resolve to the same close range of dates. But not you! You only spread it when on the move.
Made the picture a lot harder to resolve.”

Mike added, “Best they figure, initially between sixteen and twenty superspreaders like
yourself, but we know there are problems with that analysis. We, they, think some of those
initial superspreaders are dead, particularly in Europe, Asia, and Africa. We’re pretty sure that
in North America, we had superspreaders in Toronto, Miami, and Vegas. Most think there was
one up here, in Seattle, and that one died, but Vicky and I think that’s bunk. Analysts tentatively
identify locations of superspreaders from dates of occurrence and infection patterns, and Vicky
and I started the breakout here, thanks to running into you.”

“And thanks to running into you,” Vicky added, “you didn’t start spreading for a few
weeks, until you went to that conference. And we traced back -- the folks at the ranger station
didn’t have any outside contact until they were no longer contagious. You got them, us, and then
nobody until you headed to that conference.”

“ASMS Denver,” I clarified.

Vicky nodded. “By then, secondaries were popping up -- so when this flurry comes out
of Denver, analysts of course try to backtrack it, and fail! You have caused so much confusion!
You’ve been tentatively identified by any number of groups, but they’ve all concluded you’re
just a statistical fluke, in the wrong place at the wrong time -- there were a few of those identified
during the SARS scare a few years ago -- when you work with large enough populations and are
working to winnow those down to an individual or a small group of individuals, risks of false
positives increase. One flight you’re on, or event you attend, people get sick, but another, only
the noise level appears, ruling you out. There are a bunch of people in the same situation.”

I smiled. “An easier assumption to justify than being able to control whether I'm
contagious or not.”

“Indeed,” Vicky agreed.

“So that’s why the folks in Florida picked me up? Resolving the anomaly one way or the
other? What were they interested in?”

Mike shook his head. “Partially, but we’re still not sure. We know we fucked up,
though, and we’re sorry.”

“I don’t understand.”
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Vicky put a hand on me again. “We ran into you, and tagged you. Later, as things
developed and became more interesting, we started following you more closely. Unfortunately,
we dropped the ball, and they picked you up.”

“But why?” I asked again. “I’d expect tissue samples would resolve whether or not I was
a carrier, but they were after a lot more -- and dammit, I don’t know!”

“We’re not sure. Trying, like the rest of us, to get to the bottom of this whole thing, I'd
guess. They’re an Inquisition-for-hire group, available to squeeze information out of anyone for
a price. We’re not sure who their clients were -- I’'m beginning to think... I need to check.”

“What happened? My memories are so screwed up.”

“They used some very powerful drugs. From the records we picked up, it’s a wonder
you’re still alive, if the amounts they recorded are accurate.”

“Did you know we can metabolize alcohol?”” Mike interrupted.
I gave him a weird look.

“I mean, you could down a fifth of gin and not get drunk. Not even tipsy, and we can
digest a lot of stuff now that we couldn’t handle before,” Mike told me.

Vicky frowned. “He’s tried, believe me.”
“Florida?” I asked again.

Mike made a face. “We fucked up, they picked you up, we got you out, making a mess
in the process.”

“Define ‘mess?’”

“It was more wrong place at the wrong time for a lot of people,” Vicky explained with a
smirk. “They rented a place quickly to work you over, and it turns out, that place was used by a
major drugs organization. While we were figuring out how to get you loose, a competitor came
along, curious as to what was happening, so we used the opportunity to get you loose, cover our
tracks, and put a crimp in other enterprises at the same time. Seemed like a great solution.”

“But?”
“Yeah,” Mike continued. “But for leaving you half dead, and leaving a substantial mess
and body count. The cover story is solid, if sordid. We moved you as soon as we could -- we

make use of techniques that aren’t commonly available, so we had to get you out of the area.
You’ve healed remarkably quickly.”
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Vicky added, “Mentally, you had a ... mechanical compulsion, a framework ... governing
and directing your actions ... your cage. We’d unintentionally interfered with that framework
early on.” She sighed. “I’ve never run into anything like it, nor have the colleagues I’ve talked
with. But we dismantled a good portion of that today, after putting some major dents in it
earlier. Unfortunately that’s on top of the damage your interrogation caused. Your memory of
those times is going to be spotty. Not much can be done about it, I’'m afraid.”

“Might be the good news,” I offered. I thought about Randy Newman and potholes along
memory lane.

“From what we saw, I’d have to agree. They were only interested in information, not
what state you were in when they’d completed their task.”

“Patrice?” I asked.

Vicky looked down. Ilooked to Mike.

“They killed her when they picked you up -- we only have mixed-up memories. They
went in to pick you up, and you were in the courtyard, hands and head bloody, screaming
incoherently. Patrice picked off one of them before they got her.”

“Who was she?”

“Patrice Kornukova. Agent for hire. That’s all we know, so far.”

“But she has some history?” I guessed.

“Oh yeah -- former Eastern Bloc, very good, working on the market as a solo the last two
or three years,” Mike filled in.

I shook my head. What a trip. “Where do we go from here?”

“We want you to spend a day at the clinic in Seattle, more to get a renewed baseline.
After that, you and the girls can go home, or wherever you want. We want you to work for us --
we’re setting up a shell company to take care of things. Whatever you want, just about. We
want to watch you carefully, probably have you do some travel.”

“The girls?”

Vicky smiled and touched me again. “You belong to each other. They will heal you.”

I shook my head. “What about...”

Vicky told me, “What isn’t airtight will be; we’ll take care of it. We’ve advised your old

employer. Your house is fine. The records and police reports are official. You’ve been in a
private medical facility recovering from a horrendous event. You suffered severe injuries,
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including skull fractures and a serious concussion, and were in a coma for over a week. It’s quite
expected that you have memory gaps.”

“My old employer?”

Vicky smiled. “Your current employer. We’ve had conversations with your human
resources department as well as division management, informing them that you were injured, and
are being treated. Your division manager is looking forward to having you back.”

I nodded.

“But we really want you free to do other things, particularly to travel, and frankly, so we
can monitor you. You’re only a few days ahead of us on the curve, but still...”

Mike looked at me. “And besides, you don’t have to work if you don’t want to. You’ve
been through enough. We’ll take good care of you.”

I looked at my hands, flexing my fingers. So pink -- they were coming back, and
quickly. “What do you estimate for life expectancy?” I asked.

Vicky shook her head, with a strange smile. “We don’t know. One estimate is ten years
for every degree C drop in core temperature? We don’t know the limits on immunity, but we’re
getting reports that we, those of us who have had this whatever-it-is, are immune to a lot of
things, bacterial and viral both. No word on autoimmune disorders. Heart attack and stroke
should be greatly reduced, from the scans of blood vessels we’ve seen. Oh, there have been

2 2

reports of complete reversal on early-stage Alzheimer’s.

I nodded and suggested again, “Hormone and antibiotic free, free range...”

“My, but you are the optimist!” she chided. Mike just laughed, nodding.

We had dinner together. Mike took the girls up to his room, and Vicki took me. Looking
in her eyes as she rode me, holding her and being held, fighting with her, trying to run away from
memories, being held, they’re just memories, they can’t hurt me anymore, but they do hurt, they
do!

Another week, just the three of us, together, touching, holding.

I remembered the summer we had the puppies, five little brown and white bundles of
energy. I remembered how they slept, all together in a pile. I remember placing them with good
homes, all except the last one, keeping him, and waking one morning to hear him howling, so

lonely...

Waking up sandwiched between them, remembering the summer of our puppies, crying
and holding on, not wanting to wake up alone, ever again.
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The three of us flew down to San Jose. A limo was waiting for us, and took us to my
house.

I was scared, driving up. Hadn’t been there in what, over two months?

Hah -- looked better than when I left! And that went for the inside as well; cleaner than
when I’d left. Had the carpets been cleaned? The wood floors certainly looked better.

I’d actually set things up pretty well before I took off. I’d been planning on 6 weeks, but
could have gone longer, so I prepaid recurring bills for three months. I was still good for another
month. Friends and neighbors had been looking after the place, and the home automation I’d
done over the decades ran a normalized pattern of lights.

And Mike and Vicki had been here, cleaning and organizing, picking up, or organizing
crews to do it, which was more likely.

Hadn’t gotten anything in the refrigerator, though. Local pizza for dinner, and damn, it
was good.

Went back to work without fanfare, just appeared at the usual time the next morning,
going in the side door. My badge still worked -- good news.

The anticipated e-mail backlog -- I triaged the last few days, then went back to the
beginning and picked it up from there.

I thought I was being so cool about it, so nonchalant...

My nominal boss was out of town for a few days. After lunch, Ken stopped by my
office.

“Rob, it’s good to have you back,” he started out.
“But?” I interpolated from his tone of voice and the look on his face.
“How are you doing?” he asked, sounding quite concerned.

I shrugged. “Ken, I don’t know -- okay I guess. Why? Don’t I look okay?” People
seemed surprised, no, shocked, to see me.

He sighed, shaking his head. “Rob, you look like you’ve been through hell. I’ve never
seen you looking like this.”

I sat back. We’d worked together for a long time -- we’d been working together when
my wife died. I’d leaned on him a lot during those days.
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“Yeah... Well, that’s a good approximation, I guess... Suggestions so I don’t freak
people out too much?”

That got more of a smile from him. “Are you tired? How are you holding out?”

“Fine,” I told him. “The last week or two, I’ve been exercising for at least two hours a
day, and spending two or three hours at the piano. And if I get tired, I’ll flick it in, believe me.”

“Good,” he nodded. “Wear long sleeves -- your hands still look tres weird.”

My usual attire was short-sleeve Hawaiian style shirts, and when it was cold in the office,
or a lab, I wore a long sleeve denim shirt over that. My office tended to be warm, so I wasn’t
wearing long sleeves. I looked down at my right wrist. The dividing line was still pretty stark.
“Yeah, I agree -- looks like I got replacement hands. They work pretty well, though.” I flexed
my fingers.

Ken shook his head, but he was smiling. “You sound pretty good, but you’ve lost a lot of
weight, and it doesn’t look like you lost it the easy way. Whatever we can do to help -- you
know that.”

I held out one of my pink hands. We shook. “Ken, keep doing what you’re doing -- tell
me what you think. I know I’ve lost a lot of weight; it’s coming back, slowly.”

“Just don’t push yourself too hard, too fast,” he admonished.

I nodded. “Don’t think I’'m doing that, and I’m aware of it. But sitting around on my ass
at home doesn’t make any sense. I need to do things. How’s our customer, and the whole temp
sensing thing?”’

Ken smiled. “Would you believe... Yeah you would... They got almost all of Europe
upgraded before Twits Standing Around let them start upgrading machines in the States -- and

they’re the ones who had to have it, yesterday!”

Something I could laugh about. “Makes perfect sense. I’ve thought about the math some
more, and the bolo still feels like the right way to go.”

“Hey, it works. Oh, Doug and one of the higher-ups in the UK are looking forward to
talking to you; they’ve been checking in, wanting to know when you’d be back. We didn’t tell
them anything, but they seemed to know what was up before we did. Give them a call when
you’re ready.”

“Sir David,” I muttered.

Ken nodded. “Yup. Actually sounded concerned.”

“I’ll give them a call. Thanks.”
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He patted me on the shoulder. “Take care of yourself. Glad you’re back.”

“Me too, I think.”
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Mike and Vicki called me a few days later to let me know the umbrella company was set
up; I could start any time I wanted, at pretty much whatever salary [ wanted, full benefits, not
that those mattered as much. I told them I’d think about it.

I thought I’d last a few months. Hah. More like two and a half weeks.

Field sales guys in New Jersey needed my help -- could I fly out? Sure, I told them, you
know the drill -- send a note to my boss, copying me, as well as your boss and up the chain.
They did; I was needed to help close a seven-figure deal with a big biopharm.

Thought I had it made -- the n+3 (or was it 4 that week?) twits (sorry, “authorizing
entities”) that needed to approve, all approved me going. I called travel services.

Who of course wanted to route me through Minneapolis and Chicago! That’s the
“corporate” routing. Please check, I politely suggested, I’'m on the exec list and want to fly
direct SFO JFK or at worst SIC JFK through Dallas or Chicago but not both. They get back to
me a while later -- I’m on the exec list for the Test and Measurements division, but not Biotech!
Would you please check with... They don’t do that; I had to do it; the bean counters said to send
me the cheap way.

[ took a breath. I looked out the window. Thanks, I’1l get back to you, I told them.

I started writing up an e-mail. Stood up and hauled my sorry ass down the hall to Pete’s
office, he’s the head of our part of the Labs. A finance woman was in his office, but the door
was open. I went in. They looked at me.

“I’'m retiring. My last day is Friday. Medical.”

They looked at me and didn’t say a word. I turned and left. It was my usual lunch time,
so I headed to the cafeteria. Would I miss this place? Yeah, like you miss a festering zit on your
ass. No, not that bad, at least not most of the time. Talked with some people I would miss at

lunch. Stopped by the stockroom and picked up some empty boxes and headed back to my cube.

I borrowed a lab cart and was returning from my second trip to the car when I met Pete
with a few other folks in the hallway.

“What’s going on? Do you want to talk about it?”” he asked.
I shrugged. “Pete, I’ve been through hell. I can’t take it any more.”
“Doctor Marsh,” one of the others started out, “the customary notice period...”

I stopped him with a glare. Took a breath. It may be the way they deserve to be treated,
but it wasn’t the way I wanted to be treated. Took another breath and forced a smile. “I will use
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short words. Listen. I will be in the office tomorrow, and Friday. I will not be in on Monday, or
Tuesday, or any day after that. Clear?”

Called Vicki and Mike, letting them know I was taking them up on the offer -- I was
quitting. They thought that was great; they were in the area, and would get together to start the
transition, which they suggested I start with a vacation, something like a cruise. That sounded
good.

I think they briefed Kari and Jan -- when I got home, the girls grabbed me and took me
upstairs. I didn’t stand a chance, and I didn’t want to.

I almost felt human when I went in to work the next morning. I was relaxed. I started
sending out e-mails that [ was retiring.

Called into a meeting a ten in the morning. Went into the conference room, and there
were two of our government security folks, a man and a woman. Two others, feds, a man and a
woman as well. The feds want a complete rundown on my travels, and they want it now, or my
security clearances get pulled.

What? I’m retiring.
They still wanted, demanded to know.

Dora, from our security group, passed me a stack of papers. Summaries sent in, looked
like Mike and Vicki’s doings, with time tables, police reports. I reviewed the travel parts of it
out loud, agreeing that it sounded accurate.

The guy from the feds was getting more belligerent. It wasn’t good enough for him! He
demanded I tell him more, and NOW!

I reminded him that I had been in a coma for about two weeks, close to death, and still
had memory problems, with no memories of some periods and events.

That really set him off! He started yelling and pounding the table. Dora and the gal from
the feds moved closer to me, and soon they were shouting as well, shouting at the guy to leave
me alone! He moved closer, reaching for me, to grab me, screaming...

Something in me ... snapped isn’t the right word. Something opened up; I slipped back.
On the patio again, my hands full of blood and pain, screaming all around me. I heard Patrice,
turned, and saw her holding a gun. She shot one of them, then went down in a hail of bullets. As
I moved to her, a man ran up to me, more behind him. My hands flared, flared with anger and
fire. As one of them tried to grab me, I hit his chest with the palm of my hand. He staggered and
fell to the ground! Two more grabbed me, knocked me down, a jab in my thigh as I tried to...

Back in the conference room, people screaming, the two women trying to protect me, my
hands full of anger and fire again -- /'d killed a man -- and I could kill this one! He was holding
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my shoulder, one of the women trying to get his hand off, and all I had to do was ... So dizzy, I
collapsed to the table, trying to ignore the screaming around me, memories of that night circling
once more.

The other guy, the inquisitor, had he, had they, ever figured it out? I’d been yelling,
“Traitor! Die!” over and over. Who was the traitor? Who had to die? So simple, they didn’t
see it!

I was the traitor -- betraying all of human kind, spreading disease. [ was the one who had
to die.

Except...
Sitting up in the chair, a mask on my face.
Vicki? Vicki sitting in front of me, concerned, holding my hand, a hand on my forehead.

Blinking, taking a breath. Another. I looked around -- we were alone in the conference
room.

“What?” I tried to say through the mask. I started moving it; Vicki helped.

“Rob, you remember me? I’m Doctor Matthews; we’ve been working together,” she told
me with a smile.

T understood. “God... That was insane! What the hell?”

She nodded. “My partner is debriefing the others. We’re lucky we were on our way to
talk to your health services people. You look better -- squeeze my fingers.”

I squeezed her fingers. Sighed; glad they were looking out for me, I guess.

“Why am I here?” she asked. “Why are you here?”

That startled me. “I was called into a meeting -- no warning or explanation, with
security. This ... goon ... demanded information. I don’t know.” 1 shook my head. “I don’t --
I’'m still so screwed up. He was screaming, the ladies were screaming, I don’t know -- I gave up.

I mean, why? DI’m retiring. It doesn’t matter any more.”

Vicki smiled and nodded, shifting her eyes momentarily up to the ceiling. “Strong
enough to stand? Let me help.”

We took off the mask and she helped me stand. We hugged, and that helped.

A mob scene outside the conference room, paramedics, cops, company security. Mike
was talking to a group of them, and nodded to me and Vicki.
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Another conference room, I gave a statement to our people, with Vicki there. I didn’t
understand it! I was retiring! Why? Then to the police -- had he touched me? Oh yeah, he
grabbed me and threatened me -- [ was terrified! Had I done anything to provoke him? No, he’d
been screaming and pounding the table, others screaming, I was practically in shock.

Vicki took over, reminding them that I’d been through major trauma, referring them to
the police and medical reports, and I #ad been in shock, and that she hadn’t seen as deliberate
and wanton a case of assault, battery, and intentional infliction of emotional distress in years.

That’s when Mike spoke up -- he’d come in with the cops. He was playing attorney. He
asked Vicki if she’d be willing to put that in an affidavit and testify to that. Certainly, she
replied.

Regrouping, Vicki and I alone while Mike talked to others. Eventually we left. I walked
out with Vicki and Mike. Vicki drove me home, Mike following.

“What the hell happened?” I asked as we drove out of the parking lot.

Vicky smiled, a grim smile. “Fascinating! Damn, [ wish we’d gotten here earlier! I
would have loved to see the whole thing!”

“Sorry you missed it -- wish I could have!” I half-apologized.

She shook her head. “Sorry... It’s ... a polarizing effect you have. You know the effect
you have on women, particularly those close to ovulating...”

“No,” I interrupted.

She glanced to me. “As far as we know, it’s just the superspreaders such as yourself.
You draw them closer. Like when we first met -- as I got closer, it hit me. I wanted, needed you
so much! It was amazing! Unfortunately, the effect you have on aggressive alpha males, like
that bastard, is just as strong, polarizing.”

I shook my head. “What happened to him?”

“Oh, we were in the lobby when it started, and got upstairs as soon as we could, when
your company sent in security to break things up. When police and paramedics arrived, well, he
took on a couple of cops, and got swarmed and hauled off.”

“Okay... What next?”

“How about a vacation?” she asked with a big smile.

“Hah! Isn’t that what started this mess?”
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We got home to an empty house; where Kari and Jan were, I don’t know.

I sat in the living room, the room that’s never used.

Mike came in, grinning. “Glad we were there to help!”

Vicki shook her head and sat next to me on the couch. “What’s wrong?”

I looked at Mike, then her. “In Florida, that night, Patrice was shot, and I killed a man.”
Mike sat down. Vicki nodded slowly. “More memories coming back?”

I nodded. “In the confrontation, the chaos -- damn.” I looked at my hands. They were
pink, and shaking. I was still a month or more from complete fingernails.

“Do you feel like revisiting it again?” Vicki asked.

I was feeling shell shocked again. “Do it,” I whispered. I closed my eyes.

I was there again, but not there. Watching. It hurt to watch.

Opening my eyes, Vicki holding my right hand, feeling, looking. She looked up at me.

“We know,” she told me, “there’s something about your hands, palms and some fingers.
We know from you, confirming rumors about triggering pleasure, causing orgasms, intense
sensation. We ran into stories of another superspreader, perhaps the young woman you met in
Italy, a team went in to capture her, and three died, no marks on them.”

“Did they catch her?” I had to ask.

Mike shook his head. “Eighth floor suite in Monaco -- she jumped.”

I sighed and sat back. I shook my head. “Why didn’t you shoot me?” I whispered.

“No!” Vicki shouted, grabbing my shoulders. “That’s the implant, your cage, talking!
This is happening for a reason! We want to understand that! We want to help you!”

I didn’t know -- say something, scream, run, give up?
Vicki slapped me, hard. Ilooked at her.
She grabbed my head, her eyes glowing, pulling me in. I fell into her eyes.

I blinked my eyes open, sitting on the couch between Kari and Jan. Mike and Vicki were
in the loveseat across from us. It was dark out. I sighed.
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I looked at them. “Okay. What next?” I was adrift.
“Paul Gaugin,” Mike said with a smile.
“What?”

Vicki smiled as well. “It’s a cruise ship -- Tahiti. Ten days plus a few days on each end,
two weeks total. And during that whole time, you won’t get the sweats, won’t infect anyone.”

“The three of us?”’ I asked.

“The three of you, and there will be one of us aboard as well,” Vicki told me, “A
colleague, but we’re not saying who.”

“And you’re not flying coach,” Mike mentioned.
“Some place warm, and quiet,” I said. “Sounds good.

Vicki nodded. “Your job is to rest and recover.”

End of Phase 3
Rev 2009/09/28
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Vector (Chosen) - Phase 4

The cruise around Tahiti was wonderful. Don’t know who our guardian angel was, and
don’t care. We had one of the larger suites, with a large bed and a private balcony. Well, all the
cabins had balconies. The area was beautiful, the weather superb, as was the service. We relaxed
and unwound. I ate and drank. We even exercised.

That attraction thing... Definitely a higher-end cruise, with a higher-end clientele. Kari
and Jan fit in well, and helped me adapt. Still, here I am, with two beautiful, bountiful ladies...
We got looks from not only the silver-haired sharks with their trophy companions, but from the
trophy companions as well. Even got some polite inquiries; nobody quite sure what we were,
and that suited us just fine.

Learned more about how I’d changed... One day at sea, positioning, I found a keyboard
in one of the lounges, sat down, and helped myself. Even with partial fingernails, it was fun. A
good looking woman probably in her early 40’s sat close, listening. I’d seen her around, and
she’d given me the eye more than once, and a bit more one night on the dance floor (until Jan
rescued me). She asked if I’d like something to drink. That would be very nice. She returned
shortly with something tall and fruity. I was thirsty, and drained it. We talked a bit, and I
resumed playing.

Over the next hour or so, she and the bartender at the other end of the lounge kept
bringing me more of the same. Now I know what that touch of heartburn means -- when Jan
found me for lunch, I thanked my audience (three people for the last half hour or so), and greeted
Jan with a big hug. We chatted a bit with the staff, and the bartender who worked that area.

Nice folks. Headed to lunch.

The gal’s hubby showed up and sat with the three of us. They (Benjamin and Pamela)
were Canadian finance types, from Vancouver. Told them I was a retired research physicist,
here to relax. Kari and Jan introduced themselves as being “with him.” Polite smiles.

I ducked out to the loo between courses, only gone a short while, yet when I got back,
pretty much all of them seemed surprised. How was I doing? Fine! I enjoyed the morning -- |
was looking forward to getting back to my piano. We talked a bit more. They were planning
their next trip, to Europe. That sent an involuntary shudder through me. I explained I’d recently
been to Europe, and it had wiped me out. Still, there were places I’d like to visit, and some
places I’d like to see again. I held Kari and Jan’s hands.

“What was going on at lunch?” I asked them as we walked back to our cabin after lunch.
“Were my pants unzipped or something?”’

Jan chucked. “I’ll have to try it -- when we get home.”

“Try what?” I asked.
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“While you were playing? Pamela was feeding you Zombies -- you drank five or six of
them, she lost track! They were amazed you could still stand!”

Hmpf. “I feel fine, not even tipsy. I could use a nap, though...” I squeezed them closer.
Kari murmured, “I know what you need...”

I wasn’t going to disagree with her...

We spent two days in an over-the-water bungalow before flying back, through Los
Angeles.

We cleared Customs and were figuring out what was next, when Jan pointed and said,
“Over there!”

I'looked. Mike, dressed chauffeur-style, holding a sign with my name on it. I shrugged.
“Let’s go!”

I think the ladies enjoyed having him lug our bags... Vicki was waiting in the car (a big
Mercedes) outside. We loaded up and headed off.

“To what do we owe this welcome?” I asked.
“How was the trip? You look much, much better!” Vicki told me.

We chatted about the trip for a bit. We’d made our way to the freeway, and were headed
South.

“What’s the plan?” I asked again.

Mike spoke up. “Three days at Disney, an hour from here if we’re lucky.”
Something about the look on his face. “Why?”

Vicki chuckled and shook her head. “Causing trouble?” she offered.

“I’m all for that, but what kind of trouble, and to whom?”

“We expect some people to be at the park Wednesday,” Vicki replied with a smirk.
“Today is Monday?” I asked.

Vicki nodded. “Light day tomorrow, and if things go as expected, more fun
Wednesday.”

“Which means?” I asked.
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“You’ll see,” Mike replied, putting an end to the discussion, at least for now.

We got a nice room with a big bed, but one look at the restaurant menu and we were all
for In-N-Out Burger. There was one within walking distance, and after all the time on the plane,
the walk felt good.

We got up late Tuesday and did the California Adventure park. Not too bad. Definitely
more people than we’d been around in a while, except for airports.

Wednesday, we were at the Disneyland gate when it opened. I hadn’t been to the place in
a decade or more, and Jan had never been, so it was a trip.

A few minutes later, my phone rang. Vicki -- I answered it. She said something.
The world wobbled and I went into the stoned sweats, the first time in quite a while!

The rest of the morning was a blur, the ladies pulling me around, going through fluids at
a ferocious rate, sweating like crazy.

And a little after one, my phone rang again, and as quickly as the stoned sweats turned
on, they turned off!

Except that I was still dripping wet, and now exhausted! We sat for a while, and I more
or less dried off, and drank quite a bit. The ladies wanted to do more, but I was thrashed! After
wandering about for a while, I convinced them to stop and sit. We were in an area used for
shows, with a stage at one end. As we sat, and I recovered, putting down more fluids, the area
filled with people. The show was mindless pre-recorded pap. We headed back to the hotel. I
showered and collapsed on the bed. We had room service (palatable) around nine.

Doing the park the next day, it was like I was there for the first time... “Don’t you
remember?” “Yesterday we...” Nope, it’s all a blur! We had fun.

Mike and Vicki met us with the Mercedes Friday morning. We checked out of the hotel,
loaded up our bags, and headed North.

“So what was Wednesday all about?” I asked. “It cost me three pounds.”
Mike laughed and shook his head.

Vicki told us, “A pair of false hits were at the park Wednesday. It’s going to drive some
analysts up the wall!”

I frowned. “And force the conclusion that some kind of on-off switch exists? Unless one

of the others is really a carrier, I mean -- infection some times but not others? What other
conclusion could you come to?”
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Vicki nodded. “But what if they’re normally in low population density environments?
And every time they’re in a high population density environment, an outbreak occurs?”’

I frowned. “Even if they’ve saturated their normal environments, you’d still have
contagion along transit points, getting from there to here and back. Otherwise, still posits a
control mechanism -- sensor, decision apparatus, and a switch.”

She gave Mike one of those, “I told you so,” looks.

“Don’t like it,” I told them. “Draws attention and gets people questioning things. Sooner
or later someone -- someone else -- is going to decide to haul us in and dissect us just to be sure!
I’m already on that list; shit, I’ve been there; I don’t want it again!”

“Well?” Vicki asked Mike.

He moved some in his seat. My guess is that he farted. Vicki frowned and rolled down
her window a bit; as good a confirmation as I was likely to get.

I thought about it. Thought about a bunch of things. Sitting in the middle in the back
seat, sandwiched between two lovelies... Something had changed.

“Something happened, Wednesday afternoon,” I said to nobody in particular.

Vicki turned more to me. “What?” she responded, looking quite interested.

“Yeah, that’s when it happened. Wednesday afternoon -- after the faucet turned off, I
was whipped, but we wandered around before sitting down for a while. We sat in, don’t
remember what they call it now, used to be the Tomorrowland terrace area, a stage and seating
area for so-called performances. Anyway, a crowd gathered. I’d picked a spot that was not only
in the shade, but would stay shaded as the sun went down...”

Jan gave me a squeeze. “We caught a smart one...”

I squeezed her back. “The area really filled up -- and it was like some people sat close to
us, even though there were shaded areas nearby. Just before the so-called show started... I got
this feeling, of, I don’t know, tranquility, peace. All the people near us were smiling, looking
relaxed as well.” I thought about it some more. “It wasn’t the stoned sweats, it was more a
feeling ... of tranquility, belonging, being connected somehow.”

Vicki frowned some, nodding. “Interesting...”

Mike asked, “So you don’t think we should push any more buttons?”

I frowned. “If I get an opinion, I’d like to just flat out vanish for a while. Like I said,
someone already decided that I raised enough questions to take a closer, highly invasive, look. I
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didn’t appreciate it then, and I ain’t looking forward to another round! If some folks think I’'m
not it, I don’t want to disappoint them, or call that conclusion into question!”

“Fair enough,” Mike said, nodding. “Vanish, eh? We can do that if you want.”
“I think I want. Sounds like there’s fine print associated -- explain.”

They explained. I agreed. Kari and Jan agreed to help.

It’s not so much disappearing, as not leaving tracks. By the time we got back to Silicon
Valley, I knew what we needed to do, and helped get it done.

We worked more with the local attorney Mike and Vicki had picked to do the
corporation, having him be my legal representative as well. Put the house up for sale. Stored a
few things and liquidated the rest. That’s step one, cutting ties.

Steps two through 7 are harder -- not leaving tracks -- not using credit cards, ATMs, cell
phones, commercial flights, trains, anything requiring ID to be shown and/or checked.

For a while, the three of us lived in the house in Puget Sound. Anything I needed
someone could get for me. What I needed most was someone to hold, and someone to hold me.
Lucky for me, Kari and Jan needed that as well.

But how about the tubes? How can you survive without using the tubes? What, you
mean like people did for most of recorded history? Actually, we did have high speed internet
access, and I communicated with the guy representing me. A partial answer is Tor -- a set of
anonymizing proxy servers. Unfortunately, Tor introduces too much latency to do VOIP for
things such as Skype or other telephony services.

I’d used a set of free e-mail addresses for years. I kept using those, but with a twist.
Another part of the answer was using text-only e-mail services on a stripped-down Linux distro.
Single pixel tracking GIFs? All sorts of nasty little things break. Only opening attachments (if
ever) on the Mac after the machine has been physically disconnected from the Internet, with
things set to scream if someone tries to phone home.

Doug and Sir David were in contact, expressing concern. I’d spoken to them on the
phone before bailing from Silicon Valley. They seemed to have most of the official record. I
told them I was burned out and healing - recovering. I was hiding for a while to figure out what I
wanted to do when I grew up. Doug started getting pushy, but Sir David jerked his chain, and let
me know I was welcome to visit whenever I wished, particularly if I was willing to take on a
piano student for a brief tutelage. Told him I’d consider that.

I wasn’t a complete hermit -- we went into Seattle every so often, usually to visit the
clinic and to run me through more tests. I was still changing. We were still changing.
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The world was changing -- and those changes were starting to be noticed.

There’s a big park in Seattle which draws lots of people, particularly on the weekends if
the weather is good (which makes it problematic). The three of us went into town for the
weekend; the girls wanted to do some shopping, and Vicki wanted to check out a “happening” in
the park with me, something they didn’t understand.

People were gathering, and ... just gathering. High densities without obvious guidance,
intent, purpose, whatever. People gathering, spontaneously, densely. Why? If you looked, if
you questioned, similar gatherings were starting to happen around the world.

Vicki and I left their townhouse a little after noon; it was a short walk to an entrance to
the park.

She could feel something as we approached; so could I. Neither of us could put a finger
on it.

Going into the park, so many people, but so peaceful!

After a few minutes, wandering more or less into the middle of things, it clicked -- “This
is just like Disneyland!” I exclaimed. That same feeling in the crowd.

I turned to look at Vicki -- her expression was blank but pleasant, kind of like my “sister”
in Italy when we both had the stoned sweats. More memories coming back -- we’d spent a few
days there together, a few days working with people, taking them to the heights. But my health
took a dive again, and Patrice got me out, took us back to the States, to Florida, where...

Damn! [ wanted to explore more of what was going on in the park, but I was worried
about Vicki! Looking around, I spotted a chunk of light cotton rope about six feet long. I tied
one end around my belt, and the other end around Vicki’s, to try and keep us together.

“Vicki, are you all right?”” I asked, holding her face in my hands.

“Y... Yes,” she replied slowly. “This is nice...”

“I want to keep going. Is that okay?” I asked.

“Yes, please -- keep going,” she agreed, but blankly.

Damn... We moved on. The further into the park we got... It wasn’t like the effect of
that third or fourth hit on the hash pipe, going from stoned to no longer there. Things got ...
more defined? More a sense of community, of brotherhood, belonging? I had a feeling, a

suspicion... As we moved through, people parted for us, letting us through. Some reached out to
touch me. It wasn’t like people were sedated or tranquilized -- they were moving around,
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playing games, playing musical instruments and singing, sitting and listening, a lot of sitting,
particularly in pairs and clumps, much togetherness.

We found a park bench; without asking, people moved to give us a place to sit. I sat
Vicki next to me and held her. We held each other, sitting, basking, floating in it, buoyed by it.

I thought about a lot of things -- where was this thing going? Where was it taking us, and
for whom? Anybody driving? That idea of the free-range, antibiotic and hormone-free chicken
kept popping into my head... But I was feeling better about it, about things in general. If this
was the future, there just might be hope for the world.

I glance at my watch -- good grief, over four hours had passed! And Vicki was glassy-
eyed and noncommunicative! I got her to her feet, and got us moving. The weather was
changing; we were in for more rain, in the next hour or so.

The crowd was dispersing. Spooky! And so many of them wanted to touch me! Brush
me, touch my skin, not just clothes. But not aggressively. So strange!

About a block away from the townhouse, Vicki walking by my side, on autopilot, she
paused and took a gasping breath, throwing her arms around me, holding me tight. I held her;
what else could I do? We were both sweating, even though it had been a short walk.

Mike met us on the sidewalk outside the townhouse. Vicki went into his arms and started
sobbing. He took her inside and to their room.

“What happened?” Kari asked, coming to my side.
“You’re sweating, and so is she!” Jan exclaimed.
I moved the three of us to the couch, looking out the window to the rain starting.

“Don’t know -- I’ve got some guesses, but no answers,” I told them, holding on. I still
felt that calm, that connection, even as that feeling of connection continued to dissipate.

The three of us ended up walking down the street for pizza for dinner -- Pagliacci -- great
pizza. We overheard folks talking about the thing in the park, how great it had been. Some
didn’t feel anything at first, but after a while, they felt it, too. They didn’t understand it, but they
were sure they’d go the next time it happened, and bring friends! And one of them remarked,
“Hey, everyone is your friend at the park!” Yeah, they agreed, and so did I, that’s the way it felt.

Walking afterwards, people at a coffee bar talking about the park -- and some of them
still had that glow, from the feeling and from sweating. Quite upbeat. Yet one of the bars on

The Ave was practically deserted. We didn’t hang around long, going back to the townhouse.

We saw Mike and Vicki the next morning at breakfast. Vicki looked better, but still a bit
shaken.

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 81 http://www.asstr.org/~artie




Vector (Chosen)

“It was like falling into a huge, soft, cloud,” she tried to explain. “Not what you do to
people with your hands,” she said, looking at me, “but a feeling of ... kinship, I guess. Family.”

She looked to Mike, reaching out for his hand. “I don’t know -- the next one, do I want
to go, or do I want to run away? It’s so strong -- so strong it’s scary!”

We talked about it some more. It turned out, one of the weaknesses of the minor gods is
that they don’t like crowds, don’t do crowds. Made sense -- imagine you’re in a sea of people
such as Disneyland, only everyone is screaming as loud as they can all the time. Going to be
very hard to take, yes?

And the park, for Vicki, she was lost in the ... calm, contentment, kinship. So seductive,
so good, so scary. Like when Kari or Jan suckles me, I proposed, touching both of them gently
and pulling them closer. Vicki sighed -- far better, and far worse, she told us.

I threw in my two cents -- we saw folks afterwards, listened to them talking about it.
They were sweating, like Vicki and I had been. I highly suspected that the majority of the people
in the park were people who’d had ... whatever it is that’s changing us. It comes from the
changes. Once you reach certain densities, things start happening. It felt like a density thing,
achieving a critical mass.

Oh damn, did that ever make sense! Mike and Vicki reached out to their colleagues, and
into other organizations. These things were happening all over the world! Some analysts were
starting to connect them to the ... they still thought of it as a disease, nu-flu.

We know now, Disneyland and the park were early instances of “the mesh.” Itis a
critical mass thing, numbers and density. You need a certain number/percentage of third/fourth
wave people in a small area to kick it off, but once it starts, it recruits everybody.

Oh, a seeded mesh is called a swarm, but those didn’t arise until later.

Once a mesh forms at that critical density, it recruits. Not only does the mesh recruit,
such as about its periphery, it triggers something in second wave or higher participants, turning
them highly contagious for about twenty four hours -- once they leave the mesh. So when the
mesh disperses, another wave starts.

Meshes drove analysts, particularly those trying to suss out (super)carriers such as me,
right up the wall -- once people figured out the participants in a mesh become contagious when

they leave, efforts at tracking became essentially impossible.

That doesn’t mean they stopped trying to track and identify us -- as in many situations, it
takes time for the imbeciles running things to understand what the smart people are telling them.

Side effects of the changes -- hard to tell between intended and unintended consequences
when you don’t know the intent, yes?
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Pretty good agreement now that the third wave brings a group of metabolic changes, such
as the ability to metabolize alcohol readily.

The flip side of the ability to metabolize alcohol readily is that (post third wave) people
don’t get drunk. Overall, you’d consider that a societal benefit, and as time progresses, it has
been. It’s the transitions that are the bitch.

Not being able to get drunk isn’t viewed as positive if you’re in the getting-people-drunk
business, yes? And it isn’t a good thing if you personally really like to go out and get hammered.

Oh, the social drinking scene, where things are as much a matter of expectation and
conditioning, that didn’t undergo as radical a change. Like sipping cognac on the deck of the
ship at sunset -- a very nice evening. But the lets-get-hammered groups, and the structures that
supported them, that’s another deal.

An indication was a drop in certain types of emergency room visits, and indeed, in most
alcohol-related trauma. It took a while to connect the dots, and the first people that did connect
the dots, showing very high positive correlations between decreases in drunk driving and drunk
driving induced trauma and the percentage of the population who had been infected with the nu-
flu, those people and reports were suppressed, hard and fast.

But they kept popping up. More and more people noticed. Incidence of DUI dropping,
along with DUI related trauma. Eventually the press noticed, and public health officials had to
admit that there might possibly be some connection, but it was all too vague and improbable, and
it was more likely the success of campaigns against certain behaviors, enhanced enforcement,
more DUI checkpoints, the diligent work of the current administration...

Yeah, total bullshit, and people didn’t buy it. Especially since it was an easy experiment
to perform on your own. The markers for the third wave are subtle, not like the fourth wave
where you’re sick for a week shitting and sweating slime. You knew if you’d been through the
fourth wave, even if the nomenclature wasn’t well known at the time.

The self test: get a fifth of distilled spirits of your choice. Drink eight ounces, wait a half
hour. Not feeling anything? Do another eight ounces and wait another half hour. Still nothing?
Might as well chug the rest, oh, and figure around 80 calories per ounce.

Random people (and especially random students, college and younger) learned. Once
you’d had the nu-flu, your drinking habits and experience changed. You can still go out with
your buds for pitchers and pool, or margaritas after work Friday, or have a tall one when you get
home from work. For kids who had never been drunk before, what was the big deal?

Oh, there are limits, and people found them. The body can still only take so much

alcohol. A fifth of gin, or vodka, tequila, rum, whatever, that’s just a lot of calories to a post-
third-wave metabolism.
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Really take it on, drinking more and more, liters of high-proof spirits, and eventually
even your post-third-wave metabolism can’t handle it.

And you get a lesson most people only need to experience, even as a bystander, once.

Consume too much alcohol and the body revolts -- from both ends, violently, until
purged. And you experience this process stone cold sober, not like in the past where you woke
up with a hangover and very fuzzy memories. All your memories are crystal clear...

As those stories and incidents become more common, even the hard core think twice.

But just because people couldn’t get drunk any more doesn’t mean they suddenly became
responsible. It’s just that post-third-wave, they don’t have the alcohol to blame, or to fog their
memories. In some areas, the after-the-bars-close fights got worse, in part because combatants’
aim and reflexes weren’t hindered by booze. But that didn’t last long.

Another shoe dropping, and one of the first official linkages involved the sudden decline
of sexually transmitted diseases -- all sexually transmitted diseases, viral and bacterial. A brave
group in Amsterdam demonstrated that individuals who had nu-flu would not contract any
number of sexually transmitted diseases, even the multiple-drug-resistant strains. This group
was brave because they published their findings directly to the net when they caught the first
whiff of suppression approaching.

While the U.S. CDC didn’t have the balls to come out and tell what they knew and what
their studies were showing, at least there were enough forthright individuals within the
organization that CDC didn’t immediately spout denials. Researchers in London quickly went
public showing plummeting rates of hospital-acquired infections as well as decreases in clinic
reported STDs, and hypothesized a connection to nu-flu. After a week and a half of more
evidence appearing from all over the world, including “leaked” reports from within the VA on
the disappearance of MRSA from VA hospitals, CDC among others were forced to formally
admit that just maybe, just possibly, there might be something to this.

Diseases including malaria, dengue fever, HIV, and many others -- gone. Preexisting
cases? Those were a mixed bag. Some were wiped out. Some weren’t. The damage already
done remained.

The growing realization that nu-flu conferred immunity to disease (the drop in core body
temperature hadn’t become well known yet) started a big swing. Before, there had been a quiet
but concerted effort, mostly among plutocrats and their hangers on to avoid nu-flu and identify
carriers and outbreaks. Now there was a concerted effort, among the masses, to get nu-flu, and
to be sure they’d had it!

The cat really came out of the bag with a simple, rapid, and inexpensive test that was

positive on anyone who was more than 48 hours post-first-wave. Pink spot? You haven’t had
nu-flu. Blue spot? You’ve had nu-flu.
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What the test looked for was a particular DNA sequence, one of the sequences nu-flu
altered. Mainstream media played up the end-of-disease angle, while other circles freaked out
over the simple fact that something was rewriting human DNA.

And, that rewriting didn’t stop with the initial exposure. And the number of people
“infected” continued to rise. How long until 10%, 20% of the population, of the world, had been
infected? Classified -- scary -- not long -- and inevitable.

Oh, the bitter stuff Sir David and others used as a preventative? Turns out the compound
itself didn’t confer immunity, but rather a metallic contaminant interfered with a critical step in
the agent’s activation inside the host. Small levels of the contaminant could be eliminated from
the body over time and the individual would acquire nu-flu just like anyone else. Higher levels,
though, required I'V chelation therapy, which took weeks and was exquisitely painful. Cost
didn’t matter to plutocrats, but the cross product of pain and time, that’s another thing!

There were groups of immunes identified; many of these turned out to be people with just

the right amounts of certain metals in their systems, high enough to interfere with nu-flu, but not
high enough to be symptomatic. Some, though, were just immune.
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Kari, Jan, and I watched much of this unfold from the wilds of Montana.

I’d been cautious about using the World Wide Wait. Hell, I’d been paranoid! And I
thought I was detecting a pattern, more and more e-mails containing web bugs and other attempts
at tracking -- not just the usual stuff, but weirdies embedded in PDFs and other documents sent
to me, embedded in ways that took skill and extreme premeditation as far as I was concerned.

And I’'m not talking about spam, either -- I got a PDF from my ex-employer, forwarded
by my attorney. It was a settlement and release for the indignities I’d suffered. And the damn
thing contained multiple buried attempts at calling home! But the doc was legitimate! They also
wanted an original signature -- so I signed it, and arranged for Peter to pick it up and have it
mailed; think it got mailed from New York City. Oh, I haven’t told you about Peter yet. The
thing got mailed, anyway, and received, and I got the money (minus the attorney’s cut).

One evening on the Island we were minding our own business, cleaning up dishes after
dinner, when Mike and Vicki showed up. We’re leaving, right now. Okay, let me get... What
part of right now don’t you understand? We packed a few things, very quickly, and bugged out.

The five of us piled into the old diesel Mercedes and headed East.

Why?

Vicki had heard from some colleagues, and she and Mike had verified that any number of
groups were seriously contemplating rounding up the questionables, like me, and were already
tracking a superspreader. I was known to be in the Seattle area -- I’d been spotted by visiting
CDC people, people who knew me by sight and by voice. Just luck.

Okay, where to?

Mike and Vicki had a number of bolt-holes preplanned; even minor gods need escape
hatches. We were headed for Redneck Country, with a stop on the way.

Stop? For what?
Breakfast, grunted Mike.

Okay, not going to get any more from him; I tried to get comfortable with my two
favourite pillows and get some sleep.

We stopped during the night for fuel. Mike paid cash -- not leaving tracks.
We stopped in the morning, in Idaho. We got to meet another of the minor Gods. Peter
and his harem (three gorgeous women) lived on a large chunk of land surrounded by old rusty

barbed wire. Friendly. We were expected, though. One of the women, Sarah, had been a
beautician before she met Peter, and she’d been very good.
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When we arrived, I had light brown hair with streaks of grey. Kari’s hair was black,
Jan’s was brown, and Vicki’s was light brown.

When we left, our hair was light brown, matching Vicki. Kari’s and Jan’s were cut the
same as Vicki’s, and their eyebrows colored as well. We got new clothes, with the girls getting
matching outfits. We also drove away in a locally registered moderately thrashed Dodge
Caravan.

Scenic Montana -- outside Bozeman is ... Bupkis. Naw, it’s gorgeous country. It’s just ...
in Silicon Valley, if I decide on a Saturday morning I need a handful of 2N7000 FETs, there are
a bunch of places I can go to get them -- and be able to choose between TO92 and surface
mount, or even matched sets. Not as easy in Montana...

We were outside Bozeman, far enough to not be bothered. Kari and Jan had been there
before with Mike and Vicki, and were excited to be back. Nice spread, a medium-sized two
story house in the middle of eighty acres, pretty damn self-sufficient with our own well, propane,
backup generator with its own fuel tank, phone, sat TV, and even high-speed internet. Had an
upright piano (with a full sized harp, a Yamaha) and a good assortment of music -- Mike would
get me whatever [ wanted. Oh, and a secure and pretty much untraceable sat phone, graciously
provided by an organization that didn’t even know it had walked away; another advantage to
being a minor god, Mike told us. We had enough food to last six people many months, and three
people quite a while. As Mike showed us around the place, Vicki went back into town to stock
up on fresh stuff. They also had a nice selection of rifles, shotguns, handguns, and ammunition.
Expecting a party, are we? Not expecting, but prepared nonetheless.

The rules of engagement were simple -- only two of us should be seen at any time, myself
and one of the ladies. We had more hair color, and both Jan and Kari knew how to use it. Mike
or Vicki would check on us not very often. Peter might drop by, but we’d know beforehand he
was coming. Ultilities are paid for, and the post office is in town. Delivery services don’t come
out this far -- you wanted to vanish, right? Well, don’t do anything stupid on line, and you’re
vanished. Oh, we had computers galore. We also had a decade old Jeep Grand Cherokee with
winter tires, a full tank of gas, and a storage tank of gas in the detached garage that held the Jeep,
snow blowers, and random tools. Jan knew where the grocery stores were in town, so we were
pretty much set.

Our “next door neighbors,” Clark and his wife Nina, would take care of plowing our
driveway from the county road to the second gate, a few hundred yards from the house. We had
to plow it from the second gate to the house and garage, and take care of the area around the
buildings. Kari and Jan had been through it before. Clark and Nina could not do anything to
betray or hurt us -- that’s what Mike told us.

Vicki came back with what initially seemed like an enormous amount of fresh stuff, until
we started thinking about things. When we’d been in the Sound, Mike or Vicki had brought in
food every ten days or so. Here, we wanted to stay put for weeks at a time. We were going to
spend the winter, at least.
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Realistically, I should have figured that Mike and/or Vicki screwed with our heads so we
wouldn’t go stir crazy. Whatever they did, I'm glad they did it.

Mike and Vicki stayed the night, and took off after breakfast.

It was quiet, and it was nice. One part of the full basement had a rowing machine,
recumbent exercise bike, and a treadmill, all set up in front of a large screen LCD. We also had
mats and cushions, so we could and did get plenty of exercise; that was one of Jan’s jobs,
keeping us fit.

Internet worked, and even using Tor, it was faster than what we’d had on the Sound. Carl
and Nina leased out a spot on their property for a cell tower, and part of that deal was high speed

internet for a bunch of neighbors.

So that’s where we sat and watched the world turn.
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It was interesting, watching from a distance. Through Mike, Vicki, Peter, and their
fellow gods, we received copies of e-mails, discussions, and reports from CDC and other
organizations, inside and outside the U.S.

Backfill on nomenclature and timelines -- through general consensus (the Oxford
conference), nu-flu progresses in waves, identified as follows:

First wave -- initial infection, zero through about 72 hours, with DNA changes present
after 48 hours as detected by Grebe’s test. Changes in immune system, some metabolic changes.
Disagreement among participants as to whether nu-flu is a “virus;” they agreed to “agent” with a
substantial number believing the agent is artificial. In the first wave, agent floods the lymphatic
system, not surprising, but also the brain stem and spinal column, extending out to spinal
processes and ganglia. Implications of nervous system involvement unclear but scary. First
wave characterized by easily recognized flu-like symptoms and contagious period. First wave
confers immunity to a wide range of bacterial and viral pathogens.

Second wave -- four weeks after the first wave. No outward signs or symptoms, but
further DNA alterations [more citations I don’t understand]. More metabolic shifts, with the first
decrease in core temperature. Measurable changes in immune and auto-immune responses.
Rebuilding (regeneration?) of circulatory system, elimination of plaques and deposits begins
with second wave? Debate ongoing, but key elements seem to be in place. Not transmissible
through casual or even intimate contact; transmission requires blood or CSF transfusion.

Third wave -- twelve weeks after the first wave. More metabolic shifts, more DNA
alterations. No outward signs or symptoms. Ability to metabolize alcohol, wider range of
proteins, and plant materials. Shifts in commonly observed gut bacteria? Further regeneration of
circulatory system, further drop in core temperature, increase in red blood cell count. As with
second wave, not easily transmissible.

Fourth wave -- twenty weeks after the first wave. Significant outward signs and
symptoms! Rapid, violent shift in lipid profiles and body fat levels. Body sheds lipids and fats
through excretion and through the skin. Length of fourth wave depends on initial lipid and body
fat levels. Individuals may lose ten percent or more body mass in three days! Fourth wave may
last two to ten days, again depending on initial lipid and body fat levels. Individuals are highly
contagious, shedding copious amounts of the agent! Fourth wave, while unpleasant (for
everyone in the vicinity), is not medically dangerous; the individual needs to maintain fluid and
electrolyte levels, but normally will not consume solid food during the active phase. Further
DNA alterations and drop in core temperature. Onset signaled by sudden oily skin accompanied
by unpleasant taste in mouth, progressing inexorably to intestinal distress in one to two hours.

Interesting kickers on fourth wave -- causes temporary (around 90 days?) sterility. Why?
While DNA changes associated with fourth wave are detectable in infants and small children, the
rapid lipid and body fat shifts (and accompanying contagion) do not occur until approximately
18 months after puberty. Why?
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Fifth wave -- 36 weeks after the first wave. No outward signs or symptoms. Further
DNA alterations. Associated with mesh formation? Effects unknown. Hah!

Sixth wave -- 48 weeks after the first wave. No outward signs or symptoms.
Significant DNA alterations. Associated with mesh formation? Effects unknown. Double hah!

At the Oxford Conference, Grebe’s test extended to identify DNA alterations associated
with the six known waves. USFDA doesn’t want to allow distribution until [bullshit arguments],
which are immediately recognized as crap the real issue being intellectual property protection
and what companies are going to profit from it. Grebe openly curses USFDA and says the test is
in the public domain. Indian and Korean companies announce mass availability at cost. EU,
Canada allowing marketing with no restrictions. USFDA sees the prominent writing on the wall
and backs down, allowing OTC sales. No conclusions as to whether more waves are
possible/probable; biopsy of post-sixth-wave individuals shows agent still present in lymphatic
system, and in brain stem - spinal column, major ganglia.

That’s useful information, but leaves out so much...

Little details such as the agent does (will?) not cross the placental barrier. An infant will
be born at the same stage as the mother when pregnancy occurred. Agent is present
(concentrated!) in breast milk, seemingly as long as the mother (or any other female) is lactating.
So an infant conceived to a fifth wave mother will have fifth wave DNA signatures, but not
undergo fourth wave conversion until after puberty.

The contagious nature of the fourth wave wasn’t realized at first. Then, as usual, a
number of things happened at once, showing that isolated populations weren’t really isolated.

Look at three groups of isolated populations: nuclear submarine crews, Antarctic
scientific research groups, and the crew of the Space Station. Extreme isolation? In fairly rapid
succession, individuals in each of these populations went through the fourth wave. On the Space
Station, two long-term inhabitants were nu-flu free -- until a colleague went through the fourth
wave. Same aboard submarines, and at Antarctic research stations. A lot less messy and easier
to deal with on the ground, though! The Space Station incident was the one that pushed the
wider (public) adoption of Grebe’s test for formally staging the progress of the “disease.”

The contagious nature of the fourth wave wasn’t realized at first. Yes, worth repeating,
as it really wasn’t realized at first. Epidemiologists considered nu-flu a disease of civilization,
like the Plagues, requiring a certain population density to support expansion. Yes, jet travel and
those pesky superspreaders helped spread it far and wide, but the relatively short contagious
period tended to hold it to high-density areas. If first wave individuals stayed put, and limited
contact, the spread burned out fairly quickly.

Until the fourth wave hit. In the fourth wave, individuals shed copious amounts of the
agent -- much encapsulated in lipids. And so encapsulated, the agent could (and did) spread and
remain viable over wider areas and times. The Ganges, Nile, or the Amazon, for example?
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Something about that lipid-encapsulation had an affinity for humans. Or how about communal
baths and hot springs in Japan and Northern Europe? Even in a fit individual without a lot of
body fat to lose, they’re still going to shed excess lipids (bad cholesterol), particularly through
their skin, and will want to wash frequently. Contaminate communal baths, major rivers, and
you’re looking at major spikes! The lipid coat is remarkably resistant to chlorine compounds
used in pools and other disinfectants. Add to that the grouped nature of the way it spread, you
probably had a lot of people going through the fourth wave at the same time -- just like you will
in another twenty weeks when the batch that gets it from this wave goes through it!

Grouped nature -- plenty of reports of the mess that results when the fourth wave hits a
concentrated population -- think college campuses and dorms, battleships, jails and prisons...
The private sector did a good job adapting, and the response of the public sector was as
anticipated. Cornell University had one of the first big incidents, and handled it very well. In
contrast, after Cornell, the medical head of one state prison sent a flurry of dire memos on the
predicted arrival of the fourth wave, particularly at one location. Ignored. He resigned, and as
predicted, all hell broke loose.

The “Idiot’s Guide to the Nu-Flu” has perhaps the most cogent recommendations. First,
if the fourth wave catches you by surprise, you must be running a major public institution...
Otherwise, you have plenty of time to prepare. You should have many liters of a drink such as
Gatorade to replace fluids and electrolytes, a bathtub or shower, large towels, and body wash.
You can make the experience a bit easier by switching to a liquid diet two or three days prior.
You’ll have an hour or so of warning before the intense part hits -- you’ll notice a strong oily
taste in your mouth, and your skin will turn oily. One thing you can do is put a small adhesive
bandage on the back of your hand; when it falls off, you’re getting close.

And when you’re getting close, get to your chosen bathroom! Strip down, and get ready
for the ride! The first few hours of intestinal distress will be the worst as you purge any solid
contents from your digestive tract. Figure on being glued to the toilet! Start drinking fluids, and
keep drinking fluids! Sleep in the bathtub with a towel over you if needed; remember, you can’t
catch cold! Don’t bother trying to wash the slime off your skin for the first day; after that, you
can shower twice a day or so until it’s over. And if you have friends who haven’t had the nu-flu,
or aren’t certain they have, invite them over! You’re contagious as hell! Figure on being quite
tired for the first day or two afterwards, reintroduce solid foods slowly, and enjoy shopping for a
new wardrobe!

How to mark your calendar? Buy a big pack of test strips. If you don’t test positive for
second or third wave, test daily until you do, and then mark your calendar accordingly. If you
already test positive for third wave, you’ve got less than eight weeks. Don’t plan any vacations
or trips! While the usual period is eight weeks, or 56 days, it may be a day or two shorter. If you
make frequent trips across multiple time zones, like crews of intercontinental air flights, that may
shorten the nominal period as well.

Oh, if someone tells you, “It wasn’t that bad,” then they are a world-class athlete like a

long-distance runner, triathlete, or cyclist, pathologically anorexic, or a pathological liar. You
are in for days of not fun. Taking anti-diarrhea medications will only make the first few hours
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you are glued to the toilet worse. After you’re purged of solids, get in the tub (or stall shower)
and ride it out.

For those who are more than about ten percent overweight, a sort of mental fog sets in
after the second day. It’s good to have someone who can check on you daily, and make sure
you’re drinking fluids.

Some epidemiologists had said it would take years, maybe a decade or more, before a
third of the population overall was infected...

Not with the fourth wave, and not with the mesh.

The critical mass wasn’t and isn’t well understood, how many it takes to start the mesh.
You need a certain number of fifth and/or sixth wave people, that’s for sure. There was debate
over whether to prohibit large gatherings, to try and stall mesh-induced expansion. Didn’t fly.

Take a college town as an example. Regular classes aren’t big/dense enough. Huge
lecture halls? Not sure. A building full of classrooms, with a full lecture hall? Reports, not
rigorously confirmed, from some big schools -- UCLA, Michigan, Notre Dame, suggest meshes
forming under those conditions.

But how about sporting events? Basketball games? Football? Oh yeah! People were
ecstatic about how good the games were, how exciting, and how much fun it had been -- even
when the game was over, the usual traffic chaos seemed a lot easier!

A critical analysis of those early reports would have saved some people a lot of trouble
later on... Once initiated, the mesh recruits everyone in attendance, and spreads over the next
day as participants moved through life.

Hint: the mesh is not passive. College and pro sports clearly demonstrated that. Even the
coaches, especially the coaches, remarked on how teams played so hard, and so well.

Different mesh settings -- a few years ago, if you were a manager at a large airport, CDG,
Narita, JFK as examples, and a worker remarked on how much they really liked coming to work
now, your first response would probably be to have them pee in a cup, right? Got to be on
something, right?

Mesh -- numbers and density. Once enough of the population is from a high enough
wave, the mesh kicks in. A few bright people in one (supposedly secure) discussion group
figured that the drop in small-scale crime and nastiness, and overall improvements in attitude at
CDG and JFK were likely due to a free-flowing mesh. Once the mesh started, people flow in
and out of it, and the mesh keeps going!

The next message in that discussion -- “OMFG! Calcutta! Mumbai! Tokyo? Beijing?
Cairo? Manhattan?”
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...Followed by a call-in number for a quickly called conference...

It’s only a matter of time. How far apart can people be and still maintain the mesh?
What are the critical parameters, the cross product of people and density to initiate the mesh?
Don’t know, but lots of folks wanted to find out!

One analyst caught a lot of abuse on the point that people become contagious when they
leave the mesh, not as long as they are part of it. He got into trouble because he commented that
it was ““a nice piece of engineering, realizing that the contagious phase represents an energy drain
on the host, so only triggering that when the mesh is no longer present.” What’s so troublesome
about that statement? The remark that it’s “a piece of engineering” -- that we are not dealing
with a natural phenomenon.
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Life went on for us -- Clark and Nina stopped by to make sure we knew how to handle
the onset of winter and the snow. We’d already placed storm windows, and done it correctly.
Jan rode into town with Nina to do some shopping. Nina was surprised we hadn’t been into
town in over a month, and volunteered to pick Jan up for her weekly trip into town.

Winter storms -- they start around the North Pole and are still gathering speed as they
whistle through Montana. Some nights (and days) the house shook from the winds.

And that’s about the time the nature of the fifth wave started showing up, well, other than
the mesh.

The third wave saw a major change in the alcoholic beverage industry. Also saw fallout
into many other areas, such as motor vehicle insurance, police, medicine, and more. Some
business failed, others adapted.

Why weren’t the fifth wave changes spotted earlier? Wrong groups? Wrong sampling?
Figured out pretty quickly that fifth wave was necessary to start the mesh. But what else?

Anecdotal, just stories, yeah, I know, but in large numbers, such reports can amount to
evidence. Post fifth wave, people found it a lot easier to quit smoking. Something happened to
the physical component -- the behavioral side was still there, and that can be very, very strong.
But anyone motivated to quit, could and did easily. Tobacco, opium, heroin, other drugs, the
physical side of addiction issues, withdrawal, was gone with the fifth wave.

Another set of industries started to crumble, from farming all the way through
distribution. The “parallel” distribution channels such as Indian reservations, were among the
first to see the downtrends, and get out of the tobacco business. Too early to tell if the opium
and cocaine business will follow suit.

We don’t know all of what the fifth wave does, but part of it is neurological or
neurochemical in nature. Somehow it interferes with mechanisms involved in physical
addiction, particularly the parts associated with withdrawal, also the nature of the blood-brain
barrier.

Nicotine couldn’t cross the blood-brain barrier any more. It took an elegant piece of
detective work to show that it was a combination of the change in the blood-brain barrier, and a
change in the body’s immune system that tagged nicotine molecules making them too big to
cross the barrier, but the result was that many businesses built on addictive compounds came to
an end. Some ended more quietly than others. As with alcohol, much collateral damage --
tobacco sales had brought in a lot of tax revenue in some locations. No longer.

Still unknown whether it is a sixth wave change, or just the time required for the body to
recover, but the pattern became common -- smokers no longer felt the physical addiction, the
physical draw. But that left the psychological, behavioral, social aspects, those aspects of the
conditioning were still present. After about five or six weeks, though, the body forgets its
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tolerance to nicotine, and a smoker would pick up a cigarette out of psychological need, suck it
down ... and become violently ill. That helped break the behavioral and psychological
components quickly!

Similar patterns with other addictive drugs -- meth, opioids (natural and synthetic),
cocaine. Shifts in the blood-brain barrier, other changes in the mechanisms associated with the
biological aspects of addiction -- but with some kickers. As with nicotine, after a period of time,
the body lost tolerance of earlier dosage levels. Those who tried, one last time, the amount of
their favorite drug they’d used in the past, well, it was their one last time -- overdose.
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Another day Ill never forget, I can’t forget, I won’t forget. Outside, the quiet of soft
snowfall, blanketing and silencing everything.

Inside, music playing -- I Will Not Forget That I Have Forgotten by Eluvium.

Inside, I sat on the floor near the computer and cried. I cried for Lucy, even though I’d
never met her. I cried for all of us -- “us” the small group, twenty or so, who knows, that were
used to start it all. We’ve been used. The larger “us” all inclusive, that we would do such things
to our brothers and sisters.

Lucy was twenty eight years old. She was the superspreader responsible for Miami, and
then Atlanta; my sister. A sister I’d never met, I would never meet.

Vicki sent me the file, a 3MB PDF, with the simple comment, “Read it.” I downloaded it
from the network, then rebooted with the machine disconnected. I started reading.

They hunted her down. They hunted her, and she got away, twice. The third time, they
cornered her. Four days after Mike and Vicki pulled us out of Seattle and took us to Montana,
they cornered her. They had her this time; she wouldn’t get away. Over fifty armed men
stormed the building, to capture one girl, to keep her from escaping again.

But she escaped, once more, and forever. First she threw a chair through the 7th floor
window down to the busy street below, and then herself. Finally, she was free.

I held my head and cried as the picture they had of her burned in my memory.

An impromptu head and shoulders picture taken by a friend months earlier showing a
pretty black woman, short curly hair, a gentle, happy smile, smooth complexion. The sparkle in
her eyes -- I could almost hear her laugh. I would never hear her laugh. No one would.

They hunted her down. They killed her. But that wasn’t enough; after they killed her,
they dissected what was left.

Many pages of dissection (autopsy) results. Death instantaneous on impact. Agent
present in very high concentrations in brain, brain stem, spinal column, cerebrospinal fluids,
major ganglia, lymphatic system, eyes. Agent present in sweat glands and on skin, particularly
on the head. Agent present in saliva. Complete DNA profile begun, markers for first through
sixth waves confirmed. No pre-change DNA samples available for comparison, no siblings,
parents deceased and had been cremated. They were willing to hound us beyond the grave.
Subject 8 kg under the weight taken at medical exam about 3 months pre-change. Yeah, the
stoned sweats do that to you. Stomach and intestinal contents mostly fats, sugars, and alcohol.
Smart girl -- dense sources of short and long-term calories for one of us. They’d been chasing
her for days, and she’d been eating on the run. Only down 8 kg? She’d been doing well. What
had I lost? I remember stepping on the scales that morning, Kari and Jan next to me, down a
little over 30 pounds, what’s that, around 14 kg? Of course some of that [ was better off losing.
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I leaned back, watching the swirl of snowflakes outside the window. Wiped my face
with a sleeve. When I closed my eyes, I saw her face. I remembered, so clearly, that morning in
the Sound, gripping the low end of the piano with my right hand, taking that breath, knowing I
was only a few quick steps away from ... freedom. Big sigh. If Mike hadn’t paralyzed me, I’d
have made it. Living for days on end, being chased, all the time in the stoned sweats. God... It’s
bad when it doesn’t go away when you close your eyes. And my other sister, in Monaco,
jumping... Guess we like jumping...

I stood up. What am I going to do? I sat down again, in the chair in front of the
computer. I’m going to breathe in, and breathe out. He who breathes the longest, wins?

I went back to reading, finishing the report. Strong recommendations to release samples
to international groups to see if a test could be identified correlating from the dozen or so
individuals identified so far, and the suspicion that some countries were holding “candidates.”

A dozen or more? Most likely, a dozen or more dead. That or very securely confined.

Another sigh. I rebooted the system, reconnecting to the net. I replied that I’d read it,
and wanted to know more about the dozen or more referenced. A quick reply that they were
working on that, and to hang in there.

I was clingy and quiet for days, not too surprising.

The initial follow-up from Mike and Vicki didn’t help much, confirming that we (my

kind) were hunted like vermin, and seldom taken alive. There might be three of us alive in
captivity; they were trying to confirm.
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Spring comes late to Montana, arriving first in the news, and only much later in actuality,
the ground becoming visible, and then green.

The ground was still frozen as other parts of the country thawed.

A short e-mail from Mike: TURN ON THE GODDAMN PHONE! 1100 YOUR TIME!

We very rarely used the sat phone, keeping it charged up and ready, though. Glad I
checked mail -- it was ten thirty. I turned on the phone and watched it go through its dance,
connecting up. Ready to go. Now hurry up and wait.

About two minutes after eleven, it rang.

“Talk,” I said when I answered.

“Are these brits good guys or bad guys?” Mike demanded.

“Don’t know! What’s happening?”’

“You’re in the clear -- we think,” he told me.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

He laughed. “We got to thinking. They think they have a blood test now. Maybe a
cheek swab too, but a blood test that should work. We’re hearing about that, maybe it works and
maybe it doesn’t, and we thought about the hospital in Florida. We headed there but fast!”

‘6And?9’

“Fucking Brits, we’re pretty sure it was Brits, got there first!”

“What the hell does that mean?”

He laughed again. “It means we were going to switch some of your samples and trash the
rest, but when we got there, we looked, I mean we looked deep, and someone had been there

before us, like a month ago, swapping out your samples! Ho... Hold on!”

Noises as he put his phone down. The way I understood it, our sat phone was part of a
“special block” of phones that the system is not supposed to track. Hope so.

“Yeah, we’re on it. So someone went down there a month ago and got this dude to swap
shit out, went to some damn trouble, too, so it’s more or less consistent.”

“Where did the real stuff go?” I asked.

“Good fucking question! I think I’'m gonna have somebody visit the Queen!”
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I thought about it. “T owe Sir David a note -- why don’t I ask him?”

“Huh! Why the hell not! Do it! Hell, call him on the phone if you want. See if we can
learn anything. I think they’re on our side now.”

“So is this good news or bad news? Should I be packing?”

“Hey, we think it’s great news, and the heat will be coming off. We’ll know better in a
week or two. Stay warm. Oh, stop shaving.”

Click.
I looked at the phone and turned it off. Bizarre.

Sir David? Were they out to convict me or protect me? One way to find out, I guess.
What is it, plus six hours? Something like that. Sent him a simple text message.

Sir David,

I hope you are well, and you have gotten rid of the bitter
taste in your mouth that was troubling you.

If you have the time, I would like to speak with you on a
private matter. I believe you, or more likely one of your

people, may have picked up some dirty laundry of mine recently.

Again, if you are available, please advise a convenient
time and a suitable number for me to call.

Sincerely,

Rob Marsh

I was amazed when I received a reply half an hour later -- it might have been sooner, but
you never know with Tor, it staggers deliveries some times.

Doctor Marsh,

Please call immediately -- sooner if you are in difficulty.
We will do our utmost to protect you, and to prevent you from
suffering the fate of others

We did indeed pick up your dirty laundry, leaving clean

goods in their place. I understand they may have been picked up
by others, which should be good news.
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I did manage to rid myself of the bitter taste, although
the process was lengthy. Am now doing much better, thank you.

Again, please call whenever convenient.

I gave a brief shout reading the end of his message -- he gave me quite a list of phone
numbers, access numbers, really -- and they were for the same sat phone service we had!

All T had to do was power it up, press a key and then enter the six digit code...

“Hello?” answered a digitized voice after a few rings.

“Sir David, this is Rob Marsh calling.”

“Are you safe? Are you in a safe location?” he interrupted.

“Yes, I believe so.”

“Good! Don’t give any hints as to where. If you find yourself in danger, go to any U.K.
embassy or consulate and ask for Trade Minster Barrett -- again, ask for Trade Minister Barrett.
Please repeat that for me.”

“Any U.K. embassy or consulate and ask for Trade Minister Barrett,” I repeated.

He sighed. “Good! I tell you, my boy, there are many countries out there in which you
are not at all safe. But we can, and we will protect you if you are in need.”

“Thank you, Sir -- I hope I do not need those services.”

“As do L... Itis good to hear your voice. I would expect that the interest in you should
decrease markedly in the next few weeks. You’ve presented people with quite a puzzle, even
more so after we looked at your laundry. I would love for you to drop by for a few days so we
could discuss things. Oh, and I #ave been practicing; I find the de Severac quite nice.”

“That’s good to hear. Some friends went looking for my laundry, and were surprised to
find someone had taken care of it for me.”

He laughed. “Then you have very good friends, Sir! I feel better about your safety! Oh,
what is it?” Muffled sounds for a few moments, then more laughter. “Yes, my friend, you are
doing well -- the phone you are using is quite secure, particularly if you use it sparingly. You
know what to do if you need help. Don’t hesitate to call me directly, and my house is open to
you. Please stay safe, my friend -- I look forward to leisurely conversations with you.”

“Thank you, Sir David. I’m feeling better about things. I’'m glad I called.”
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“You are not out of the woods yet! I’m sure your friends will know when you are. If you
were to call in every few weeks, I wouldn’t mind.”

“Thank you again, Sir -- I may do that. Good evening.”
“And a good day to you, my friend!”

I didn’t have a phone number for Mike, so I dropped him a brief note confirming my
laundry had been picked up and clean stuff left in its place.

Vicki called a few minutes later. “You actually talked to him?”

“Sir David? Yes -- dropped him an e-mail, and got a response half an hour later. He
gave me a sat phone number, same network as ours. We talked for a few minutes. He gave me a
new bolt-hole, should I need it. Was surprised someone figured out they’d picked up the
laundry!”

“I can imagine. They did a good job. It’s been picked up, from what we understand.”

“That’s what he said as well -- should be good news, but may take a couple of weeks.”

“Yes, multiple rounds, but they’re sure they’ve got the genuine article. Anything else?”

“T asked if he’d gotten rid of the bitter taste in his mouth...”

“Oh! And has he?”

“Yes; he said the process was lengthy, and he is doing better. Change of heart, or at least
direction, I’d say. I also infer there’s a bit of disagreement as to how members of a certain class

should be treated, internationally.”

“Oh... Oh, yes, quite a bit of disagreement. You’d be safer in his house than where you
are now.”

“That’s what he implied. But things could change in a few weeks? And what’s this rot
about not shaving?”

“He mentioned that!”
“Sir David? No, not at all -- Mike did. Just wondered what was up.”
A loud sigh of relief. “Planning ahead, that’s all. We’re expecting news, good news, in a

couple of weeks, and more action shortly after that. We’ll see. But that’s good news overall.
He doesn’t know where you are?”
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“Don’t believe so, and he didn’t want me to even hint. He did figure out what I was
using for a phone, and thought I had very good friends, what with the phone and figuring out the
laundry switch.”

“Yes... Too good perhaps... Okay, that’s enough for now. Don’t shave, and have fun!”

“Oh, we will. Bye.”

End of another call. I powered the phone off and put it back in its charger.

For the first few days, Keri complained about my whiskers scratching, but Jan didn’t
seem to mind... After about a week, Keri figured out that they shouldn’t bother her, either...

I really liked the exercise equipment, particularly the rowing machine. There were sets of
special fluorescent tubes above the exercise equipment, and we’d spend time exercising with
very little on, other than sunglasses. Was supposed to be good for us, prevent winter despair or

something. We’d work up a sweat, and either work up more of a sweat together on the mats, or
take it to the shower, and then to the cushions. We got plenty of exercise, anyway.

Peter and two of his young lovelies showed up a week and a half or so later. It was good
to see fresh faces!

Except they brought in two tubs of stuff. They took over part of the family room,
spreading blue paper medical-style drapes on one of the couches, pulling up the coffee table,
draping it, and then setting out syringes syringes? What?

I turned to ask Peter what was going on, but he did something, and I dropped like a rock.

I was on my back when I woke up, and I felt weird. Someone was massaging my head.
My face felt strange. My throat felt strange. I raised a hand to cover my mouth as I coughed, but
as [ took a breath...

“Don’t -- don’t cough,” spoke one of the ladies, pulling my hand down.

“We anesthetized one of your vocal chords, that’s what you feel,” the other one told me.

I tried to sit up, but a hand on my shoulder held me down.

“Almost done,” she told me.

Kari leaned over me, a contemplative gaze. “You did good,” she said, “I wouldn’t
recognize him.”

I closed my eyes and took a breath, letting it out slowly. Okay, things are afoot.
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I was helped up a while later, sitting, putting on clothes, then another layer of clothes
with padding built into them! I managed to feel my face -- weird, swollen! Padding there too!

Peter smiled and nodded. “Good work. Let’s show you, Rob, I mean Henry.”
We went to the mirror in the hallway.

Holy shit! My hair was a silvery gray, on my head and face, and thinned out on top! I'd
been very happy with my full head of hair. I touched the top of my head gingerly.

",

“Don’t worry, it will grow back!” one of Peter’s ladies told me, putting a hand on my

back.

I poked at my face and the other explained, “We used collagen to change your
appearance. It will last five to eight days. Say something, gently -- don’t try and be loud.”

“I guess I’'m going places soon?” I said softly. Damn, even to me, I sounded different!
“Yeah, soon,” Peter confirmed.
“I thought we were waiting for good news?” I asked.

“Just because you’re paranoid, it doesn’t mean they’re not after you,” he told me
cheerfully.

“Too many negatives in that, but I get the idea -- someone smells a rat?”
“More than one, and large,” he confirmed.
“Do I get to say goodbye, and pee first?”

That got a laugh. We had breakfast. I used the loo, and hugged Kari and Jan. With luck,
we’d see each other again in a week.

“Let’s go,” Peter told me, handing me a small bag.
One more round of hugs and we piled into his Jeep and hit the road.

We drove to the other side of Bozeman, west along 90, slowing for the last twenty
minutes, slowing to the point we were under the speed of other traffic.

“What gives?” I asked.

“Just about there,” he non-informed me.
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We pulled off the interstate and started driving through the underpass to the other side,
but stopped.

“Okay, we wait?” I suggested.

He nodded. “Not too damn long, either.”

About a minute later, another car pulled up.

“Get out -- hope to see you again,” Peter told me, “The bag!”

Cheery bastard! “Hope so too -- thanks, I think!” I grabbed the bag as I got out.

I passed me walking to the other car -- same silvery hair, same clothes! “Have fun” he
waved as he passed me and got into the Jeep with Peter.

Oh well -- I got into the car he’d just left, as Peter pulled away.

I got in and looked to the silver-haired woman in the driver’s seat.

“I’m Henry,” I told her.

She chuckled. “Martha. Buckle up -- you are for the next day or so.”

She filled me in. She was an associate of Peter, Mike, and Vicki. Someone did indeed
smell a rat. They knew I had another bolt hole, and it involved the U.K. somehow -- no, don’t
tell me, she said, we’re going to Calgary, about a six hour drive. How’s my mouth?

I blinked. “Dry as hell, why?”

She nodded, smiling, and reached into a bag, pulling out a little spray bottle. “Use this,
every half hour or so.”

I shrugged, and sprayed some of the stuff into my mouth, moving it around with my
tongue. “That helps,” I told her.

We stopped after a few hours to get something to eat, stretch, and take a bathroom break.
Martha got me hot tea to drink, something I didn’t have very often, and she told me to swish it

around in my mouth before I swallowed. Okay.

The tea caused a brief roadside stop an hour or so later. I peed on a signpost. Glad the
fluids were going somewhere, they sure as hell weren’t going in my mouth.

Martha fed me background. We’d been married over thirty years, and were going up to
Calgary for a few days of shopping and a change of scenery; we did it every few months.
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She had me spraying the inside of my mouth every five minutes or so as we got close to
the border. I looked at my passport and driver’s license again. I had no doubt I’d remember
everything on both of them, but looked them over just to be sure.

I was surprised at the size of the border crossing; a lot of commercial trucks going both
ways, not so much car traffic, and it was slow.

They wanted to see both passports. Fine. Where were we going? Up to Calgary for a
few days, now that the weather has cleared. Lane three, please, giving our passports back.

“Rat bastards,” Martha muttered, smiling and waving. I waved as well.
Lane three, nobody ahead of us at least. A uniformed woman comes to my side of the car
and motions for me to roll down the window. I hit the button and it went down. I started to hand

her my passport.

“Oh, I don’t need that, sir. I’'m with the health department -- we’re doing screening, if
you would open your mouth for me?”

Now it was clear. I opened my mouth and she ran a test strip on a stick against the inside
of my cheeks.

“One moment please, and you’ll be on your way,” she said cheerily, walking off.
I put a hand on Martha’s. That could have been a problem...

The “health department” woman never returned -- after about two minutes, a green light
came on in front of us, and a male voice said through a speaker, “Please move along.”

We waved again, smiling, and Martha drove off.
We didn’t speak for a few miles.

“So they have a test now? Is it accurate?” I’d seen a number of proposals for tests go by
on the discussion groups we watched, but hadn’t seen anything really definitive yet.

“We’ll never know, will we?”” Martha suggested with a smile.

“So who’s spit am I swilling?”’ I asked, giving myself another spray, as my mouth was
dry again.

“A normal cousin of Henry’s,” she suggested.

Thought about asking her what would have happened if they’d wanted a swab from her...

Boring drive up to Calgary. But that was the good news.
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Until we got into Calgary.
Martha frowned. “We’re looking for a British consulate or embassy, correct?” she asked.
“Yes, why?”

“This is quite interesting. The British consulate is under U.S. surveillance, the Brits
know it, are hopping mad, and their Canadian hosts haven’t decided just what to do about it!”

“And where does that leave us?”
She smiled. Don’t know if I like those kinds of smiles. “I need a cup.”
Getting kind of late for me, but if you say so...

Whaddya know... We pulled into a Tim Hortons coffee shop parking lot, and less than a
hundred yards away I see the signs for the British consulate.

Martha had a cup of coffee; I got a piece of apple pie and a large glass of milk.

“You know, Henry,” she offered, “those three gentlemen in the booth over there, the one
sitting alone is about your size, if you lost some weight. You might go introduce yourself.”

I took a breath. “Really?”

She nodded.

Somehow I knew they were consulate security. “This is gonna work?” I asked.
She gave me a look.

“Okay. Thanks for sticking your neck out for me.” I leaned over and kissed her on the
cheek as I got out. She smiled. “Take your bag, and leave the wallet.”

I put the wallet on the table, got my little bag and walked over to the booth. Two guys on
one side, one on the other. They gave me a mildly hairy eyeball, but I sat down next to the solo
guy. “Would you happen to know Trade Minister Barrett?”

All three of them give me the look. “No shit?” says one.

“No shit,” says me. “I’ve come quite a ways. How do I get past those bastards and into
the building?”

Raised eyebrows and slight nods.
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“No shit?” again.

I looked at the solo. “We’re about the same size -- we could swap coats and hats and I
bet three of us could just walk back in. Three out, three in, right?”

The guy next to me starts looking me over, looks a bit closer, then pokes my chest gently.
He smirks. “Go to the loo -- I'll be there in a minute,” he tells me.

I nodded, getting my bag. On the way, I glanced to Martha, who smiled.
I went into a stall and stripped off the outer padded layers.

The door to the loo opened and I held my breath.

“Barrett?” the voice said. Sounded like the guy I’d been talking to.
“Yeah,” I said, opening the stall door.

He looked me over and grinned. “Okay, I guess you’re the real deal. We’re taking a
chance, you know.”

“You re taking a chance!” I complained.
“What were you told?” he asked.

I took a breath. “I was told that if [ was in trouble to go to any U.K embassy or consulate
and ask for Trade Minister Barrett, and they’d take care of me.”

“You a citizen?” he asked.
“Born in Oxford to U.S. parents,” I told him, “Dual.”

He nodded. “Godspeed to you, man,” he said, giving me a brief hug. “Take me coat --
hat’s on the table. Walk between Greg and Tom.”

I put on his coat. Itook a breath, let it out, and left the loo.

How? There sitting with Martha, was Henry!

I walked to the table and picked up “my” hat.

The other two got up.

As we exited, the wind had come up, so I flipped up the collar on the coat. I walked

between the other two, holding my little bag under the coat. A chill wind cut through us, making
my eyes water.
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We walked down the sidewalk for half a block, then jaywalked across the street to a side
gate. The guy on my right had a badge which he waved at a plate near the gate, and the gate
clanked open. We went through. I almost relaxed with the gate clanked closed behind me.

Twenty or thirty feet to the side door of a building, the door opened as we approached,
and we went in.

The door closed and I sighed. 1’d made it.

Until I noticed the gun aimed at me.

“Trade Minister Barrett?”” I asked, not moving much.
Another voice asked, “And you are?”

“Robert Marsh,” I replied.

I was relieved of hat, coat, and bag, and patted down. I was taken to a small office,
where I sat in a chair.

A man and a woman came in, one of them opening what looked to be a test kit.

I nodded. “My eyes -- I’ve been given something to dry my mouth.”

She put on gloves and gently touched my face. “Look up, please...”

I looked up and she touched the test strip to part of my eye and lower lid.

Another man came in, holding my two passports. “Doctor Marsh?” he asked, frowning.

I smiled. “My hair has been dyed, and my face shot full of collagen, just for this trip.
Oh, and something in my throat that screwed up my vocal chords to change my voice.”

Nodding, noncommittal. Damn, I’ve been here before. “Who told you to ask for
Barrett?”

“Sir David. If you wish, you can ask him how many ties are in his left hand.”
The guy frowned, but one of the others had written it down.
“How many ties, t - i - € - s in his left hand,” I repeated. “Sir David will understand.”

The frowner said, “I hope for your sake, he does.”
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The young woman looked up from the instrument she’d fed the strip into and said,
“Confirmed, Sir!”

The frowner nodded and stood, extending his hand. We shook. “Welcome to British
soil, Doctor Marsh.”

“Thank you, sir. I’'m sorry if [ have caused you any inconvenience.”
One of the others smirked. “We’re havin’ a hoot!”
“What now?”” I asked.

The frowner looked more relaxed, and nodded. “Get you settled in guest quarters -- for
how long I’'m not sure. Our instructions are no contact. It would seem, gentlemen, someone is
reading our mail.” He glanced to the others, and not in a charitable manner. Hmmm... Rats
seem to be more common than I’d thought.

I was shown upstairs to a small but adequate room. Toothbrush and toothpaste, a bed --
sleeping alone for the first time in a long, long time. 1’d live. Hah -- I was still alive.

Yet in brushing my teeth, my hands were shaking.

The color washed out of my hair after three days. I shaved the morning after I arrived,
and that was a mistake -- [ was bruised from the injections. But they, and the collagen, faded.
My voice came back.

I spoke with the gent whose coat I’d borrowed. He’d walked back, in the blowing wind,
a few hours later, with another group who’d come over from the consulate, on break, and to
retrieve him. There was still bickering among the Brits, Canadians, and Americans about the
surveillance, here, in Vancouver, and in Winnipeg. It was strongly suggested that I not leave the
room I was in. I did get meals, newspapers, and the use of a laptop. Damn windows boxes --
much harder to set up Tor. I couldn’t find any relevant news. Didn’t have access any more to
the other sources. Of course I wasn’t signing on to any of my usual accounts, either.

Nobody asked me questions. That was nice.
After a week, I’m going stir crazy. No exercise, save for what I could do in the room.

“Doctor Marsh, we need to be leaving in about fifteen minutes, sir,” announced one of
the security folks who brought me meals and newspapers.

“Be ready in ten, thank you,” I replied.

Didn’t have much to pack -- I now had extra pairs of socks and underwear, t-shirts to
sleep in, but it all fit in my little bag. I spent some quality time on the loo.
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Led downstairs to the garage to a 7-series BMW.

“I think I know where I’m riding,” I remarked, noting that the boot (trunk) was open.
The guy with me laughed. “A short ride to the airport.”

“And from there?”

“Don’t know, Sir.”

I shook his hand anyway. “Thanks for the hospitality.”

“You’re quite welcome, Sir.”

I got in the trunk, which had extra cushions in it. Even had a light switch I could operate.
I turned the light off. Some other folks got in the car and away we went.

Tap, tap, tap on the trunk lid, and it opened. Hands helped me out. I stretched. We were
in a hangar.

“If you’ll follow me, Sir.”

I was shown to an air cargo container, set up with a porta-potty, bunk, lights, refrigerator
with drinks and eats.

“Sir, the container will be double sealed. You will be in a pressurized compartment, but
you also have oxygen available, here. The air and air scavenging equipment will last a minimum
of four days. The first leg of the flight will be approximately four hours to Montreal, a two hour
layover to pick up additional cargo, and then six hours to London. Your container will be
unloaded and taken to a secure location where you may disembark. You are not the first to take
this trip, and undoubtedly you will not be the last. Questions, Sir?”

Nope, the bunk had a belt on it, and I had a watch.

It must be a triple sandwich, metal lining, then wood (with a zillion screws going in) then
the outer metal shell.

Lurch, wait. Lurch, wait. Lurch, slide, slam, slam, slam. Engines spinning up, buckle
in, taxi... Difficult to figure out what’s going on without external references. Started my
stopwatch though when we took off.

There was a notebook under the so-called mattress pad of the bunk. Yes, this method of
transport had been used a number of times. Bastards -- they flew two in here! Should have
asked for a stewardess! Added my entries, thanking those who planned for such eventualities,
and suggesting fresh flowers and a stewardess (or steward, depending). Oh, wasn’t impressed
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with the movie service, but then again with the quality of movies recently, a small blessing, and a
good opportunity to catch up on sleep.

Not the smoothest landing in the world. Much noise as other containers were slammed
around, but I stayed in place. And true to schedule, a little over two hours later, we took off

again.

Thing must be reasonably well insulated; I didn’t get that cold. I got some sleep, setting
the alarm on my watch.

And sleeping through it, waking when the wheels hit the tarmac in what [ hoped was the
Land of my Birth.

And you think waiting to get off passenger flights is bad!

I restarted my stopwatch about half an hour after landing. The slamming and moving
around picked up at about an hour. Finally I was lurched and slammed, lurch, lift slowly, drop!
Lurch, swing, move. Outer layers being stripped off? I got anxious, but no screws.

Lurch, move, drop, more sounds, rumble, rumble. What, am I on a truck or something?

I finally gave up and flopped back on the bunk again.

Eventually we stopped moving. I gave up and turned off the lights.

End of Phase 4
Rev 2010/08/29
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Phase 5

I woke to the glorious sounds of power tools taking out screws! No sink or mirror, so I
couldn’t tidy up. Quickly added that to the notebook! Could have taken my time, there were a
lot of screws...

End of the screws, sounds of prying, and finally a knock on the door. Polite, at least!

I unlatched the door and opened it.

Sir David stood in front of me, hands on hips, but broke into a smile and applause.

The container was aboard a lowboy truck carrier; I hopped down carefully.

“Good morning!” I called, and stepped forward to give him a hug.

He laughed and hugged me. “My friend! When I was informed this bloody big truck had
arrived in the middle of the night with a container on it, when I learned about it this morning, I'm
so sorry you had to spend the night in there!”

“Quite all right,” I told him. “I spent much of it sleeping.” I rolled my head and
shoulders. “Take a look. Standard diplomatic transport, I gather. Lacking in amenities, but the
basics are well covered.”

He hopped up and stuck his head in.

“Light switch on your right,” I told him.

One of the staff I’d met before came up to me. I handed him my bag. “It’s good to see
you again.”

He gave me a twisted smile. “We are happy to have you, Sir. Will you be joining Sir
David for breakfast?”

“I would like that very much -- and the opportunity to freshen up. You are currently
holding all my worldly belongings.”

He nodded curtly. “We will take care of it, Sir.”
Sir David hopped down, shaking his head in wonder. “Penny! Penny!” A young woman
rushed up, notepad ready. “Get that abomination measured and photographed inside and out!

Call, oh, Anthony will be able to find out who to call, but tell them we’ll deliver a dozen far
better suited for transporting our people, gratis!”
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I had to laugh. “It was quite comfortable. Plenty of legroom, no screaming children, no
worries about the loo not being available.”

He wrinkled his nose, but shook his head and smiled. “Welcome to sunny England! Oh,
the sun was last week, but you’ve been here before. Breakfast?”

“Yes, please, after I freshen up a bit.”

“Oh of course. Carol? Oh, T is already taking care of things? Good, good. See you in a
bit. Wonderful to see you!”

He walked into the house muttering to one of his staff. I followed another in. Visited a
loo, sitting on a proper toilet once again, and washed up. Now to breakfast!

Intercepted by one of the staff who quizzed me on essentials -- blade or electric shaver?
Boxers or briefs? Sizes? We spent a few minutes on such, and I was shown to breakfast.

Damn, but [ was hungry! It was also good to be in a large room and with other people!

After a very good breakfast, Sir David handed me to his staff; he had matters to attend to,
and begged my leave for an hour, at which time we should walk the grounds. I thanked him
again for his hospitality.

Introduced to the staff, who showed me to my rooms -- a suite larger than Pungent
Sound, with an office - reception room, bedroom, closets, and lavish bath. Someone from the
tailor would be out later in the day. They had a Mac laptop on the way from the City; advise on
software required other than Office. One of Sir David’s flats in the City would be available
should I wish to go into town; a few hours notice would be appreciated. I let them know I would
probably be staying close, or as Sir David recommended. That was fine. I was quizzed on
dietary likes and dislikes. Sir David came and went, staying here few nights, in the City for a
few nights, in Brussels; life continued with or without him, so my presence was most welcome.

I thanked them, and apologized in advance until I learned my way around, particularly to
the music room.

I walked around, looking at the place, enjoying being able to walk.
Sir David found me wandering his halls.

“We should walk,” he said simply, somberly.

We headed out on to the grounds.

“My friend,” he started, “And I hope you still consider me your friend, even though our
relationship started somewhat askew...”
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I let him speak.

“As you may or may not be aware, | am associated with a group ... which has a
reputation, and a certain history. Hmpf -- for what history means now. Yet there are other
groups... A week or so ago, I can look up the date, I received a call from a gentleman who
belongs to one of those other groups... He told me that you were out of the United States, and
were safe, and thanked me for my assistance. And he called me again, early this morning,
informing me that you were in the box sitting in my drive, and what the hell was I waiting for!”

I laughed with him, but I could tell for him it was a strained laugh.

He sighed and stopped. I stopped beside him. “He also wanted me to let you know that
your friends, all of them, died in the house in Montana. Such is the world we live in. Your
United States government isn’t sure if you are alive or not; they do not know for certain how
many perished in that house. They have realized that the samples they retrieved from Florida
had been tampered with.” He shrugged. “In the time we had, we got the best match we could.
The United States government, or really, certain agencies, are aware of the group of which [ am a
part. And they treat us with respect, as they should. They only have rumors of the group of
which your friends, and the gentleman who called me, are a part.” He looked to me. “I could
say more, but for now, there we have it.”

I took his hands and held them for a moment. I needed the contact.

“Thank you, for helping save my life. The big questions everyone has of me -- I don’t
know why, or who, or what’s next. Months ago, before those friends saved my life in Florida, I
felt I was a rat, scuttling about spreading the Plague. Maybe I still am. But at that level, again I
don’t know. From where I stand now, it looks as if these changes are for the good. In another
generation or two? But it’s always the transitions that are the problem.”

“I look to you, and possibly the other gentleman, for suggestions, but for now I plan to
keep low. By your leave, I will stay here. I will mourn my friends, and make new ones. I don’t
know what tomorrow will bring, but I want to be there to find out.”

Sir David nodded, smiling slightly. “Well stated. We will have some interesting
conversations, if you are interested, of course. I agree that this seems to be for the betterment of
us all. And yes, the transitions are the issue.” He looked around, and taking a deep breath
through his nose, added, “The changes I have undergone of late... It is fascinating... Ah, but I
still have businesses to run. But they do not entirely monopolize my time. We will have to work
out a schedule with the piano, and for you to work with me...” He smiled, shaking his head. “I
expect you to challenge me.”

I nodded. “I will give you what you need.”
“Good. If there is something you need, ask the staff, or ask me.”

“Thank you, again. For a while, being with thoughts and memories.”
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“Yes. Dammit, why did they have to take away drink?”
I shook my head, smiling. “Didn’t ask me. The social custom is still available.”

He frowned. “Yes, yes -- I read psychology in University. It’s that I can’t seem to get,
well, to get the thoughts lubricated and flowing.”

I shook my head. “No answer.”

He looked about, and whispered, “Between the two of us, ’'m quite pleased about the
smoking, though -- horrid habit, simply horrid!”

“How large a part of the tax base was it, though?”

He nodded, thoughtful. “More than offset by other reductions in health care costs. We
have proposals to give preference to those who test positive -- makes a lot of sense. Again, as
you note, the transitions are the difficult part, re-sizing to new regimes.” He turned.

I looked as well. One of his staff was standing, hands folded, a polite distance away.

“I must return to my millstone, at least until my quota is met,” he intoned with a sigh. He
gestured back to the house, and we walked back.

I settled into the music room. Satie, Debussy, some de Severac; expressive pieces,
remembering people. And what’s our life span now? To have that cut from under us? Must
have done something to sneak up on Mike and Vicki! Ah well -- death is the end to pain.

After a light lunch a laptop appeared for me. Nice, office and updates already installed.
One of the staff, Donald, handed me a sheet of paper -- instructions on the house WiFi
connection. Done properly, WPA2. I was mostly set up when the tailor arrived.

Penny and T, Sir David’s leads, attended, making suggestions. Business and casual at
this time. I thanked the tailor, and told him I was in no hurry. Sat with another staffer, more
junior, selecting toiletries.

Set up the laptop with the usual suspects. How trip-wired are my old accounts? At least
you don’t need invitations to gmail any more...

Did a lot of reading - researching. Interesting. Some media, some countries were more
up front about it. Just about everyone called it “the mesh.” Most large cities had at least one,
particularly on weekends. Big airports had them, too.

More interesting to me was the way people felt about and interacted with the mesh. The

first time, the first few times were somewhat of a surprise, although a pleasant one. But after
those first few times, it got easier and easier to go in and out of one.
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One woman who traveled to Paris a lot on business said that it was becoming easier all
the time, and she almost felt a sense of loss as the chunnel train pulled away from a station,
separating her from the mesh at either end. She also felt far safer when in the mesh.

Those in London commented on how the separate meshes were growing, on how they
merged on the weekends. How long would it be, a number of them wondered, before those
meshes were not only constant, but merged continuously? What would it be like to have one
mesh covering the City?

That’s where we’re headed!

Similar reports in many other major cities -- multiple meshes, some seemingly
permanent, expanding and merging on the week ends and with large events -- sports, music, that

kind of thing.

And in really high density areas... Mumbai, Beijing, Singapore, Hong Kong -- flowing in
and out of the mesh gets easier with time, life seems easier, more pleasant.

I headed outside for a walk. I needed exercise -- I missed the exercise machines. Should
I make a request? Cool air, but clean.

I guess the word had been passed; staff called me “Doctor Marsh.” When possible, |
stopped and spoke with them, learning names.

And learned that one of the out buildings had exercise equipment in it! Walking over
with Jerry, I found it well equipped with treadmills, normal and recumbent exercise bikes,

weight machines. I was set.

Back in my suite, toiletries had arrived, as had socks, undies and such, and sweats! |
managed to put in an hour on the bike, and get cleaned up before dinner was called.

Two of us in the large, formal dining room. Very nice meal, couldn’t complain. How
had my day been?

I mentioned walking the grounds and finding that den of iniquity, the exercise room...

He chuckled and told me I was more than welcome to it; he relied on more traditional
approaches to maintaining weight, although it was easier these days.

And those traditional ways were?

Overwork, irregular diet, and lack of sleep, he replied. Used to include too much drink,
but I’d ruined that... He raised his wineglass to me in a toast.

I raised mine in return. We were drinking a Sancere, a dry white. Very nice.
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A few days later, four gents arrived to meet with me. Luckily, I had barely adequate
clothing by then -- Sir David was insistent that by God there was a Standard to be met, and as
long as I was in his House, I would at the very least meet that Standard!

I thanked him and tried to pass myself off as a Colonist, but he’d have none of that -- he
knew I’d been born Here...

Four gents, three from the Home Office, and a solicitor representing me. Sir David
attended. An audio recording would be made of at least part of the proceedings, which were part
of my application for, essentially, asylum. One of the Home Office gents handed me a printed
card with three numbered paragraphs on it. I would be asked questions, and he would hold up
one, two, or three fingers, indicating I was to read that paragraph. Did I understand? Yes, I
understood.

We arranged ourselves comfortably in the larger reception room. The recorder was set
up, tested, and started.

I acknowledged my name, date, and place of birth. We went through the three
ceremonial questions and answers. I like to think I did more than merely read the responses; I
tried to put life and feeling into them.

A brief pause with smiles and nods of approval for those.

Off the script, or at least the part which had been shared with me, “Why did you leave the
United States.”

I'looked to the solicitor, knowing I needed to give him time for objections and/or
coaching. “I left the United States because I felt my life was in danger if I remained.”

Somber looks, nods. “Why did you feel your life was in danger if you remained?”

I took a breath. “Let me tell you the story of a twenty eight year old woman named
Lucy.”

It was like I had the documents in front of me. I described her last eleven days, how she
was chased by a group of armed men, even though she had not been accused of any wrongdoing.
She was pursued night and day, and after eleven days, having escaped twice previously, she was
cornered in a building in downtown Atlanta. Over fifty armed men -- with support from armed
helicopters circling overhead, over fifty armed men were sent in to capture a five foot four, one
hundred nine pound, twenty eight year old woman. I paused for a moment and told them that she
escaped one more time -- by smashing out a window and jumping to her death.

I told them of the sixty some page report on her dissection -- a report specifically marked
by the NSC as not for distribution -- in response to a question I closed my eyes and I could see

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 117 http://www.asstr.org/~artie




Vector (Chosen)

the cover page in front of me -- I read it out to them, complete with identifying blocks and strings
full of dashes, slashes, and numbers.

And how had I obtained these documents?

I smiled. They had been provided to me by friends, friends who helped me escape the
country, and who, I had been informed, all died two days after my departure. I knew nothing
more about their demise, but had no reason to doubt it.

“Thank you, Doctor Marsh.”

We broke after that. I walked the grounds a bit, until called for lunch.

“Well played this morning,” Sir David mentioned over lunch.

“Oh? I went on instinct.”

Sir David smiled and nodded. “Many have had the feeling our ‘valued allies’ have been
holding out on us. Their actions also seem to contradict their oft-stated policies.”

I shrugged. “What else is new?”

That got a chuckle. “Indeed -- the issue is more, are they reliable and predictable in their
deceit?”

I shook my head. “Do they know I’'m alive, here, yet?”

A thoughtful look. “I do not believe so. The number of people who know, at this stage,
is very small.”

“They were watching Vancouver, Calgary, and Winnipeg,” I reminded him.

He frowned. “Our people have not forgotten that. Do you ... Do you know how your
destination, Calgary, was chosen?”

I shook my head. “I didn’t even know what cities had embassies.”

Sir David frowned again, spearing some more salad, taking another sip of wine.
“Someone has a leak; that is clear. I expect they will find out in the next week as the materials
from this morning are processed, in extreme confidence, of course, but I would be surprised if
they did not.”

“And what do you think will happen?”

He smiled. “It should be an interesting dance. I imagine one of their senior people will
sit down with one of our senior people and ask politely about you. I expect our person will ask
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politely about dear Lucy, at which time your person will have to beg off, as they won’t have a
clue. They’ll go back to be briefed, and hopefully be very upset to learn they’ve been misled. I
expect the likely form of the leak to be unauthorized distribution of the materials from this
morning, which would contain chapter and verse of the Lucy report as you provided; that will
send people off in a tizzy, searching for their own leaks. But then again, they could just send
someone round here to ask for you. What would you prefer in that case?”

A moment of contemplation. “I should like counsel on retaining both passports. I would
meet with one or two people, only in the open, and with others present; your recommendation.
I’'m not used to play at this level, and welcome advice. I assume I'm safe as long as I stay here.”

Sir David nodded. “I’ll inquire, but I would imagine retaining both would be best. You
are certainly perfectly safe here.” He mused for a moment, looking up, moving his head a bit.
“But of course if you were walking in Knightsbridge and tripped, falling into a lorry... We
would of course protest, but there’s not much we could do -- officially.”

“Not a good idea to wander about alone...”

“Alone, no -- but the two of us together, or at the Club in the City...”

So it looked like I’d be sticking close to my new home for a while...

We worked out a piano schedule, for both of us. That provided focus. I also started e-
mail correspondence with a sociologist suggested by T and Patty, discussing the mesh, its
evolution, and its effects on society.

I developed a routine involving exercise, piano, research, some writing. Meals with Sir
David if he was at the house, which was about half the time. I suggested a rowing ergometer,
and one appeared in the exercise room -- [ worked with Staff to make sure they had good form;
awfully easy to screw up your back.

Called to lunch from the music room, I stopped to freshen up a bit; Sir David was here,
and I’d heard him practicing earlier. He takes the early slot, preferring the piano while I prefer

exercise in the early morning. Works out well.

We have a guest for lunch -- a man about our age, not someone I know. Sir David was
not at ease...

“Doctor Marsh, Patrick,” the man said as we shook hands. “I am a colleague of Peter,
Michael, and Vicki.”

I nodded and followed Sir David’s lead, sitting down.

“Are you based here in the U.K.?” I asked as we started in on lunch. Coronation chicken
salad, one of my favourites.
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Patrick nodded. “For the most part, yes, traveling to the Continent frequently.”
We talked about inconsequentials -- the weather, local politics.
“You must have other news,” I suggested later.

He put down his fork and knife. “Yes. The United States knows you are alive; they have
a copy of the affidavit you dictated. This has caused some consternation, as one might expect.”
He looked to Sir David and continued, “The leak came from within Whitehall, and has been
addressed.”

A grunt from Sir David, who kept eating.
“Any idea what they’re likely to do?” I asked.

“The States? They’re actively searching for their own leaks, with our colleagues
following the process quite closely, learning what they can. We are still quite upset at the loss of
our colleagues, along with their friends.” He looked to me. “Would you like to know more?”

I closed my eyes for a moment, considering. “Yes, please.”

He took a sip of wine before proceeding. “Michael had a hunch. That’s why he got you
out when he did, leaving Seattle earlier, and having you leave Montana, not telling anyone, not
even Martha; she drew Calgary out of a bag of cities, and only when she was alone. The
bastards had every British station in North America staked out! Michael’s hunch played off all
too well; kill teams closed in around the house the following afternoon. They kept their distance.
They did not know of our involvement and still don’t understand our abilities; we intend to keep
it that way. Michael and Vicki wanted to send the girls out, recent memories wiped of course,
but probing the command center revealed their orders were shoot to kill, no survivors. The
decision was made that night -- a helicopter was to fire a missile into the house; it would be
called a propane leak. The pilots were told the house was unoccupied; it was a live-fire exercise
as the building had been condemned.”

He paused and sighed. “There was no way out for them. No alternatives. They tried, oh
they tried. Two helicopters appeared; Michael, Vicki, and Peter did what they could. They
caused a misfire on one, followed by the second helicopter firing, and then all the missiles on the
first helicopter fired, along with additional missiles from the second. The good news is that there
was nothing left to analyze. Our teams scrubbed other locations before they were raided.”

“Thank you,” I sighed. “Death is the end to pain.” I raised my glass in one last toast.
The others followed.

“Where do we go from here?” I asked.

Sir David nodded in agreement, looking to our guest.
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“Doctor Marsh, I have decided to take an interest in your continued health and well
being, unless you object, of course,” Patrick offered.

“At this stage, Sir, [ need all the help I can get,” I replied, raising my wine glass.
“Hear, hear!” agreed Sir David.
Patrick smiled. ‘“We should walk after lunch, then.”

We finished lunch. As we left the room, Patrick touched both of us. I felt and heard his
voice in my head, as I’d heard and felt Mike and Vicki in the past. Sir David had a small
problem -- would he like it taken care of? Discretely, please, was the reply. Patrick nodded.

It was raining, so we retired to the music room. We spoke mainly about developments in
tracking and detection technology; the Grebe test was improving with each month, cost coming
down and false positive rate very, very close to zero. Unspoken but confirmed, the test now
included Seeds, that’s what we were called, and it was accurate; he would have a kit sent to us.

Sir David was called away by Patty and T -- one of the other senior staff had fallen down
stairs, and was seriously injured. They had called for assistance.

Interesting. Some nomenclature seemed to be built into us, part of the package. Along
with “mesh,” once I heard it, it felt natural -- [ was a Seed. More than that -- I spoke out loud, “I
am a Seed of the Chosen.” And when I did, I raised my right hand. Why? But it felt right -- we
are the Chosen.

I looked up -- Patrick was standing next to me. He put a hand on my head. I went dizzy
for a moment.

And in that moment, in replying affirmatively to an unspoken question, I was filled with
details, page after page of dry tactical language, the official reports on Operation Badger. I knew
the commanding officer’s name, rank, serial number. I knew the tail numbers of the helicopters,
the details of their crews, down to the serial numbers of the missiles fired. I knew where I could
find videos of the assault from both choppers.

When I opened my eyes and could stand again, I left the room, looking for people.
Patrick was gone -- | smiled; was he ever here? Downstairs Sir David stood off at a distance,
arms folded, as staff tried to comfort one of their own, a young man who had fallen down the
service stairs, admitting once again he’d been foolish, in a hurry, and carrying far too much.

An ambulance arrived to carry him off, compound fracture left tibia - fibula, concussion.
Patrick was still around. He apologized for missing the excitement, holding his hands
out, turning them, looking at them, smiling and saying, “Much cleaner now...” He thanked Sir

David for the hospitality, and shaking his hand, mentioned how he would enjoy dropping in on
him in the City.
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Sir David raised an eyebrow -- in what I interpreted to be alarm -- and Patrick smiled and
nodded slightly. “Tomorrow, tea-time,” Sir David offered, and Patrick accepted.

We retired to the library.

Sir David ranted as he walked in the library, upset at his inability to detect such a person
in his midst. I listened and learned; I’d already learned that quite often the best thing to do when
faced with such a rant is to listen politely.

Sir David wound down and apologized. He told me that in an instant, Patrick had filled
him with details of ... Sir David’s hands went in the air again ... he sighed and lowered them,
shaking his head.

I nodded, and told him that Patrick had given me the reports on my friend’s demise. I
shook my head -- and the pilots firing the missiles had been told the house was empty.

Sir David begged my leave; he had business to attend to.
I understood.

In my rooms, I activated Tor on my laptop and went to a file-distribution site. I entered a
very long access code from memory (my memory?), and started receiving a fifty some megabyte
compressed archive. With Tor, that was going to take a while.

I stood and looked out the window at the English spring rain.

Almost fifteen months since all this started? What percentage of the world’s population
was now among the Chosen? Over the entire planet, possibly a third, but in some areas, eighty
percent or greater. How do we convert those outliers? I smiled, looking out at the rain. Must be
a wrinkle in there we haven’t run across yet. Certainly the delay of fourth wave until after
puberty helped, perhaps more than the post-mesh activation. Yeah, pass through a mesh at an
airport like Heathrow, how far could you get in 24 hours? How far could a nine year old kid go?
Still, I had the feeling there was another wrinkle waiting for us. Us -- we are the Chosen. I am a
Seed of the Chosen. It fit. It felt right.

The download finished. Unpacked, it had PDFs of the reports, and two video files,
cockpit audio/video from the pilots. From the audio, it was clear they clearly thought they were
on an exercise taking out an unoccupied building. Damn.

At dinner, I remarked to Sir David that he had calmed greatly -- only hopping mad.

He responded with a tight smile and raised his glass. The price of hubris, he suggested,
believing yourself or your organization to be above the rest.

And then two armed choppers show up, I suggested.
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Indeed.
He would go into the City in the morning, spending perhaps two days. Anything I
needed? Not really. Although I was interested in observing how the mesh was developing and

expanding in London -- Hyde Park, Knightsbridge seemed to be a mesh hotspot.

He would make inquiries.

The following day was dreary and drippy still (traditional start of the English summer).
After lunch I was in the music room.

One of the staff knocked and entered, carrying something on a tray. Cordless phone?
The place was remarkably civilized, with phones in only a few rooms.

“Sorry for the disturbance, Doctor Marsh; Sir David would like to speak with you.”
“Certainly,” I told him, and he handed me the phone. “Good afternoon,” I greeted him.

“Sorry to disturb you, but would you be interested in speaking with someone from the
American Embassy? I was having lunch at the club and they dropped by.”

“Why not; I need a laugh.”

“Good attitude. Click off when you like. Cheers.”

“Doctor Marsh?” a different male voice asked.

“Yes? I know who I am; who are you?”

He gave me a name and a title and asked how I was doing.

“Quite well. What do you want?”

He asked if I could come in to the Embassy to meet with some people.

I laughed out loud, and after a bit said simply, “No.”

He asked if it would be possible to meet with me somewhere else to discuss matters.
What matters?

He didn’t want to go into them unless privacy was assured.
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I told him I would not meet with him or others alone, and that if [ was approached on the
street by people from the Embassy, or their contractors, I would assume my life was in jeopardy,
and respond accordingly.

And why is that, Sir?

I sighed. I told him I would be happy to meet with him, but only after he had been
briefed on certain matters relevant to the issue. Did he have something to take notes on?

Yes, please proceed.

I gave him Lucy’s name and the file numbers. I gave him the Badger file numbers.
Those are relevant, and if someone tells you they are not, they are lying to you.

Very well, shall we say Thursday then?

I laughed again. Call me when you have been briefed on those, and can tell me the
relevance of the numbers 3410 and 716. Then we can talk about getting together.

He asked if I considered myself a United States Citizen.

“Sir, I am a Seed of the Chosen. While Sir David told me to click off when I liked, I
consider such behavior rude. Instead I’ll wish you a good afternoon.” I clicked off.

Looked around. Have to wander downstairs to return the phone.

No, he was waiting outside the door.

Returning to the piano, it knew I was upset. Took me a while to calm down again.

Spoke with Sir David later in the afternoon. Yes, I understood the guy was a messenger.
Still, he supposedly has free will; while a piece of paper will tolerate anything, at some level I’d

hope people had a sense of self-esteem.

The next morning while I was on the rowing machine, T came in and stood politely to the
side.

“T, what can I do for you?”
“Sir, Sir David has requested you join him for lunch at his Club.”

“Thank you, of course. Please set out appropriate attire for me; I’'m still clueless about
these things. When will we need to leave?”

“Oh, not for an hour, Sir. Daniel will be driving you in.”
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“Great. | have half an hour remaining here, then I’1l go clean up. Satisfactory?”
“Yes, Sir. Thank you.”
He disappeared as efficiently as he’d appeared.

Ah well. Get to sit in traffic for a bit. Last time I’d been to that club... One section had
reeked of tobacco smoke. Bet that’s changed!

Cleaned up and got dressed. Nice suit -- fit well, as it should, but the tie... Something I’d
assiduously avoided over the decades.

I put on the coat and wandered into the hallways. ‘“Assistance, please! Clueless colonist
struggling with a tie!” I called out.

Penny met me on the main stairway and took pity on me.
“Do I pass?” I asked her as T walked up.
“You look quite dashing, Sir,” she said. T rolled his eyes.

I laughed. “Hope I’'m keeping you entertained. I’ll be in the music room -- please let
Daniel know I’m ready to leave at his convenience.”

Got in some practice before we had to leave. A stop at the loo first!

We went out to a BMW 7 series. Daniel opened the back door for me. A copy of the
Times was on the back seat as well.

I couldn’t help but chuckle. To Daniel’s inquisitive look I replied, “Last time I rode in
one of these, I was in the boot,” I told him. That made his eyebrows go up. “Part of the process
of getting here,” I semi-explained.

Traffic wasn’t foo horrid. We were later than the peak traffic, just dealing with the usual.

Interesting -- as we drove past different parts of London, I could feel us going in and out
of the mesh...

Pulling up to the front of the club, the doorman stepped to the car and opened the rear
door.

“Thank you, Daniel,” I said as I got out.
“Quite welcome, Sir.’

“Good afternoon, Doctor Marsh,” the doorman greeted me.
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“Good afternoon!”

Inside I was shown to a private room upstairs. Sir David, Patrick, Phillip, the old chap
I’d met before, his minion, and one I’d not met. Turned out he was a solicitor, working for Sir
David.

Phillip congratulated me on my resourcefulness and resiliency. I remarked that friends
were an important part of that, looking to Sir David and to Patrick as I took a sip of water.

A reasonable lunch, discussing traffic on the way in, not too horrid, local politics, the
usual.

After lunch, the table cleared, Sir David looked to his solicitor, then to me. “Right. I’'m
told we need to do this properly. Doctor Marsh, I am prepared to offer you a position on my
staff. Oh, the papers call it a position with one of my firms. This position comes with significant
benefits and few responsibilities, other than, as you have so aptly put it, to keep breathing. 1 do
expect you to be available to humble me at the piano; I can’t thank you enough for that. Should
you accept, you will be residing mostly in the Knightsbridge flat; it is currently undergoing some
repairs.” He glanced to Patrick momentarily. “You may also get calls from Phillip,” he
indicated the older gent, “ and others in our group for consultations, as the firm is on hire to that
group as well. Would you like a moment to consider?”

I nodded, pondering. Taking me officially under their wing, putting others on notice... “I
think this should do wonders increasing my life expectancy...” I muttered in a stage whisper.

Patrick nodded and allowed himself a chuckle, as did Phillip and his minion.
“Sir David, I wish to accept your offer. What next?”

After congratulatory handshakes, the solicitor led me through the papers, signing here,
here, and sign and date here if you would, please. One of the documents acknowledged my
understanding of the rules as his guest at the club. “I’m honored,” I said to Sir David and to
Phillip as I skimmed and then signed that one. “I know you won’t disappoint me,” Sir David
said with somewhat of a smirk.

The signing done, I was presented with a small envelope. Inside were cards for a number
of stores, Harrods, Harvey Nichols, two I didn’t recognize, and a bank card. I signed each where
indicated.

A thought; I looked to the solicitor. “I had accounts in the States, amounting to a few
million dollars. I would like access to those funds. Here’s my solicitor in the States.” I could

almost see his business card in my mind; I wrote out his contact information.

Sir David nodded, and the solicitor said, “With pleasure, Sir. I believe that is all for me.
Gentlemen?”
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With that Phillip, minion, and the solicitor departed.

Patrick, Sir David, and I went down to the club office where I sat for a photo -- for staff
use. I was queried on preferences for food and drink. They provided me with a small plastic
card bearing my name, and club telephone numbers on the back, and an envelope containing club
rules I should familiarize myself with.

From there we went around to a private bank, where I signed more forms and was given
temporary cards and a heap of pocket money.

The surprise was going to a Ministry office. There I presented myself and my U.K.
passport, and was soon presented with an official identity card.

The Knightsbridge flat is one of a number of flats along a private street with gates at both
ends and a small private lawn area. I was introduced to the people manning the gate, and as we
chatted with them, also introduced to one of the local constables. All welcomed me to the area.

Workers were going in and out of one flat; I guessed that was it. As we approached, Sir
David backed off, raising his hands. “I can’t go in there, not now.”

The staff, Nichole and Anthony, came out. They apologized for the disruption; things
should be back to normal in a day or so. I looked forward to seeing more of the place, and hoped
I would not be a bother.

We took a cab back to the club, and sat in one of the public areas. What do I do for a
phone? For now, I should get what I wanted; they were still working other options. Good.
Now, what are the rules of engagement? What should I do, and not do? Am I safe walking
about?

Patrick in particular pondered that. Don’t do anything stupid. Oh, give me your ID card.
I took the card out of my wallet. He opened his briefcase and took out a small device,
sliding the card into it. A green light came on. He pressed a button, and the green light changed

to red. He pulled out the card and handed it to me with a smile.

Sir David said, “Those things are terribly fragile; they really should have gone with a
more robust design -- we advised them, but they didn’t listen.”

“Quite,” I replied, putting the card back in my wallet. “Okay, I’m not going to go
walking down dark alleys at night, but am I fairly free to move about during the daylight hours?”
I suspected part of the reasoning behind what we’d done was to put people on notice that

snatching me off the streets would cause a great deal of trouble.

Yes, rationally, he didn’t expect any problems.
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I understood and nodded with a rueful smile... Some folks aren’t quite rational...

Sir David had to take off for meetings -- trying to realign businesses to where the world
was going. Patrick asked with an arched eyebrow if he knew...

Sir David laughed and said he didn’t, but he was willing to bet that large expenditures in
airport security were going to vanish over the next year and a half.

I had to agree. When they asked why, I said simply, “the mesh.”

Patrick and I walked about. I needed some things, such as a notebook to write in, a pen
to write with, and a phone. I also wanted something less formal, like a leather jacket, maybe
some mock turtlenecks. Patrick rolled his eyes in mock horror. I smiled -- I know, but I’'m not
born to that class. I need to find my own way. He agreed and clapped me on the back.

Picked up an iPhone as solving a number of problems at once. Picked up a blank
notebook at Harrods, and for a pen I got a set of Pilot extra fine tip rolling ball pens for a few
pounds; didn’t see the need to spend a few hundred (!) for a fountain pen. As I made that
remark, Patrick agreed, and suggested I speak to T if I liked fountain pens, as there were
undoubtedly a large assortment of unused ones at the estate. Good plan -- I liked it. So what
was I interested in doing?

I wanted to explore the mesh, how it was growing, how it was evolving, what it did. If |
could wave my hands and make something appear, I’d have a real-time map of the area showing
the boundaries of the different meshes, how they expanded and contracted during the day and
during the week. But since that didn’t seem possible, I guessed that I’d spend a lot of time
walking boundaries, figuring it from there.

Hadn’t I been talking to someone about the mesh?

I frowned. I’d had a brief e-mail conversation a stuck-up sociologist. Things broke
down when I disagreed with some of her cherished ideas, ideas which did not match my
experience of how things had actually happened.

Patrick smiled and said he might have an idea.

The club provided an ideal location to sit sipping whiskey and talking -- Patrick was also
one of Sir David’s guests.

I had a feeling that the mesh was associated with, or possibly mediated, behavioral
changes, changes that would greatly alter the way we live. Exhibit “A” in this were reports from
various airports, reports that some airports were now a lot friendlier, or easier to get through.
What had changed at those locations? Nothing except the presence of the mesh. The prediction,
as the mesh spreads and forms at more airports, those reports will also spread.
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Patrick had to agree; the big train/tube stations were at the least less unpleasant. He
frowned a bit; the mesh was difficult on him, on them, because of their talents. I told him I’d
experienced that with Vicki. Seemed like a long, long time ago.

What was I looking for? I wasn’t sure. I thought Hyde Park should be quite interesting
on the weekends, as far as the mesh was concerned. Possibly Portobello Road and Camden
Passage, again thinking of density. But as things progressed, as the overall population shifted
and we understood the requirements for mesh formation better, I expected we would see
constant, increasing social change, behavioral change. Such as what? Hard to say -- more polite
behavior? Less hooliganism?

Arriving “home” that night, inquired with T about pens; I’d used fountain pens most of
my life. He smiled broadly and took me to the library. While the shelves were full and quite
organized, he opened a lower cabinet door and took out a large cardboard box which he placed
on one of the tables, and told me to help myself!

Opening it revealed dozens of pens, mostly fountain pens, many still in boxes, some
loose. As I perused, T explained that they were gifts or associated with business transactions,
that type of thing. I started sorting them into categories, and remarked that [ was looking for a
pen which was useable, and not a phallic substitute with Freudian entanglement. Actually got a
chuckle out of T. I found an older, slimmer Montblanc, still in the box, which had to date from
the 70’s if not earlier. I liked the feel. A nearby drawer revealed an assortment of bottled ink. T
suggested that the colors to the right of a divider in the drawer were used by staff and Sir David,
so to reduce confusion I should select a color from the left side if possible. The Montblanc
burgundy was available; I chose it and filled the pen. T made a note (he used a Waterman), and
told me to keep that bottle in my rooms; he would get a spare.

I told him I had a matter of some delicacy I wished to broach. He assured me that they
were both discreet and resourceful.

I told him I wanted to speak to the tailor, as...
He was horrified! Was there something wrong, Sir?

No, no, I assured him -- the fit on everything was superb and comfortable. At least
physically. I confessed that I was a denizen of the Left Coast, and while I worked in a notable
research laboratory, my attire during the summer centered around very loud Hawaiian print
shirts, and during the winter months, mock turtle necks. While my current attire was quite
comfortable, and I was sure I’d adapt over time, [ was looking for a different style, more relaxed
perhaps, while not offending Sir David’s sensibilities and expectations.

T nodded and said he would arrange an appointment for me. I was to move in tomorrow,
Wednesday evening; would Thursday morning be acceptable?

Yes, quite. We discussed a bit more, bringing up Google Earth on the library’s computer.
I suggested that I would prefer to walk, but was of course willing to listen to reason.
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That got another chuckle out of him. He would make arrangements. I also gave him my
cell phone number. He would have it added to their systems. My cards would arrive in the
morning; they had the central numbers on them, which were staffed continuously. Calls were
screened and forwarded on to us; while I could give out my cell number, and indeed that would
happen as I called people, I should give out the main number on my cards. I smiled and told him
they were spoiling me. He smiled and admitted that was their goal.

Back in my rooms I paired the iPhone with my laptop. Gee, I could go after iTunes as
well, now that I had a bank card! Wonder where the used CD shops are in London? How many
times had I “bought” the White album? With a sigh I kissed off any thoughts of retrieving
anything I’d had stored back in the States. Ground rules -- no DRM infested media. Gee, how
about some pictures? I should get a camera, something better than the one in the phone. 1did a
quick web search -- my old employer undoubtedly had some pics of me.

Wow... The first one that popped up was one of me in my tux, at least a decade and a
half old. I probably looked better than that now. Undoubtedly looked better than that now.
Copied that one. The next one made me laugh -- from a “Dr. Noise” presentation -- I was
gesturing wildly, wearing Dockers and a very loud Hawaiian print shirt. Copy that one as well.
A Lab shot, me with an intern, looking at scope traces, and I was wearing my winter turtleneck.
Grab that one, too. Move them to the phone, and do the latest batch of updates. Another ground
rule -- no ringtones, vibrate only. I was also not going to be one of those twits with a glowing
thing embedded in their heads, announcing for all the world that they had no life of their own,
that they were complete slaves to whoever had their phone number.

My cards were present at lunch the next day. Robert Trenton Marsh, Ph.D. (Hons).
Looked impressive! The title, I mean -- the card itself was quite sparse and clean in its layout.
One set had a business address, the other had the address of the Kensington flat (and rounded
corners). Yeah, I guess I did get those degrees with honors. Thorough folks around here.

Most of my worldly belongings were packed by the time I got back to my rooms after
lunch. Did I need my computer this afternoon? No, go ahead and pack it up. When would I
prefer to leave? Whenever convenient -- I can spend the afternoon at the club if things aren’t
quite ready, but that means I’ll need to dress for the club. In an hour then, Sir, and we’ll set out
your clothes.

I wandered to the music room for twenty minutes or so of loosening up. Nice room, nice
sound. Upstairs, changed, needed help with the damn tie again, remainders packed, and we were
on our way.

I was dropped at the club; they’d been informed I was staying for dinner; two other
members had expressed interest in having me join them for dinner if that was acceptable.

Certainly, what time? Early, 7pm. Fine. They would call me.

I sat in a high-backed leather chair, sipping whiskey and scratching thoughts in my book.
Read the latest Economist, and wandered to a different room for the Wall Street Journal. The
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world was still spinning, helped by the occasional kick to the head. Hmmm -- if the mesh has a
stabilizing influence, what’s it going to do to market behavior? Any of the London casinos fall
inside a mesh? Monte Carlo? Smiling -- if the mesh moderates or diminishes gambling
behavior, could casinos compensate by controlling density to keep the mesh from forming?
They would seem to be one of the few business with a monetary incentive to understand how the
mesh worked!

Interesting dinner. Took me a while to figure out what was going on, and I’m still not
sure. One guy was bitchy, complaining about just about anything. Finally it struck me -- the guy
was overweight, and his wrists and fingers looked swollen as well. Fourth wave generally took
care of that, cleaning up the cardiovascular system. Therefore, he was pre-fourth wave?

Possibly one of those who had taken on “immunity?” The other guy let him rattle and wheeze,
and the wheezing was audible -- COPD on top of CHF? Boy, I’d go for chelation to get rid of
that! A few days of pain to get rid of some serious systemic health problems?

The thinner guy asked me what I thought of some of the recent business shifts, and what I
thought would be next.

Told them my crystal ball was as fuzzy as that of the next oracle... While it was true that
the drink business had taken a hit, I thought that pubs which offered a social component -- live
music, games, dance, some kind of social involvement were going to do well, and for now that
was just a hunch, but I wanted to do the research to put a foundation under that. The fat guy
muttered that we were all going to hell and the veggies were overcooked.

What did I think was going to change drastically?

Well, medical practice, over the next few years, as we better understood the changes that
were occurring. As we studied those changes, it was apparent that individuals with some
diseases had not been helped. I wondered to myself -- fatty fit in that category? As always, the
transitions are going to be a bitch, but we should come out the other side with a much lessened
burden on society. Drugs and medical devices, probably a good candidate for changes, I mused,
but a greater focus on age related issues. Emergency medical care still, for trauma.

“And what if it’s all a trap, eh?” the fat one challenged.

I swirled and sipped my wine. “Then we’re screwed and we die. Of course we all die
anyway, so same result but a different path.” Took another sip.

He mumbled something unintelligible. The other one nodded with a wry smile as he
sipped his wine.
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Walking to the tailor’s shop, remembering to look right at intersections... Street traffic
this time of the morning, pedestrian traffic... Thinking of the problems, thinking in terms of
what I’d do if I was still at Labs -- build/test a sensor, deploy the sensor, collect data, build and
test models. Ideally, flood a grid with sensors and collect time-stamped data, hoping for
something approaching synchronization. Not gonna work here... What’s my sensor, other than
me? Can I tell if I’'m in a mesh or not? Think so. Gee, could something connected to me tell if 1
was in a mesh or not? Interesting question.

Reasonably sized shop in a street of tailors, all “by appointment.” I rang the bell by the
door, and the door soon opened.

“Professor Marsh, please come in, Sir.”

I went in. Chap about mid 30’s looking, although it’s harder to tell these days.

“What can we do for you, Sir? I’m James, at your service.”

“Pleased to meet you, James. The suits, shirts, everything is impeccable.”

“But?” he suggested with a lopsided smile.

“I’m told to throw myself on your mercy. I’m a savage from the colonies. This,” I
gestured at my attire; I was even wearing a tie, “is comfortable, but too formal for my liking.
How can we find something less formal, while not offending Sir David’s sensibilities? Oh, I
understand I need to dress properly for the Club, and other occasions. But I’d like something

more relaxed for sitting in the park, or walking down the High street window shopping.”

James nodded, smiling. “What did you have in mind? Surely you could just pop into a
shop...”

I pulled out my iPhone and brought up photos. James peered in. Brought up the lab one
with the turtleneck. “Yes, I could pop into a shop and commit some horrid crime which I’'m sure
Sir David would be too polite to mention, but I want to build on the superb foundation we’ve
started with. This is what I’'m used to during the cooler months.”

“Year ‘round, here,” muttered James.

“Oh, I didn’t need the overcoat this morning,” I chided cheerfully. It was only late May...

He nodded. “See the previous one?” he asked.

Sure. I flicked to the previous one, with me in the tux.

“You seem comfortable; taken a few years ago?”
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I chuckled. “Decade and a half. My thesis advisor at University won the Nobel for
Physics; I assisted him -- he invited me to Stockholm -- it was made for the ceremony.”

“Very nice,” nodded James. “Back?”
I flipped back to the turtleneck shot.

He nodded, and walked over to a cabinet, pulling a file off the top. He brought out a
group of cloth swatches -- gee, looked like material from the garments I’d received, almost.

“Don’t recognize those two,” I pointed out.

He smiled. “Not yet; we’re for some fitting while you’re here. You don’t trust yourself
picking colours?”

I shook my head. “Not my line of expertise. Can’t even do the bloody tie in the
morning. I’m looking for expertise, and doing it right.”

“Very well,” he nodded. “Maddy should be here momentarily. We’ll do a fit, and then
send her along with you to do the picking, how about that?”

“That would be superb.”

He nodded, smiling. “And we’ll probably cut these a bit differently, less formal. Ah,
how long ago did you go through the trouble, if I might ask?”

“Trouble?” I thought. “Fourth wave? Dropping weight?”
“Yes, that’s it -- we tend to refer to it as the trouble.”
“Thought that was slang for wife?”

He smiled. “In other circles, yes.”

“Nine months ago, why?”

He raised an eyebrow. “We find that while our gentlemen lose quite a bit of weight
initially, they tend to add muscle and definition following, for a few months.”

Interesting. “James, I find that fascinating. Without revealing confidences of course,
what percentage of your clientele would you say has gone through it? All at once?” I figured

many of them traveled in the same tight circles.

He glanced up for a moment. “Almost all by now... Clusters at first, then very few, then
another group, still a few holdouts.” He sighed.
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“Yes, I believe I met one last night at the club. Seems to me the change would improve
his health immensely.”

“Yes! Yes, sir! I... I’'m sorry, Sir, but before I went through it,” he held his hands out in
front of us. “I was in me late 50’s, overweight, and with bad hands from a life in the trade. But
now -- [ don’t feel 50!

I smiled. “Nor do you look it, James, nor do I. I take it the trouble has been good for
business?”

He laughed, shaking his head. “Oh, Sir! For months there weren’t enough hours in the
day! For none of us, up and down the lane,” he gestured outside. “All of us were calling in
favours, sending work out. And we learned, we’ve all learned, to wait a bit and make ready for
more changes.”

I nodded. “As they get used to their new bodies, and as you say, redefine over a period of
a month or so. Most of them dropping weight?”

He gave me an incredulous look. “A few stone, many of them!” He glanced up again,
shrugging. “All except for two, two gents who were exceedingly thin, they’ve put it on, and for
me, they look worlds better for it.”

“But still some holdouts?”

He sighed, saddening. “Yes, Sir, I’'m afraid so. Some of them, they saw me after I went
through it, and asked. I told ‘em, Sir, I’ll tell anyone! Look at me hands! Me hands and eyes
are young again! Some of them, they went for it. But some...”

Very interesting. Sir David, one of those coming around... “Tell me, do they behave
differently, the ones who have been through it?”

He looked at me curious, pausing. He opened his mouth to speak, closed it, turned and
looked, turned back. “Sir, now that you ask... Some of them... You say you’re from the
colonies...” He sighed. “Some times the lines here are hard to see, but they are present. I can
dress them, I can dress like them, but I could never be one of them, not in their eyes anyway.
But after the change, some of them, many of them, are more ... polite, thoughtful of us.” He
pondered for a moment, pursing his lips a bit and nodding. “I think if you inquired properly,
you’d get that answer quite a bit. Folks are in general more thoughtful and considerate. Here,
some gents give us more time, aren’t as demanding, and thank us. One gent popped for a fancy
supper for the lot of us, to thank us for all we’d done for his family!”

A woman looking to be about the same age came out of the back door with sets of
garments over one arm. She smiled as she came in.

James smiled as well, turning to her. “I missed you,” he told her softly, and gave her a
peck on the cheek.
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“James!” she castigated, frowning.

“Don’t mind me, I’m a savage from the colonies, and used to such carrying on. I’'m Rob,
by the way. Thank you for all your hard work.” 1 introduced myself.

“Professor Marsh,” James intoned, “Maddy.”

“Pleased to meet you at last, Professor Marsh,” she said with a slight nod. “Let’s see
what we have here -- let’s try the coat first.”

As I took off my coat and tried the new one, James explained about having her
accompany me to get turtlenecks, and tailoring these two garments a bit differently, less formal.
Maddy was all for that.

“Oh,” James added as they were marking and pinning, “We’ve found someone who had it
earlier.”

“Really?” replied Maddy. Then she asked me, “When did you go through the trouble?”
“Last August,” I said, still holding my arms out.
“Really? You’re sure?”

“Hard to miss,” I replied. Actually, I think I only was messed up for two or three days,
but that was because I’d lost so much damn weight already.

“Hmpfth,” she muttered, pins in her mouth again for a moment.

We discussed the drape and finish of the coat, and then went to the pants. Half lined was
nice. I dressed with my wallet in the front right pocket. Could I get a pocket in the coat for my
iPhone? Something with a secure but easy to open one hand closure? Certainly!

Maddy got a coat and we popped out and picked out an assortment of mock turtlenecks
for me, ones which would go with the fabric swatches Maddy brought. She showed me how the
colors worked together. I even think I got a break on the price with her there.

We walked back to the shop. James approved of the colours.

Maddy asked, “Sir, if you don’t mind me askin’, it’s a hobby with me, but do you
remember where you got it? Who gave it to you?”

I had to smile. “Do you?”

She nodded. “Oh yes -- April 12 last year it was. We were called by a client to Monte
Carlo, he paid quite a bit for that trip, he did, putting us up for a week. One of his sons came in
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that day, and he was hot and sweating, and complainin’ of not feelin’ quite up. We worked with
him, his brother, and their father for quite a while, and day after, we got it. We stayed the week
in Monte Carlo, so we were all over it when we came home. Didn’t start seeing it around here
for another three weeks or so, isn’t that right dear?”

“I suppose so,” James agreed.

“And you, Sir?”

“March 24, last year,” I told them.

Maddy raised an eyebrow. “You’re certain? Do you know who?”

I had to chuckle. I took her hands. “Maddy, I’'m quite certain, and I have no idea who --
I am a Seed of the Chosen. There are others beside me, but none before me.”

She took a breath and got a little pale. I nodded slightly and glanced to James for a
moment. “And that is as confidential as the frilly pink panties some of your gentlemen wear.”

With that she turned beet red, and James let out a laugh.

“It is an honor to meet you, Sir,” Maddy said, regaining her normal color.

“Yes, an honor,” agreed James.

I shook my head. “An honor like getting hit by lightning -- not something I asked for.”

Maddy raised an eyebrow and gave me a knowing nod. “I can see that.”

“Anything more for me? I’ll let you return to work,” I told them.

Maddy sighed, letting go of my hands. She glanced to James, who replied. “I believe
that’s it for today, Sir -- these should be ready midweek; we’ll call if we need further fittings,

otherwise one of us will deliver.”

“Thank you for taking care of me. I appreciate it.” I shook hands with both of them,
gathered my package, and headed out.

Walking along the street... Something about holding Maddy’s hand when I spoke with
her -- so I could tell better how she was feeling, something like that. A Seed of the Chosen.
Sounded important. Even when I thought it, [ wanted to raise my right hand. Why?

Yeah, wrong place wrong time. If it’s so important, such a big deal, why are so many
people dead? Why are so many of those standing beside me, other Seeds, dead?

Anthony greeted me at the door to the flat. “Good afternoon, Sir -- here for lunch?”
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“Yes, if it isn’t a bother,” I responded.
He nodded and went back to the kitchen.

I went upstairs and shed the tie and shirt. Pulled on one of my new shirts, and it felt
really good. Put the coat back on. Nice. Felt much better.

A knock on the door. “Lunch, Sir,” Nichole announced.

“Thank you,” I said, walking to the door and opening it.

She was still in the hallway. She looked at me and smiled. “Very nice, Sir!”
“Thank you,” I chuckled.

“No, it fits you -- you’re smiling more, Sir,” she insisted.

“Feels better to me as well.”

Light lunch. Didn’t know what I was doing for dinner. I told them I’d eat at the club,
and we should work out a more regular schedule.

Got a phone call from Patrick. I had a three o’clock appointment with a professor at
Kings. What was my e-mail address so he could send me details? I gave it to him, and he said
details were on the way. So what was this about? He told me she was interested in the mesh, but
could use direction -- and funding. Okay, direction I could understand, but did I have funding?
Oh yes, I did, one way or the other, Patrick told me. Run it like I’d run a Uni research or co-op
program in my past. Yeah, made sense -- that [ can do. Thanks. He told me he’d meet me for
dinner at the Club. Great.

Looked over the details and brought up a map on my phone. Easy. Read over her c.v. --
smart gal. She was a psychologist - sociologist. Good combo.

I told Anthony I was headed for a meeting, and then the club; I’d see them later. Very
good, Sir, we’re not expecting rain for a few days.

Decided to take the Tube, and got a card to make life easier. One change to make. No
mesh detectable on the way; interesting. Glanced at my phone -- full connectivity. Hmmm...
That would work, sort of like some deals we’d done in Labs. Should I get a briefcase or some
kind of portfolio to haul things around? I just had my little paper notebook with me, but some
times I’d undoubtedly like to take the laptop. Should get a backup drive for that thing...
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“Professor Wright, thank you for agreeing to see me this afternoon. I’'m Rob Marsh,” I
introduced myself. She looked to be early 30’s, while her C.V. put her at late 40’s. Short, thin
build, curly brown hair, large glasses. Office delightfully strewn with papers, books, and folders.

“Please have a seat. What can we do for you?”

I sat down. “I’m interested in understanding the mesh -- how, why, and what it means,
today and tomorrow.”

She nodded, musing for a moment. “I think we’re understanding it fairly well, Mister
Marsh ... We ...”

I interrupted. “So if I give you a list of people and their locations, you can tell me if a
mesh will form? You can plot mesh contours, and show me how those contours will change as
people come and go? Oh, and how the mesh changes if those people are different levels? Just
what are the minimum number of people, within what radius, and at what levels, to form a
mesh?”

“Well Mister Marsh, we don’t have that level of understanding just ...”

“It’s Doctor Marsh -- I have doctorates in Physics and in Mathematics. I’ve read the
available literature, including preprints, and it’s woeful.”

“Well, Robinson has put down ...”

I shook my head. “Robinson is rubbish, flawed logic based on faulty observation.”

She sat back. “And how do you reach such conclusions, Doctor Marsh?” she challenged.

I smiled and sighed. “Professor Wright, I’'m sorry. I think we are in violent agreement
on the need for research in this area. I am interested in research, and in funding research. I have
directed and managed many University research efforts in my career. I also have a very personal

interest, and insight into these problems.”

She smiled as well. “Very well. Yes, I agree that more research is needed in this area.
What is your interest in this, and you said insight?”

I raised my right hand as I said it. “I am a Seed of the Chosen.” I looked at my hand and
shook my head. “Why do I do that? It’s automatic! Professor Wright, I’ve been thrown into

this world, and I want to understand better where we’re going.”

She nodded, an eyebrow raised.. “And how would you ... demonstrate this?”
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“Grebe’s test has been extended to not only show the known waves, one through six, but
also Seeds. Those strips are not readily available, but you should be able to get some. I could
get some Ministry names for you to contact, but you probably have them from the Conference.”

She nodded, more thoughtful. “You’re American -- Seattle?”

I frowned. “I was born here -- my father attended the same college at Oxford as you. |
was raised in the San Francisco Bay area. There was no Seattle seed; it’s a common error. My,
ah, programming was damaged, so I was not active as a Seed initially. That’s another of the
problems people such as Robinson have had -- there was no Seattle seed. Seeds have the ability
to control whether or not they are contagious. Initially that control is not conscious. That
control, and my travels, have lead to all sorts of outlandish hypotheses and conclusions. You
were at the Oxford Conference, at least the open sessions. I should be able to get you copies of
the notes from the closed ones.”

She steepled her hands in front of her face for a moment, nodding in thought. “Doctor
Marsh, I apologize. I can see that you would have insights which would be extremely useful...
The switch hypothesis has been with us for a while, but is argued down. Yet it exists?”

“I can demonstrate if you like,” I replied.

“Hmmm... And Seattle -- the operating ... hypothesis is that there was a Seed in Seattle,
but that seed either moved or died, possibly moving to Miami.”

I sighed. “Three days or so after I was ... infected, I met two people from Seattle and
passed it to them. I also went into non-contagious mode. They returned to Seattle. Those two,
and their close friends, were very promiscuous, spreading it widely. The Miami Seed, and then
Atlanta, was a young woman named Lucy. She was killed and dissected by U.S. authorities.”

“That’s a bit harsh,” she said.

I picked up a notepad and wrote out Lucy’s name, file identifiers, and other such. “Look
that up at your leisure. Those files are classified, so requesting them may cause trouble.”

She frowned again. “And there were other sessions at the Oxford Conference?”

“Oh yes, a separate track for government officials, mostly NATO. Their data is more
accurate, and completely undercuts Robinsons’s conclusions. I should be able to get those
reports for you.”

She sighed once more. “And what is your interest?”

I smiled. “What is the mesh? Why is the mesh? Just those. But I think those are going
to take quite a while to unravel.” She nodded, and I continued. “If I were back in my lab,

consulting with a colleague on, say, models of airborne particulate dispersal in urban
environments, I’d suggest building and testing a sensor, replicating that sensor, placing them on
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a grid in the target environment, and gathering data to test models against. On a separate track,
what is the mesh doing to us? We have reports -- part of that classified track at Oxford -- first
noticed at large airports, that petty crimes were down, and people seemed to just get along better.
Someone hypothesized that was due to the mesh. Reports from U.S. sports events, collegiate and
professional, the mesh forming at those events, yet competition just as keen, just as intense, if not
more so. You can say distance was involved with the football games so the teams themselves
were not affected, but not basketball -- from my own experiences with the Mesh, the players had
to be a part of it.”

I paused to let her ponder.

“So the mesh is with us. It is changing us. How will it continue to change us? Sports
events show competitiveness seems unchanged. Yet petty crime, rude and boorish behaviour
seem diminished. What’s the rule? Query: will betting behaviour at casinos change as they are
enveloped in the mesh? Will play at games such as poker be altered? Political campaigns? If,
as I suspect, the mesh affects honesty, political campaigns should change. But on the other hand,
I suspect that most really skilled politicians are such pathological liars that they truly believe
black is white if that’s what they want to convey.”

She chuckled at that last one. “Fascinating. I ... I need to think about this; I certainly will
have many questions, and I am interested in working together. What can we offer?”

“We could sit around for an hour and put together a list of questions that would lead to a
dozen or more solid doctoral theses, and more research projects. But to start, how does the mesh
form and grow? How do we measure and model? I have some ideas. I figure we need a dozen
or so grad students, levels four through six, with time to walk around parts of London -- our
sensor network. I can tell when I enter and leave a mesh; I’'m assuming that others can as well.
First hypothesis to test. If others can tell, that’s an initial sensor network. Furthering that line,
working with physiologists, the experimentalists and cutters, is there something that can be
connected to me, to others, that can detect when we enter and leave the mesh? If so, we have a
more robust and automated sensor network, and perhaps better and more data.”

She nodded, smiling more. “But if the progress is inexorable, what do those models
mean, if the majority of the populace is converted with a few years, certainly within a decade?”

I sighed, a little deflated. “Yes, I see your point. It’s the physicist in me, wanting to have
the models.. Also, there may be situations in which the mesh is not wanted, not desirable --
casinos? That would be worth a few bucks, if the mesh dampens gambling ardor. Mental
hospitals? What happens in that kind of environment? What happens to the caregivers?”

She turned a bit pale at that.
“Yes, how are those disturbances handled by the mesh? Are they dampened out,

moderated, or amplified? We’ll see in the dense metro areas -- Calcutta, Mumbai, Tokyo, Rome,
Cairo, Manhattan, probably London. Amplifier or moderator? Which is it? Can it be both?”
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Her lips were pursed. “Fascinating. And you have funding?”

I nodded. “I’m told, but haven’t verified -- I’ll be learning more this afternoon, but I
believe I could fund immediately, as well as for the long term. I’d like to get feet on the streets,
and start collecting data.”

She smiled. “How do I contact you?”

I gave her one of my business cards, and wrote one of my new e-mail addresses on the
back. “Be careful how you use my name. I escaped from the States; I’m sure they’d like to take
me back and dissect me, as they have others.”

She sighed and nodded. “I understand those overtones in some of the reports now. Very
troubling, but entirely expected, unfortunately. I’m going to broach it as an experimental group.

Could we meet early next week?”

“That would be wonderful, yes. Leave me a message. For the most part, I’'m here in
London.”

“I can think of a dozen or so... Don’t know what wave they are...” she thought out loud.
“I can tell on sight,” I answered, surprising both of us. “I can also bring a test kit.”
“Oh?” she questioned.

“You’re fifth wave,” I told her.

She nodded. “Interesting...”

“And I have no idea how I do that, or that I could until you posed the question.”
That furrowed her brow again.

I shook my head. “I’m as much seeking to learn about me.”

She nodded and broke into a smile. “This is going to be interesting!”

We stood and shook hands. “I’ll wait for your call,” I told her.

“Thank you, Doctor Marsh. This is going to be quite interesting.”

She let me out. I wandered the campus a bit. No mesh here.

But I felt it as we passed near Victoria station in the tube -- another question, what was
the minimum time in the mesh required to reactivate? Wrote that in my notebook.
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Took a different way to the flat, passing a sporting good store. Smiled to myself as I
walked in. Success! Six pair of my favorite Pearl [zumi black socks, warm-ups, and a better
pair of running shoes. I’'m sure I was wearing “Gentleman’s stockings,” and I was sure I didn’t
like the way they feel.

“Good afternoon, Sir -- change your mind on dinner?” Anthony asked as he opened the
door for me.

“No, just dropping off contraband and changing for the club,” I explained. “These will
be my preferred stockings for all but the most formal occasion.”

“As you wish, Sir,” he replied with a smirk.
“Thanks. And I’ll need help with the tie -- never studied that at Stanford.”
“Of course, Sir.”

Back at the Club, wish I’d brought the damn laptop. Sketched questions and possible
projects in my book.

Patrick arrived. We shook hands.

“It went well?”” he asked.

“You don’t know?”

He frowned.

“Sorry about that... Went fairly well, once we overcame some resistance.” I shook my
head. “I still don’t know what’s going on -- I know we’re in for more fun. For instance,” as |
thought about it, my right hand went up, palm out. “I am a Seed of the Chosen. When I say that,

my right hand goes up like that, automagically. Why?”

Patrick held my right hand, and put his other hand on my forehead. I felt dizzy for a few
moments.

He shook his head. “They explained some of it to me, but it’s the first time ['ve
experienced it. Part of your left-over programming, that’s all I can tell right now. Oh, I peeped
your meeting with Walsh. You have the ability to tell when someone is telling the truth -- but I
can’t tell if that’s something the bug gave you, or if Vicki gave it to you, because it feels like the
approach we use. Telling fourth, fifth, sixth wave, that’s all you.”

Hmpf. Took another sip of scotch. “So where’s the money going to come from? I have
a feeling it won’t be coming from the States.”
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Patrick smiled. “Oh I wouldn’t be too sure about that. Your solicitors have already been
in touch with your U.S. attorney and the U.S. financial institutions, and I wouldn’t be surprised if
we get a wire transfer some time next week.”

“I would have thought everything I had would be gone by now, indexed and dissected.”

He nodded and swirled his glass. “Everything you had in storage, and the places in
Seattle and the Sound. They sifted Montana, but didn’t get anything from that. All your old e-
mail accounts have been vacuumed and trip-wired, as you’d expect. The accounts set up for
Montana are still active, and secure.”

I smiled. “So I should have access to all that data, still?”

He nodded. “Should still be rolling in. And what you don’t have that I can get, I’ll send
along. I have archives of the Oxford Conference, to save you looting it file by file.”

“Great.” 1 shook my head. “Wish I’d brought the damn laptop.”

He sat up, closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them. “You really want to re-
format and reinstall that thing.”

“No shit?” I asked.
“Really. Tonight.”

“Okay. So the accounts I’ve started on it are compromised as well? The same guy who
happened to fall down the stairs?”

He shrugged. “Reasonable assumption to make. Not sure he did it; just a hunch, but I
trust those hunches.”

“As do I. Will do. Need to look for a bag to carry the thing around in.”
“Oh? Come on,” he said, getting up.
We met a staff member, who led us off to a back room, opening it up, then leaving.

“Take your pick,” Patrick told me, “Lost and found -- by definition, if it’s in here, they
haven’t been able to find an owner for it, and I think you can appreciate that they try damn hard.”

A box of fountain pens, which all seemed to have been cleaned, umbrellas, shoes,
galoshes, coats, a prosthetic foot? I looked over some brief cases and leather portfolios. Patrick

picked out a couple of the ones I’d selected and put those back. “Don’t feel right.”

I picked out a small leather portfolio and put it inside a nice black leather briefcase.
“These pass muster?” I asked Patrick.
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He touched them momentarily and said, “Good to go.”
I put business cards in both. We retired to sitting and waiting for the call to dinner.

“So what the hell are the Americans up to?” I asked as I cut off another piece of succulent
pork.

Patrick had a pasta dish. “I believe they call it a circular firing squad. They’re doing
their best to drive any talent, any innovation, any trust out of some organizations. The latest is
polygraphs, which by their laws are not admissible in their courts as they’ve proven time and
time again to be useless, to find and punish the rat. They aren’t doing so good on the finding, but
they’re doing plenty of punishing anyway.”

“And how am I viewed?”

He shrugged. “The moderates are all for ignoring you, unless you happen to wander too
close. To the extremists, you’re still an enemy of the state and should be captured at all costs.
Luckily, those are still in the minority.”

“How heartwarming.”

“But they’ve gotten enough shit from their so-called Allies, particularly Oxford
Conference attendees that have read your declaration, and asked pointed questions about the info
they accumulated on Lucy, and somehow forgot to share, even though they’d promised they
would... Anyway, they’re catching so much shit, that when Her Majesty’s government requested
clarification on your trust accounts, we expect wire transfers Monday or Tuesday.”

“Some good news, then.”

“Wouldn’t book my flights to San Jose just yet, sport.”

“I’ll hang out here for a while yet,” I told him.

“Good plan.”

Didn’t stick around after dinner. Started working on the computer, and decided I didn’t
have a good backup, nothing at all. There were some files I wanted to save. Finally just turned
the thing off and went to bed.

Popped out early Friday morning for a backup drive, and some USB memory sticks.
Back at the flat, backed the thing up, then reformatted and reinstalled. Spent the day doing that,

and configuring things the way I liked. Abandoned the accounts I’d just set up, and went back to
the Montana ones. Hot damn! Reading material!

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 144 http://www.asstr.org/~artie




Vector (Chosen)

Yeah, a stink raised about me popping up alive in London, and more of a stink when
people, even U.S. based researchers learned that Lucy had been hunted down, killed, and turned
into sausage. Complaints that such information was classified were met with derision, and the
remarks that it wasn’t surprising that the big advances, such as Grebe’s test, had come from
Europe, where groups were actually cooperating.

But more positive data -- meshes solidifying in Mumbai, Calcutta, Beijing, Hong Kong,
Singapore, Cairo, Athens, Rio... The big news that the Rio mesh was spreading from the slum

areas, and as it did, crime rates plummeted! There might be hope for us yet!

And a big archive file from Patrick -- the Oxford Conference materials, all of them. Not
even going to unpack those now.

Read through more discussions after a good lamb dinner. More railing and ranting on the
need for openness, particularly seeing how Robinson was leading people down bogus paths!

Another comment that the whole thing was going to be moot in two to three years
anyway as by that time most of the planet would be changed.

I went to bed for the first time in a long time thinking this was going to work out okay.

End of Phase 5
Rev 2010/08/29
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Phase 6

A beautiful Saturday! I woke late, cleaned up, had a late breakfast, and strolled out the
door to cool weather (warm for London, thank you) and high clouds, perfect photographic
weather if [ had a good camera. I started the short walk to Hyde Park to explore the mesh.

It wasn’t quite eleven in the morning yet, but the park was filling up -- and as I crossed
the street to the park, I felt it, I felt the mesh.

Interesting... If I let my mind drift, I went off into a fog, yet if [ concentrated on a
problem, it seemed I got sharper... Not quite a fog, more like being close to a waterfall -- a
strong source of noise. Stopping by the Coreto near the Round Pond, thinking about data
gathering. My iPhone -- that was it -- a simple hack to send current GPS position to a fixed
mailbox, plus the value of a slider for mesh strength, 0 for no mesh. Could even build in
reminders. That should be easy. Never done an iPhone app before; I stuck to Mathematica and
Python mostly. I could “see” the UI though, a slider, and you tilt the iPhone to one side or the
other to select mesh strength... Yeah, that would work. Where could I hire out a bunch of new
iPhones for a few weeks to do data collection?

Standing, walking along, thinking of the other side. I’d done other projects using cell
phone sensors to collect data. Filtering was important, and would be even more so with people
involved. I could still remember those old models, assigning a credibility score, a weight, to
each phone. Definitely need to do that again.

Lots of couples snuggling, lots of people reading, kids running around.

I sat again to think. Kalman or neural net? Two different approaches. Or, both? Run
the thing wide open at first just to see the data. What’s the cell size, granulation? Closing my
eyes briefly, I was still in the mesh. Opening my eyes, the nearest person was 20 feet away or
so. When I’d come into the park, first felt it, well, I was in a crowd of people crossing the street,
so difficult to tell. I could almost see contours flowing around people, gradients as they moved.

So cosmopolitan -- hearing a number of different languages, a number of different styles
of laughter. The laughter made me feel we just might survive as a species yet. But what was

that species? Homo mesh?

A group of Spanish women approaching, five or six of them, young, chatting happily,
some of them carrying blankets, a basket, setting up in the grass near some trees.

So pretty... One in particular, long dark hair, so top heavy... I tried not to stare, to return
to designing data analysis, figuring out grid spacing, but glanced over to them every so often.

She was wearing a black top, a ribbed fabric, the ribs in the fabric emphasizing her full
contours... Contours -- what I should be thinking about.
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Damn... So pretty, so happy. Laughing, carrying on. Kari and Jan, dead. Mike, Vicki,
Peter, and two of his, dead. Henry and Marge? Who knows -- does Patrick? And why? Fear?
The war is over; homo sap has lost. Change or die. Hah -- change and die. Second Noble
Truth, Second Law of Thermodynamics -- same thing -- life’s a bitch, and then you die.

And they’re so happy, so pretty. Oops... I blushed as they caught me looking. Damn...
Peter, or Mike or Vicki must have screwed with my head at the last minute. Damn glad they did,
they must have, or how else could I have gone so long sleeping alone?

A soft touch on my arm; looking up, two of them smiling, pulling me to standing, over
with them, down to the blankets with them, and the one I’d noticed first, the one who filled me
with such hunger... She wrapped her arms around my head, pulling me to heaven, burying me
between soft yet firm breasts, the sound of her heart filling me. I held on. All I could do, all
needed to do. Hold on, pulling her more on top of me. The sound of her heart, her weight
partially on top of me, her arms holding me, letting go and being there, just being there.

She pulled away; I managed to open my eyes. Leaning over me still, such pretty brown
eyes. She said something, smiling, touching my cheek. Felt funny, probably marks from her
top. One of the others said something and she moved, another took her place. She didn’t hold
me as well, but I held her, held on.

Dreamland, being held, holding on. Trying to clear my head, propping myself up on one
elbow as they argued, laughing. One turned to me with a fierce smile, and as she moved closer,
she pulled up her top. The others made noise as she popped her bra and pulled me to a nipple.

A firm, experienced nipple, she held me, rolling my head around. Somehow I knew she
was fertile; all I had to do ... no, not here, not now. But I was so hungry, and she tasted so good.

She moved on top of me, rolling her hips. I could hear the others in the distance, so far
away. Not here, not now -- I flared my hands a little as I held her, enough to collapse her on top
of me. Other hands pushed us together. Moaning -- hers, mine, others. Not here, not now.

“Rob, sit up, Rob -- we need to go,” a woman called.

I forced my eyes open; I wanted to stay where I was, being held, floating there.

“Rob, Patrick says we have to go,” she said.

I took a breath and shook my head, trying to clear it. I managed to sit up. The one who
had been holding me sat up and straightened her top. I reached out and pulled her close for a
moment, sliding a hand up the back of her head, sending her into orgasm, easing her down to the
blankets. Her eyes were closed, such a look on her face.

“Rob, please -- Patrick says...”

“I hear you,” I managed to say, moving to hands and knees. I stood up, still spaced out.
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I did something, focusing on something, and cleared my head. Oh my -- what the hell!
The woman sanding in front of me was short, Eurasian, curvy but small on top.

“Patrick sent you to rescue me?” I said, holding out a hand. Clear almond skin, oval
eyes, pretty smile framed by short black hair.

“Jenine,” she said, taking my hand. “Yes -- he ... couldn’t get you himself.”

“I understand. Let’s go.” I turned back to the ladies and waved. “Thank you!”

They waved and called, except for the one who was still out on the blanket.

I took a few steps, breathing through my nose, focusing more. “Wow...” I glanced at my
watch -- three and a half hours! “What a trip!” I put an arm around her waist as we walked,
automatically. When I realized it and tried to step away, she held my arm in place.

“I like that,” she told me.

“He’s keeping a safe distance?” I suggested.

She sighed. “I hope so.”

“I understand; it’s so easy for them to get lost in it. Has that happened to him?”

She held my arm tighter. “A few weeks ago. I was so scared -- I didn’t know if I could
get him away! I got him home, and still, it took a while.”

“It can take days to recover,” I told her.

“Yes -- he was so ...”

“So easy to get lost in it -- I was lost...” I admitted.

“That’s what he said -- he was worried about you,” she told me.

I felt -- I stopped and turned her to me, picking her up in my arms, hugging her close and
tight, kissing her neck. I put her down, stepped back, and said, “Slap me.”

She did, quickly and sharply.
I gave her another quick hug. “Thanks -- that helped. Where’s Patrick?”

She smiled and pulled my arm around her again. “Nearby pub, a short walk from here.”
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“Safe distance...”

“I hope so!”

Walking through the park, a lot of couples were kissing, or snuggling, suckling. After
seeing the third or fourth woman quite obviously suckling someone, and another suckling her
beau as she rode him. I realized I shouldn’t be surprised -- the mesh as an amplifier! And me as
a Seed? Did that make a difference? I had to believe it did.

“Let’s get out of here!” I told her, walking faster.

We hiked a ways outside the park. I felt us part with the mesh after a block or so. I
paused. “Feel it?” I asked her.

She looked at me, head tilted a bit. “Yes... It’s gone!”
“Good! Let’s walk back and see where we pick it up again. Tell me when you feel it.”

Strange -- we walked pretty much back to the park before I felt it, and she paused and
said, “I feel it again!” “So do I, good. I was wondering about that. Let’s go.”

We got out to about the same spot and we dropped out of it again. Hysteresis! On one
edge or both? Felt like just the trailing edge, leaving the mesh. “Okay, once we’re part of it, we
stretch the boundary, until it can’t support us anymore, a hysteresis effect,” I thought out loud.

“Like putting your finger in a viscous liquid, pulling it away,” she suggested.

“What a fascinating problem!” I gave her a squeeze.

My mind was racing with new models as we walked -- and I’'m lucky she was with me as
I wasn’t looking the “right” way at intersections.

Patrick was sitting in a corner booth in a pub. I got a pint of the local, as did Jenine.

I sat across from Patrick, Jenine sliding in next to him and giving him a kiss on the cheek.
Patrick frowned. “You are a problem...” he said, pointing at me with his half-full pint.

I took a sip of my brew. Not bad. “Not by choice.”

He frowned but nodded. “Yeah.”

“Thanks for sending the rescue crew. You were watching for a while?”’

He shook his head. “As much as I could -- even that was ... hard.”
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“Think I answered one of my questions, on the mesh amplifying,” I told them.
He smiled. “Early on, before you got ... lost, you were thinking about ... some modeling
stuff. Damn -- I could feel the mesh kick in; it was like you hooked up more batteries or

something. I was never good at math, but I could feel, almost see all these things whizzing by.”

I smiled. This was one I hadn’t anticipated! But it made sense! “And from what I saw
walking out, it amplified later, as well.”

“An understatement,” Patrick muttered into his almost empty pint. “You’re a walking
population explosion.”

“Walking? Thought I controlled it fairly well.”

He chuckled. Jenine was giving him quite the lustful look. “You may have controlled
vourself, partially, but what you were radiating, and what the mesh picked up...”

He paused, frowning for a moment, then smiling. “I’ll meet you for dinner.” He pointed
to me. “You -- stay away from the park.” He gave Jenine a squeeze. “Don’t let him out of your

sight. Keep him out of trouble.”

With that, Jenine moved to let him out. He pointed a finger at me again and reiterated,
“Stay out of trouble!”

“Where’s he going?” I asked after he was out the door.

She shrugged. “I don’t know. We’ll see him for dinner. I’d bet on Indian.”
“Haven’t had any good Indian food yet.” I sighed and sat back. “What a trip...”
“I was wondering,” she asked after a while.

“Yes?”

“We’ve heard that you can ... just with a touch...”

I nodded. “Not in here. I imagine Patrick can do the same thing.”

“Oh yes...” she glowed.

I shook my head. “You’re going to get me into trouble...”

She laughed.

We talked for a while. She was an honors engineering grad, and had been working for a
local firm when she met Patrick about a year and a half ago. Big smile.
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And I’d been on a roller coaster for a year or so. Hopefully things were leveling out.
She thought things were changing rapidly.

Yes, and I hoped they were changing for the better. I wondered what the incidence of
things such as pickpocketing were doing, and how the mesh was influencing that.

She nodded. That would be an interesting one to follow up.

I thought there would be a lot of those kinds of things unwinding over the next year, a lot
of transitions.

Only a year, she asked.
I mused she must have read history as well -- some transitions take a generation.

She told me that some times the tube was a lot less frenzied, less stressful than others --
and surprisingly, some of the peak times were now the easiest. A lot of people noticed that.

Sounded like the mesh to me, that cross product exceeding a threshold -- did she notice
differences going through the same station at different times of the day?

Yes, and most of the times, the more people, the easier it was -- did that make sense?

Perfect sense! Once you get the mesh formed, people flow in and out of it. Do you
sweat for a while after leaving one?

She didn’t know. I reached over and ran my thumb over the back of her hand. A little, it
felt like. Same with mine. Hell, I was surprised I wasn’t in the full stoned sweats!

Gee, the current thought was that people exiting the mesh went contagious for a while.
Maybe that faded with constant in-and-out of the mesh? Interesting questions. We need better
tests, something that doesn’t rely on personal evaluation prone to error. The contagious period is
proportional to, or at least a monotonic function of, membership time in the mesh?

Or maybe time and depth? Jenine confessed to missing her stop more on the tube, sort of
fading out -- something that she hadn’t done for a long time.

That’s great! How do we get reports of people missing stops? Two dimensions of the
mesh -- if you’re concentrating on something, the mesh helps. If you’re not, you can get lost in

the roar of the mesh -- I told her of the waterfall analogy and she agreed strongly, nodding.

And Patrick thought I’d been in it really deep -- she thought he was scared; that’s why he
sent her to get me out. That and other people were watching, watching me.
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Oh, who? Americans?

She wasn’t sure, but she thought it was more than one group.

I frowned. Things aren’t getting easier... I got out my notebook and started sketching out
more questions, possible experiments to perform. Jenine was sharp -- we started bouncing ideas
back and forth through another pint. We had some good observations for the day -- hysteresis, or
viscosity leaving the mesh. Increased focus some times, getting lost other times. We needed a
third person -- to map the contours between a satellite and the main body of the mesh.

“Not today!” Jenine insisted.

I nodded. I know, I’'m supposed to behave.

I tried brainstorming on other areas -- where would the mesh form, and where wouldn’t it
form, if we made basic assumptions about density?

Passenger aircraft? Maybe, maybe not. A380 maybe? More basic question -- does a
mesh have an identity, individual characteristics that can be transferred by an offshoot from one
mesh to another?

Royal Albert Hall -- yeah, a given. Same with big football (soccer) and cricket matches.

Cruise ships -- probably. Nature of the mesh as a field -- is it electromagnetic; can it be
shielded or attenuated by conductive and/or ferromagnetic materials? What propagates it?

Jenine thought there was something olfactory as well; when she approached me, and then
when I picked her up, when she got close, smelling me... I saw her body respond... She said she
wanted to do something very unladylike...

Oh, sounds very feminine to me...

She asked if I needed slapped again...

No, thanks -- I needed it at the time though, and was very glad she came to rescue me.
But isn’t that backwards? The damsel rescuing the knight?

She smiled but turned serious. She’d rescued Patrick once, and that had been enough.
So what’s he going to do as the mesh spreads? How will he cope?

She shook her head. There seemed to be a difference between what happened at the park,
and on the Tube, or at Heathrow.
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Transitory as opposed to static? The park is pretty much static, and Tube stations and
Heathrow are dynamic, people going in and out all the time, a smaller static component. You
need more of the static component for the ... soporific effect? Maybe. More notes in my book.

She looked up for a moment. “We should go.”

Okay -- I visited the loo, returning rented beer.

“I figured we could walk -- it’s fifteen minutes.”

“Fine with me.”

She pulled my arm around her and gave me a big smile.

Chelsea, Fulham Road, an Indian place. We were shown downstairs. I saw Patrick.

And sitting next to him was a blonde woman, short curly hair, a nice but not beautiful
face, but what I could see of her figure -- full, my weakness.

And the bastard had me sitting across from her.
“Rob Marsh, Selene Hughes,” he introduced

She stood up. She was wearing a skirt, couldn’t tell how long. Her top showed her waist.
What a figure... “Patrick has told me a lot about you,” she said, looking me in the eye.

“I’'m glad you’re here anyway,” I told her.
She smiled and her eyes twinkled.

We had a very good dinner; almost spicy enough. Selene was at the edge of what she
could tolerate, and stuck to the milder dishes, while Jenine and I enjoyed the spicier ones.

Selene was here working for a multinational finance firm; she was Belgian by birth, and
quite continental in her education. She thought her position was solid, but so had friends at other

firms. She smiled at me and asked what I did.

I was a consultant; my background in physics and mathematics, complex systems. I was
just starting some new inquiries, areas I didn’t understand, so I was bound to learn a lot.

Something about Selene didn’t seem right. Lacking self-confidence? Too self-
depreciating? Not sure. I certainly thought she was a beautiful woman.

Patrick threw in his opinion that I was bound to go far, to which I replied it depended on
how far they chased me.

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 153 http://www.asstr.org/~artie




Vector (Chosen)

Dinner drew to a close. Patrick picked it up. Upstairs, he called a cab and the three of us
got in, Jenine waving to us as she closed the cab door and Patrick gave the cabbie the Kensington
flat address.

I turned to ask what was going on and he put a hand on my forehead.

I understood, so many things. Selene had gone through the fourth wave less than a month
ago -- she’d lost over a third of her prior weight. She hadn’t adjusted to, accepted, her beauty.

And as it had happened before, she now belonged to me, and I belonged to her.

We made it back to the flat, and upstairs. I undressed her, my hands tingling, running
them over her body, so hungry for her, taking her to bed. So strong, so good sliding together, on
top of her, kissing her. The sounds she made, the feeling of her hands on me drove me on, drove

me in, so good. The noise she made drove me on.

Waking up in the morning, moving but being pulled closer, being held close, oh so good!
Early morning snuggling, skin against skin, drifting in and out of sleep.

We barely made it out of bed Sunday; we did come out for brunch, and then went to the
flat she shared with two other women to get some of her things, back to my flat and back to bed.

This time she was on top of me, riding, riding, holding me tight. As I felt her start to
come, my hands holding her hips, I flared both of them, and she cried out even more. She held

me closer, rocking, rocking, taking me with her, holding me still as she collapsed to the bed.

Oh to wake in someone’s arms again! To almost wake to the sound of a beating heart, to
drift attached to a nipple.

And wake up to the sound of a phone going off...
Oh well. Not many people had that phone number, my iPhone.
“Yah?”

Patrick laughing. “Check your e-mail; you have a nine o’clock with the Professor. It’s
raining -- I’ll send a cab.” Click.

It was a little before seven. Yes, Selene needed to get up as well. We showered
separately, she went first. By the time I got out, she was downstairs, having breakfast! My

clothes had been set out, and the room tidied a little. It had been a glorious mess!

When I got downstairs (turtleneck, not tie), Nichole was discussing with Selene picking
up the remainder of her things and moving in. Guess I don’t need to do anything about that!
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I sat down to breakfast as Selene got up, giving me a big hug and kiss, and told me she’d
see me around six.

I had breakfast alone, committing the modern sin of eating with a computer at the table.
Well, if it’s just me, why not? I checked e-mail and confirmed, trading messages on cab versus

Tube at this time of day. I decided on the highly recommended cab.

The cab arrived. I packed the computer in my portfolio, with my notebook, and went out
into the morning drizzle.

Even with “the knowledge,” the drive was leisurely, which is to say, slow. I felt us going
in and out of the mesh twice. Different or the same mesh? No idea.

Arrived at King’s and made my way to the Prof’s building. Rain had stopped, or at least
paused. On the way across campus a gent stopped me wanting to know if I needed directions. I
confirmed the building with him; I had it right. In the main entrance, elevator to the third floor.

Except when I got in, I punched three and five. When the elevator got to three, I moved
to the side, and let the door cycle open and closed. When it opened on five, I got off, went down
the hallway and turned left. Men’s room -- might as well do something useful; I stopped to take
a leak. Exiting, had I come from the right, or the left? Left a ways, turn, and down the stairs.

Why? Where’s the bleeding cheese?

Third floor. I started to open the door, but stopped. Wait.

Okay, now. I opened the door, stepping into the corridor. Went down the hall and found
her office; the door was open.

Patrick was standing there. He put a finger in front of his mouth. “Shhh,” then pointed
to a chair. I sat as he closed the door.

Patrick leaned up against a wall, facing it, his hands at about head level on the wall, his
forehead touching his hands. Why did he have gloves on?

Commotion and whistles sounding outside through an open window. More commotion,
more whistles. Took a few minutes to quiet down.

Patrick turned, smiling. He looked like he was sweating. “Let’s go!” he called.
We moved quickly out of the office, down the stairs, and out a side door. He wound us
through Kings to the street, tossing his gloves into a bin, hailing a cab. We got in and he gave

the cabbie an address. Sounded familiar, somehow, but I couldn’t place it.

“What the fuck is going on?” I growled.
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He held up a hand and chuckled. “A few minutes -- almost done.”

It took us more than a few minutes to get to our destination, a newer office block.
He paid the cab and we went into the building, to an elevator, eighth floor.
“Where the hell are we going?” I growled again.

He looked at me. “To your office!”

Yes, I recognized the company name on the door. Patrick pointed to a black plate on the
wall next to the door. On a hunch I bumped it with my wallet. Beep, click! In we went.

Lights came on in the suite, which seemed deserted, but clean. We were in a reception
area, with offices behind us and to the right on a short hallway. Patrick went to a small
refrigerator and got a can of Pepsi, opening and draining it. “Damn, that was hard, but worth it!”

He plopped down on a couch. I sat across from him. “Care to tell me what’s going on?”
He shook his head, a sad smile. “She sold you out to the Yanks. Half a million pounds.”
“What!”

He nodded. “Sold you out -- agreed to deliver you to her office, and they would take it
from there. She set up the meeting, you confirmed, and tally ho, the game was afoot. Oh, you’re
quite popular if you hadn’t guessed, and that phone of yours makes you quite easy to track. No,
don’t toss it, it’s a good thing. They tracked you from your flat. As soon as you got into the cab,
she left her office, washing her hands of the deal -- so she thinks. The snatch team moved in, a
woman and two men.”

He got up. “I need another. Want one?” he asked, getting another Pepsi.
“Sure,” I told him. He handed me one.

He sat down and emptied about half the can. “Burns a /ot of energy. Anyway, you went
in the building and got in the elevator. They radioed the snatch team you were on your way. Her
dean walks up to her office, knocks, the woman invites him in, and he is quickly tasered, sedated,
slung over a bloke’s shoulder, and hustled down the nearby stairwell to a waiting lorry.”

“Except for some reason, that part of the campus was on security alert! As the lorry
pulled up, so did security police, who were extremely curious. Particularly when three people
pop out of a side door carrying a body and load it into the lorry! Got quite the enthusiastic
reception they did! They are now in custody and the dean is on his way to hospital.”

“And the dear prof?”
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He shrugged. “Hope she’s got clean undies. She’s going to need them.”
I shook my head. “And where does this leave me?”

“Still walking about,” he said with a grin. “Thanks to me. You’re lucky I decided to
peep that bitch again; I had a hunch something was up. Some of us are good with hunches.”

“Like Mike?” I asked with a scowl.
He shook his head. “Hope I’m better than that, mate.”
“I’'m sorry,” I apologized, “So do I.”

“I know. That bunch really stepped in it. Should discourage further attempts. And I
think I’ve also derailed other efforts still in the planning stages.”

I didn’t like the way he was smiling. “Oh? Care to explain?”

He shook his head with a smiling scowl. ““You were more popular Saturday than Page 3!
And after what people saw, at least after they got untangled from the orgy you set off, they all
started looking to recruit the best, biggest pair of tits they could find in their organizations.”

“Selene,” I offered.

He nodded. “You need each other. She needs you, and God knows you need her. 1
strongly suggest you talk to Sir David about offering her a position as your Personal Assistant.
Oh, don’t give me that look -- he’ll be tickled! You can hang out here if you want during the
day, there’s a foldaway in the next room, a nice bath, and a kitchenette. She’s quite bright, and

can do a lot of research work for you. Among other things.”

I shook my head. As good as it was being in her arms... “And what do you think her life
expectancy will be?” I asked quietly.

“At least as long as yours -- a long time,” he told me with a smile.

I sat there fuming. Or not -- what next. “There goes my research...”

He laughed out loud. “Bugger the research! Enjoy yourself! My God, man, you’ve
earned it! Live! Iagree with what they did to you to keep you sane this long, but you couldn’t
go much longer. Take a few days off -- go out to the estate and explore ... the grounds. Have
fun -- the problems will find you, believe me!”

“Crap,” I said in disgust.

“Look on the bright side, mate,” he told me.
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“And what’s that?” I challenged.

He raised his can. “You’re still here to look on the bright side.”

Had to admit, being around to complain is much better than the alternative.

“So what’s my story?”’ I asked him.

He shrugged. “What did you do? You had an appointment with her, found the building,
hell one of their blokes gave you directions! But you didn’t remember the office number, so you
went to five instead of three. You got lost on that floor, stopped to take a leak, and finally made
your way down to three. When you got to her office, the door was open and the place was a
mess. You hung around for a few minutes, then left. Sounds quite reasonable to me.”

I nodded. “Yeah, it does. How’s the dean doing?”

He smiled. “Oh, he’ll do just fine.”

“I drew a crowd Saturday?”

He nodded, and belched. “Your every step, which made the Yanks even more eager to
deal with that bitch -- you have any number of agencies watching you.”

“But we got away this morning clean?”
He smiled. “A couple of folks looked away for just a moment. They didn’t notice me.”
“Who’s watching me? Saturday?”

He held up a hand. “Yanks, Her Majesty’s finest, bloke hired by Sir David’s group,
French, German who is also feeding the Chinese, the Goldfish, that’s about it.”

“Goldfish?”

“Israeli. All but them sent blokes; the Goldfish have a bit more sense and sent a fox, who
ended up getting quite entangled with the Frenchman.”

“I really started an orgy?”
He looked up for a moment. “Yes, I’d say it qualified as an orgy, or at least rampant
enthusiasm of a most adult nature. I certainly hope only Seeds can do that, or we are in for some

wild times!”

“And you’re going to find it hard to move about?”
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His smile faded. “Got that right.” He shook his head. “I think she told you -- and you
saw it for yourself. It is very frightening; it is so powerful, so overwhelming.”

“But you can go in and out of the train and tube stations?”

He frowned a bit more. “Yes... Those are different -- why? Explain it to me.”

My turn to shake my head. “Not sure. One aspect is that the park mesh is pretty static,
with comparatively long term membership, where tube and train stations are transitory,
membership quite fluid. And then, at the beginning, and at a few points, where I focused on

technical issues, my thoughts were so clear...”

“You have ability to guide the mesh, conscious and unconscious. Especially
unconscious!”

“How long did it last after I left?”

“Oh, another hour, about three hours total.”

“Surprised I didn’t see anything about it in the news, the press,” I mused.

He laughed. “And just how long did you spend on the Sunday Times?”

I smiled and sighed.

“Exactly. The Sun wrote it up briefly, with some salacious pics, and there’s a fair
amount of free-lance stuff about, but the mainstream press left it alone -- they’ve been asked to
tone down mesh related incidents to preserve public order, I believe that’s the operative phrase.”

I nodded. “Public order, eh?”

“Even though a lot of them are now part of it, they’re unsure where things are going, and
they are concerned, a lot of people are concerned for the stability of society. Who knows what
this country, or the continent is going to look like in a decade, or even half that? Very

frightening to some, to some very powerful people.”

“And to some people very concerned, as you say, for overall stability and public order.
Yeah, the transitions are a bitch. Wish I knew.”

“Send a message to the prof asking her if she’d like to reschedule -- you dropped by and
she wasn’t in,” Patrick suggested.

“Right,” I replied, getting my laptop out.

“Got to go wired -- no wireless use here -- next office,” he suggested.
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The next office in my suite had a good desk with an Ethernet cable sitting out on it.
Made notes to get another AC adapter to have here. Picked up the connector.

“Is this thing hooked to a hardware firewall?” I called out.
“Load of crap in the closet -- you tell me,” he called out.

I stepped out of the office. He pointed to a closet. I opened it; a nice rack with some
gear in it, a fiber going to some boxes. I decided to trust it anyway.

Hooked up my laptop and did the minimum, sending the prof an e-mail. I read it out loud
before hitting send, and got a reply of “That sounds fine,” from the other room. Done.

Went back to the closet and poked around on the stuff, checking configurations.
Back to my laptop, I turned on Tor and did some reading.

Patrick stuck his head in and said, “I’ll buy you lunch.”

“Good deal -- where?”

“The Club, where else?”

“Okay. I want to stop at an Apple store on the way back.”

I had lamb chops, and they were superb. Got an AC adapter on the way back.
“Hey,” I called out to Patrick, “Got a reply from the prof!”

“What’s she say?” he asked, coming into the office.

“Sorry for missing me, what time did I arrive, that kind of bullshit -- here,” I said, turning
the laptop around.

“Have Sir David pop for an external display,” he muttered as he read the thing.
He typed in a reply, that I’d gotten lost in the building, and arrived about two minutes
after ten, the office was open and unoccupied, and waited about five minutes before leaving.

“How’s that?” he asked.

I changed “ou” to “o0” in two places; “American spelling,” I told him. He nodded. I sent
the reply.

“Oh shit,” I muttered.

“What?” he asked.
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“I sent that through Tor -- anyone picking apart headers will see that. I don’t know how
many are snooping on that fiber.”

He smiled a bit. “From what I peeped, that fiber is a link to one of Sir David’s
companies, where it gets mixed in with the rest of the traffic somehow, something with VPNs
and translations? You understand it better than I do.”

I nodded. “Sounds good -- I’ll see if I can talk to a network geek for the lowdown.”

“Then you can explain it to me. What’s Tor?”

“The Onion Router -- makes it look like your packets are coming from somewhere else,
and very hard to trace back. Good for anonymity.”

He nodded. “You’ll have to show me -- not today!”
I chuckled. “Okay. It’s pretty easy to use.”

“For you, mate -- let me know if we hear from the prof again. Her life is just starting to
get interesting.”

“And mine?”

He clapped me on the shoulder. “Yours is always interesting -- but you also lead a
charmed life. I’m here to see to that!”

“So between you and Sir David, I should be okay?”

He nodded. “Sir David, myself, our friends, the French, Germans, and just about
everyone except the Yanks and maybe the Chinese. Don’t know about the Brazilians yet either.”

I sighed. “Only takes one...”
He laughed. “So live while you can, my boy!”

I wanted more info about the IT setup, but didn’t know who to call, so I got out my
business card, the one with the office phone number on it, and called me. A service answered. |
identified myself, and asked for help with the network at my office. Certainly, Sir, just one
moment. Spoke with a knowledgeable chap who walked me through the configuration in the
closet, showing me how to talk to it via the command line. He was sharp -- he understood a lot
of the tradeoffs. When I mentioned I was using Tor, he remarked that they’d seen some weird
stuff and figured it was something like that. The fiber ran from the office back to one of Sir
David’s companies, into a big switch/router, so my traffic was mixed in with that of quite a few
other people and machines; the service at the flat and at the estate were similar setups. That

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 161 http://www.asstr.org/~artie




Vector (Chosen)

sounded good. I thanked him for his time. Did I need anything else? An external LCD for use
with my MacBook would be useful. Be there in a day or so, with the adapter. Many thanks.

I still used secure connections, and Tor. Did a little more reading. Looked up and
decided I needed to use the loo. Patrick was nowhere to be seen. Reception area, the office I’d
been using, another with a large comfy-looking futon and a half bath (largish shower, good for
two, which was a nice touch), and the last area was a small kitchenette. No printer, but a fairly
obvious place to put one. I liked it.

A little after five, and I decided to bail. Unplugged my laptop, visited the loo one more
time, and offed the lights.

Definitely hit the mesh when I got to the tube! And it was a focused, energetic mesh, not
the same at all as Saturday in the park.

When I got to the flat Anthony greeted me with a message to call the solicitor; would I
like to speak to him now? Sounded good. He would place the call, then.

Gee, don’t have to dirty my pinkies with the buttons!

He handed me a phone soon after. The solicitor had been in contact with my U.S.
solicitor and they had arranged wire transfers of my funds, and read out the amounts to me in
both dollars and pounds; printed confirmations would be sent the following day. I thanked him
for the good news.

Anthony then chastised me briefly that I should pl/ease let the service know when I
arrived at the office, when I departed, and what my destination would be. I understood and

would do that.

Nichole informing me she’d placed Selene’s things, and would we be dining early or
late?

I thought it would be better if we dined early...

Very good, Sir.

Yeah, I saw those smirks...

I stayed in the office area, working on ideas. I cracked open the Oxford archives and
started going through them, skimming over a lot of material I’d seen or seen referenced and
summarized already. I’d even seen some of the closed materials. I was more thorough with the
stuff I hadn’t seen.

Selene arrived -- big hugs. I suggested eating early and she agreed. A few minutes to

clean up, we spent time talking about her day (and mine), and were called to dinner. A nice
meal, fish, veggies, salad, some cheeses.
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Upstairs, we ended up on the bed in the dark. I ran my fingers over her, telling her how
sensuous she was, how sexy, telling and showing her how hungry she made me. I think she got
the idea! After relaxing lovemaking, we curled up together and went to sleep.

She had to get up and be in to work. I got up as well, dressing for staying in the flat and
researching.

Got a call from the solicitor -- some people wanted to ask me questions about my
appointment yesterday at Kings -- could I stop by at say, 10AM? Got the address; I'll be there.

Had Anthony dress me for the occasion, and call a cab. Spoke with the solicitors -- I
didn’t know what they were fishing for; I’d had an appointment with a prof at Kings, but she
didn’t show, so I left. They instructed me how to respond, giving them time to object.

We moved to a conference room. Four gents from different offices, two police and two
spook. We went over what I’d done Monday -- I’d had an appointment with the prof, got lost in
the building, got to her office, which was open, but she wasn’t there. Hung around a few
minutes and left. Went to my office.

And how had I run across the prof? Met with her last week, found her through some
papers she’d published; she seemed intelligent, and was local. They showed me some pictures.
Did I recognize any of them? Might have been a couple I saw in the park, but I didn’t mention
those. Nope, don’t recognize any of them. I asked what this was all about. One of the spooks
told me they believed an attempt had been made to abduct me, but they grabbed another
individual instead. I sat back and used some of my special words, additionally hoping whoever it
was fared better than Lucy... They told me the person in question was not in danger. So where
did that put me? They suggested I exercise caution. Thanks a heap!

That seemed to conclude the formal part of the proceedings. Informally, they told me
that they would be keeping an eye on me, and I thanked them. I was not intent on causing any
difficulty. One of the spooks remarked that it wasn’t my behavior that was causing difficulty.

Bid them farewell and spent a bit of time with the solicitor. My funds had indeed arrived
from the U.S. and were being held in the E.U. in a manner designed to minimize the tax hit. I
heartily approved!

I had lunch at the club, since I was properly attired. Sat with two other chaps who spoke
about changes in commodities trading; competition was keener than ever, but the markets

seemed saner somehow.

Decided to walk to the Virgin Megastore and look at used CDs, see what I could find
before I started paying money for bits. Getting bits on plastic felt more tangible somehow.

But after a while looking, I consigned myself to online purchase; the long tail and all that.
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Stepping outside the store, back on to busy London streets, deciding what to do next...
“Doctor Marsh!” a woman’s voice called.

I turned to see a shorter woman, dark hair, pretty face and smile... I smiled; recognized
her from the park on Saturday? “Yes? What can I do for you?”

“I’'m Elena -- would you have a few minutes for some questions?”

“Certainly!” I took her arm in mine and started walking down the street. What had
Patrick said? “I remember you from the park Saturday -- you’re with the Goldfish?”

She chuckled low and put her other hand on my arm. “Yes, yes indeed... Saturday was
something very interesting...”

“Shall we pop in here for a bit of tea, then?” I suggested as we walked past a shop.

She smiled and nodded; I opened the door for her.

She was a pretty little thing. When I’d seen her, she’d been vigorously riding someone...
We were seated in a corner, a spot with some privacy, and ordered our tea.

“Doctor Marsh,” she began,

“Call me Rob, please,” I insisted.

“Thank you, Rob... If I may ask, how do you know my affiliation?”

“A friend told me, after the fact, that [ was more popular Saturday than Page 3.”

She chuckled at that, and nodded in agreement.

“And of those attending, only the Goldfish had the sense to send a beautiful young
woman.”

She smiled and nodded a little more, showing some color. After a moment she asked,
simply, “What are you?”

I took her hands. “I am a Seed of the Chosen. That much I know. I don’t know who,
what, why, how, or what comes next. I just don’t know.”

She nodded. “What happened Saturday?”’

I smiled but shook my head. “I want to understand the mesh -- how it forms, what it can
do, its limits. Do you know my history?”
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She nodded, smiling slightly.

I sighed. “Sleeping alone is bad for you. I don’t know -- I can work alone, but I don’t
like being alone, if that makes sense. 1’d been alone for too long, a number of weeks. I guess
the mesh caught my hunger, my feelings. The Spanish girls near me, they responded.” I sighed
again. “Later, one of them wanted me so much -- I could feel her hunger. And I wanted her, too,
but it wasn’t the right place, or the right time. The hunger in both of us was so intense; I guess
the mesh amplified that, or spread it, and it resonated with people. Does that make sense?”

She smiled, nodding more. “Yes... It was very sensual... I’ve never had an experience
like that before.”

Our tea arrived.
“I don’t believe many have,” I agreed.

Stirring some sugar into her tea, she looked at me so intently. “What do we do with
you?” she whispered.

I touched her other hand again. “Find out who turned me loose! Because I don’t know!
Why is all of this?”

We sipped our tea, still holding hands.

“Is the mesh making your homeland ... better?” I asked.

Quick response. “Oh yes... Even on our own side, the petty, no, far more than petty
bickering between factions on our own side have all but vanished. Things seem to be resolving
themselves, by themselves. It’s wonderful.”

“Good. Then I’m not a plague rat, spreading death.”

She gave me a surprising look. “No, you are not!” She held my hand tighter. “When I
last spoke to family, they were amazed -- they had gone four days without hearing gunfire. Four
whole days!”

“Let us hope for many, many more,” I told her.

“God willing, yes!”

We talked for a while longer. She had some other questions -- did I know how many
Seeds there were? No. Had I met others? Yes, I met one other, on the Gold Coast, but I

understand she had been killed. She nodded at that. I’d met a young woman in Amsterdam...

Patrice? Kournukova?
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Yes.

I shook my head. I only knew her as Patrice. As far as I’'m concerned, we met by
accident. She saved my life -- [ was very sick at the time, physically and mentally.

And Florida? She asked.

I held both her hands, shaking my head. I don’t know who those bastards were. |
managed to sigh. So many questions -- and I didn’t know! I still don’t know! They tried and
they tried, and I just didn’t know! I still don’t! I don’t know who did this to me, or why!

And after? She asked.

I frowned and shook my head. Drug wars. Bastards -- they thought I knew more than I
did, too. But at least they gave me time to heal. And I managed to get away, to get here.

She nodded, holding my hands.

That bastard in Florida, I told her, he laughed and asked me if [ expected him to believe
my stories. I don’t care what he believed. That’s what happened. You were in the park
Saturday -- do you expect me to believe that?

She smiled and chuckled, nodding.

We finished our tea.

Am [ safe? Who do I need to watch for? I asked her.

She shook her head. The Americans, maybe the Chinese. The fiasco Monday -- that was
so incredibly bad -- what happened? I shrugged and told her the story, getting lost in the
building, stopping to take a leak, getting to the prof’s office late to find it empty. What
happened? I still didn’t know.

She looked at me incredulously -- I didn’t know?

Nope, just that the prof wasn’t there, and some folks from the Police and the Home
Office grilled me about it this morning.

She laughed and shook her head. The Americans tried to snatch you, she told me.
I sat back in shock. Rat bastards!

She smiled and nodded. But someone else walked into her office, so they got him
instead, and when they got to their car, it was surrounded by security.
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Oh my... I was smiling. How sad... I frowned. Was she in on it?
She shrugged. Nobody was sure, just that she hadn’t been seen since.
I frowned more. So who was the lucky bloke, and is he all right?

She smiled again. Oh, he’s fine -- the head of her department.

I laughed out loud. Ilooked up to the heavens for a moment.

I asked her what I should do.

She told me to stay in public areas, and I should be fine.

I got out one of my personal cards, and wrote my cell number on the back. If she had any
further questions, please give me a call. And if you have any answers, please call me sooner!

She said she understood. There was one thing, if I didn’t mind.

What?

She pulled a test kit out of her purse, taking out a strip from one side.

I nodded and told her to use my eye, as the tea would mess up samples from my mouth.
We did two, which she put in another section of her little case.

I paid for our tea. She said she’d see me back to my flat.

We took a cab back. She got out with me.

“Thank you so much,” she told me, looking me in the eyes.

“Thank you for asking,” I told her. Then I pulled her into a hug and held her close,
breathing her in and squeezing her gently.

When I let go she was smiling even more. She got into the cab again and rode off.

The guy at the gate opened it for me. I nodded to him and walked to the flat. Hope that
made some folks jealous!

Selene was edgy when she got home; it had been a rough day at work. We had a nice

dinner and I tried my best to take her mind off things. At least she was smiling when she set off
for work the next morning.
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Around ten Anthony let me know Sir David wished me to meet him for lunch at the Club.
Fine -- I’ll shower; set out appropriate attire, but my socks.

Patrick and Sir David at lunch!

“You made a friend yesterday afternoon,” Patrick suggested over drinks.
“She’s pretty. We had a nice chat.”

“And you gave her everything but a fluid sample!” he said with a smirk.
“She’ll have to ask nicer next time -- and I like them fuller on top.”
“We’ve noticed,” he mused.

“And how are you doing?” I asked Sir David.

He smiled. “Well, thank you. Figuring out how to make money in this new world of
yours.”

I sighed. “Not my doing...”

We discussed Monday’s adventure, and Tuesday’s follow-ups, morning and afternoon. I
reminded Patrick I’d kept him and his colleagues out of the picture, for which he thanked me.
He remarked that the prof was in much hot water. I raised my glass to that. How nice.

Sir David asked about “the young lady.”

I sighed and said she was witty, charming, pretty, and quite succulent.

After the chuckling subsided, Patrick added that she was going to be made redundant
Friday, along with most of her office.

What, sacked?
He nodded.
With a sigh I told them she’d been uneasy last night.

Sir David told me to hire her as my Personal Assistant -- get Anthony, Nichole, T, or
Penny started on it and they’d get it done.

Really?

He gave me a strange look. Yes, really! That solves quite a few problems.
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Okay, I may just do that.
Patrick told me I’d be daft if I didn’t, and Sir David nodded his approval.

We talked a bit about the misfortune of the Americans, decried officially of course as
rogue action unsanctioned by ... bollocks and everyone knew it, so they were booted out, the
higher-ups given a stern talking to over lunch by their British counterparts, and now many of
them were being beaten about the head and shoulders after a young Israeli woman walked up to
me on the street, took my arm, and I sang to her like a bloody canary!

I looked to Patrick, raised my glass, and told him, “She’s a lot prettier than you, mate!”
Sir David laughed, and Patrick shook his head.

I explained (complained) yet again that I didn’t have anything to bloody tell! I don’t
know! Who did it? Idon’t know! Why? I don’t know! What’s next? I don’t know! If one of
the other bastards offers to buy me a pint, I’ll tell them the same thing! Which is nothing!

Okay, okay -- quiet down, please... Patrick told us there was a group out at Oxford trying
to do some research, and maybe I should speak with them next week. That sounded good. Sir
David chimed in that he or one of his foundations would happily fund research. I told them I
was in a position to kick in a few coins myself.

Back at the flat later, Anthony told me they’d be doing some cleaning tomorrow. Okay,
I’ll spend the day at the office, lunch at the club, and we can do dinner out if need be. Oh, they’d
be through by early afternoon.

Selene was edgy again, work, but didn’t want to talk about it. We had another nice meal,
and retired upstairs. I massaged her feet, then her back, and crawled into bed to hold her.
That’s what she needed.

We shared a cab the next morning, dropping her at work, and then going to my “office.”

A large LCD with the needed Apple adapter had arrived, and an external keyboard and
mouse! I was all set!

I spent a boring day, going through documents from the Oxford conference and
annotating them. I even went back and changed my sarcastic annotations to a more professional
tone, clearly and concisely pointing out what I felt were errors.

In the little kitchenette area, a freezer held some frozen meals. I had a chicken tikka
masala with rice. It was okay. I remembered to call in and let folks know I was headed back to
the flat. Riding on the tube, we passed in and out of the mesh a few times. The first and third
were more energetic, the second one was more relaxed. Interesting.
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Spoke briefly with Nichole and Anthony when I got back, asking them to kick things off,
whatever was needed, so that I could hire Selene as my PA after she was sacked on Friday. They
understood, and would take care of it.

The poor girl was upset, so unsure. After dinner I held her and told her things would
work out; trust me. But how... What if... How will L... T’ll take care of you, I told her. Will you
believe me? The way she held me, so tight, she was trying to believe.

Thursday at the office, I did more of the same, annotating things. Felt good. Got a call
from the solicitor after lunch, going over the terms of Miss Hughes’ employment. He’d
reviewed matters with Sir David, and they had an offer ready, which would be waiting for me at
the flat this afternoon. I thanked him for his assistance.

Then I go a call from Nichole, that Miss Hughes had arrived early, and was upstairs,
quite upset! At this time of day, is a cab or the tube quicker? Probably the tube. Okay, let the

switchboard know I’m leaving now.

When I got there, Selene was in tears. She expected to be made redundant in the
morning. I held her and let her vent.

She wasn’t going to get over it this evening, that was for sure.

I interrupted her, had her wash her face and come back to sit with me.

Don’t look at this as the end of the world, I told her, more the beginning of a new one.
She gave me a very nasty look.

I shook my head. Okay, I deserved that. How would you like to be my personal
assistant?

She gave me a strange look.

This is for real, I told her. I took her hands and took her to the library/office downstairs.
Nichole brought me the envelope from the solicitors. I opened it and looked at the cover sheet. 1
handed the package to Selene.

Her expression changed as she looked it over, from end-of-the-world to astonishment by
page three. Holding the pages in her right hand, she grabbed me and held me again. Felt
different this time.

“This is real,” she said, looking at me, and the papers in her hand.

I nodded. “You’ll be working for the same firm as I do, as my P.A. 1 would prefer that
you live with me. Start immediately, but I have a suggestion.”

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 170 http://www.asstr.org/~artie




Vector (Chosen)

She nodded, more relaxed now. “This is amazing.”

“What do you expect is going to happen tomorrow?” I asked.

She took a breath. It was still hard. “From what we’ve heard, there will be a meeting
first thing, notifying those that are being made redundant, which is most of us. The usual
company policy is to immediately clean out offices and leave the premises. I ...” she took a deep

breath. “I should be out by ten at the latest.”

I nodded. “What I suggest, then, if'you are made redundant tomorrow, oh, do you have
accrued holiday time to use up?”’

She nodded, thinking. “Sixty or so hours, I believe.”

“Then what I suggest, again if you’re made redundant, is that we go out to the estate for a
few days, so you can decompress. And if you’re not made redundant, I suggest giving your
notice, and that we go out to the estate for a few days. You can contemplate your new offer, and
accept when you are ready.”

She smiled and held my hands. “I’d be a fool not to accept.”

I smiled. “I might have some very bad habits...”

She smirked. “You don’t snore. Anything else I can deal with.”

“I’m going to enjoy working with you,” I told her.

She hugged me again, dropping the papers.

We had champagne with dinner. Upstairs after dinner, she was excited but exhausted, no
longer looking at the end of the world. I cheated -- I used my hands to wipe her out, holding her
and making them flare, holding on as she shook and collapsed.

Didn’t know what to expect the next morning. She was subdued, but I could see a bit of
a smile, that and determination. Anthony gave me a note, letting me know a car would be ready
at nine in the morning to take us to the estate, and that they were looking forward to having us.

I saw Selene off; I’d be waiting for her and asked her to please call and let me know.

She called a little after nine, a quick call, just, “I accept. See you in a few.”

As I sighed and put my phone back in my pocket, I glanced over to see Anthony standing
in the doorway, hands behind his back.

“The car is ready when you are, Sir. We’ve packed for you and Miss Hughes.”
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“Thank you, Anthony -- thank you very much.”
Selene swept into the flat half an hour later. We hugged in silence, then kissed.
“Visit the loo, and we’ll go,” I whispered to her.

She nodded silently. A few minutes later, we were on our way out of London.

End of Phase 6
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