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Prologue




 


On June 3 of 2025 a solar event touched the
earth to change the world forever.

A coronal mass ejection reached from the sun
to the orbit of earth.

Viewed from earth… it was invisible… only
orbiting solar monitors showed the immense plasma wave licking out
from the sun. The event was witnessed.

Nothing could be done to alter the
outcome.

Electromagnetic radiation, energetic protons
and electrons caused a massive disruption of the earth's
magnetosphere. A rift opened in the protective barrier. Cosmic
radiation bombarded the affected region for several hours before
the planet's natural protection recovered.

The EMP destroyed every satellite in orbit,
caused the destruction of every plane, ship, computer, phone and
electrical appliance. Telephone lines, electric lines, generators,
transformers… nearly anything with electricity passing through or
made of metal reacted or burnt, depending on where on the planet it
was.

The western Pacific Ocean steamed, boiling,
forming dense clouds.

The intense bombardment of cosmic rays killed
all exposed life in that region.

Spontaneous fires seared the earth across
that region. Generated fires covered the earth.

Clouds of smoke filled the skies.

Volcanoes erupted. The Earth trembled.

The magnetosphere recovered. For a period of
time the planet engulfing clouds trapped the intense heat,
contributing to the temporary global warming.

Floods raged.

With sunlight blocked out, the planet cooled
rapidly. Rain contributed to the flood damage. That turned to snow.
Violent snowstorms smothered everything.

An ice age took the planet. The floods
receded. Snow and ice became locked in the Polar Regions. Glaciers
reached beyond the former temperate zones.

The cloud cover broke, allowing the sun to
warm the planet. The shifting of the clouds allowed heat to build,
forcing the glaciers to retreat. As the glaciers bared the earth,
winds began.

In some regions the rapid daily heating and
cooling created surface wind currents that flowed as fast as ocean
currents once had… following many of the same paths. Like water
washed along those currents, sand and dust was lifted and
carried.

The earth was nearly inhospitable.

Yet, humans had survived.

Though an age of the planet had passed, by
the calendars of men the intense changes had only taken
approximately three years. The survivors weren't so interested in
looking at the calendar as they would be in later years.

The earth continued to recover. In many
regions of the planet the climates would be forever altered. Or,
they were only gradually settling. Time would tell.

 


The year is 2043… August…


 


Chapter 1




 


 


Liz took a deep breath, tapped on the door
and entered as she'd been instructed, though no voice invited
her.

After pushing the heavy door wider, she took
three steps inside. She turned and closed it. All as
instructed.

Turning, still nervous, she spied the room.
The sight set her back, two steps… three… to press against the
large brass knobs of the doors. She took a slow breath, looking to
all sides.

For an instant she forgot herself, the
reasons she'd come… even the fact she'd be starting this new
position. This opportunity to…

While the outer offices were modern to a
garish extreme, wasteful, bright and uncomfortable, this office was
the epitome of old world traditional elegance. It had the look of
old vids with their images of ancient private libraries. A hundred
comparisons ran through her mind. The dark paneling, high wooden
arches, higher ceilings with painted clouds and sunshine and…

The towering walls of books pressed the idea
of private libraries. Dark wooden furniture filled either side of
the incredible…

With her back to the door, Liz couldn't help
looking to the left and right.

Each side ran to the distance, fifty or sixty
feet, or more. Each ended at towering stained glass window walls.
They seemed dark even with the sun half-bright outside. Long, wide
tables ran unending to left and right, from this wide open entry
space, to near each window-wall. The tables and chairs stood ready
for meetings of the high and mighty. The chairs were velvet and
leather, with dark, heavy wooden frames. They stood one after
another after the other down either side.

Books were scattered across the near end of
the table to the right. Someone had been studying… maybe a dozen
people or… one…

Chandeliers hung from the high ceiling. Their
brilliant light showed off their sparkling nature, casting standing
sparks and tiny, imitation rainbows. The overall dark of the
paneling and shelves and books and paintings and whatever else
still managed to make the wide room seem dim, though it was
not.

Statuary was…

Liz took a tentative step into the room… the
office. Still looking she took another until she'd made up the
distance she'd retreated.

This place was too large, too incredible to
be considered an office.

"Have you seen enough, girl?"

The heavy voice destroyed the illusion of
patient, hanging silence.

Looking straight ahead found the speaker.
Beyond the bookshelves, beyond the giant statues guarding the
crossing point, beyond…

He couldn't have been invisible. Among the
antiquities displayed he was well concealed. The desk was enormous,
matching the opulence around her.

Stepping forward, she took another
breath.

"Well?" he said. "I was told you were at
least reasonably intelligent and capable of speech. Or did you
believe you were entering the washroom?"

"Yes. No, I mean," she said. "I mean… sorry,
sir. No, sir. I knew this was your office. I was told to come. I
hope I'm able to meet your needs. And… no, sir… I haven't seen
enough. I've never seen so… such a… This was unexpected, sir."

Liz walked forward, taking another breath,
another… trying to calm her heart and mind. Nerves stole her
speech, her rationality. Her rubber soled shoes were silent on the
tiled floor.

His expression didn't change at her
approach.

Liz crossed through the library's expanse,
past two giant statues she didn't dare look at. They dwarfed her
beyond what the size of this place accomplished. It was a distance
to his desk.

Stopping opposite him, as she'd been told to
do initially, she studied him. She'd heard stories and gossip
concerning him. The old man. The leader, boss, chief, a merciless,
stick up his spine kind of scrooge, who made every penny
count twice and never gave an inch.

He did look kind of old, but weathered, too.
Maybe more weathered than old. His dark grey eyes looked hard and
bright. His mouth was a thin line that looked like it would never
flinch into an accidental greeting.

His name was Oliver S. Trenton. He was the
third or fourth of his line. Owned the company and everyone in it…
as the saying was.

"You are Elizabeth Baker," he said, after
allowing the silence to extend into the territory of awkward
discomfiture.

Even as she took a breath, he continued.

"If you believe you've been awarded some
exalted position," he said. "I'll set your mind at rest now… this
is a dead end position. I'll use what talent you have and… finding
you inadequate, I'll toss you back to the pool where no one will
use you for a regular position again. I'm not here to be your
friend, advisor or coach… I'm the boss, you're the flunky. Do you
understand?"

"Yes, sir," Liz said quietly.

"I am not in the habit of speaking to
myself," he said. "I think to myself. If I speak, I will be
addressing you. You will be the only one in this room during work
hours. There will be few, if any, reasons for you to address me.
There will be no reason for casual discourse."

Liz saw his dark eyes glance down to papers
on his desk before he resumed.

"Pay attention," he said. "Immediately each
day, you will report here and begin work. Any paraphernalia you
carry to work, any garment, mask, gear or spare shoes will be
brought to this office with you. You will not speak to anyone but
the security guard at the entry, coming or going… at those times it
will merely be the security codes identifying you.

"Anyone who questions or greets you will be
ignored, although you will log each name, complete incident and the
time of such incident. You will be fed here. You will work here and
you will leave. You will associate with no one of this company
during your off hours while working in this office. If you are
still with me in two weeks, your hours will be extended and you
will be given the option of working seven days a week.

"I do not want to hear anything of your
personal life. You wouldn't be here if there were obligations
restricting you from meeting my needs. The average work life for
one of you is under ten months.

"Now, do you understand the requirements for
this position?"

"Yes, sir," she said. "I…"

A wave of his hand silenced her.

"I don't need conversation. I expect none,"
he said. "I also won't explain anything twice. There's no need, as
I said. I speak… you obey… or leave now."

Liz blinked.

His hand gave a slight waggle, inviting her
to stay, agreeing to all, or leave.

As though she had a choice.

"Acceptable," he said, seeing her
acquiescence.

For a moment he gazed at her silently. A
slight shake of his head betrayed something disappointing.

"Were you told to bring your personal items
with you?" he said.

"No, sir," she said. "I was…"

His hand silenced her.

"No need for explanations or excuses. Go to
whatever locker or hidey hole you use and gather all your personal
items and return with them."

Again Liz blinked.

As Oliver S. Trenton turned to the papers on
his desk, she turned and left.

The brilliance of the corridor beyond the
office struck her almost painfully.

For a moment she stood still as the bright
lights, chrome and glass blinded her. An intrinsic part of the
adjustment was leaving his intensity. She was able to breathe.

This hall bisected the building, the top
floor of the building. His office was behind her and three other
offices faced her, left, right, and center. The frosted and
mirrored glass gave away nothing of what was hidden within. The
silence seemed unreal. From the comfortable, though intense, quiet
of his office to this kind of painful silence was like stepping
from a shaded alley into a strong rasping breeze.

Blinking her eyes clear, Liz headed to the
elevator. From the fifty-third floor she went to the second. Only a
few people boarded and left. Liz ignored them, not so much obeying
directions, as from tumbling thoughts holding her distracted.

It wasn't until Brenda Newholm asked how her
interview had gone did Liz realize that it had been something of an
interview. She had passed. Drawing a breath, she thought to
reply…

Something in Brenda's shallow blue eyes made
her hesitate. She remained silent.

Liz managed a polite nod, recollecting Oliver
S. Trenton's requirements.

Going past her former supervisor, she headed
to her locker.

Brenda followed, silent and observant.

Nerves resumed their attack. Brenda was her
superior… but he was the boss. She had to obey him, even
if, as he predicted, she'd be back under Brenda's thumb in
less than a year. It was back to surviving from one moment to the
next. It was something most of her generation was familiar
with.

As Liz gathered her coat, gear and lunch kit,
along with a sack holding a few old paper books, she became aware
of the unnatural silence around her. It was early enough that the
locker room would be empty… normally.

She understood Brenda watching her, the woman
was in charge of the temp staff, or secretary pool as some called
it. Looking around, she saw six other women. Though she knew them
by sight, she didn't understand their interest in watching her
empty her locker.

It wasn't like she'd been fired.

Glancing at them, she read nothing in their
expressions.

It wasn't that they had the same flat look as
Brenda held… but nothing showed. There was no curiosity or
approbation… nothing she'd expect. There'd been no friendliness
among them, but also no enmity. They appeared older than her,
though she was a poor judge and no one spoke of it. For the eleven
months she'd worked here there'd been nothing of this behavior.

Even after such a time, Liz didn't know more
than their names. She'd had no reason to talk to any of them. Few
had reason to talk to her. Liz never opened up to them. The little
cliques they had didn't include her. She kept it that way.

Every one of them lived in the domes, most in
Second, Midtown, or Central. That's all they talked about… the
domes and their babies, kids. Several had been pregnant when she'd
started working there. They'd had their babies and were back at
work. Half of them were in various stages of pregnancy. A few were
ready to pop.

Liz understood the concept. Liz understood
the need of having children to repopulate the planet. Liz
understood the women wanting the extra credits working here,
besides the gov credits for having kids. Liz understood them all
sharing the common interest. Liz didn't understand how they saw it
as hopeful. The world was in no condition for babies, children or
families.

Liz could never live like that.

Grabbing her stuff, she hurried out,
uneasiness creeping up her spine even as she escaped to the
hallway.

The normal sounds again hit her ears
strangely.

Looking around the hall, walking, then
waiting for the elevator, she tried to recognize what was
different. Being in Oliver S. Trenton's office for all of two
minutes could not be the cause.

Brenda and one other woman… Ann, something…
watched her.

Turning, as an elevator opened, Liz felt the
burn of those eyes on her back.

Wondering at the feeling that continued
buzzing between her shoulder blades, Liz very nearly forgot to get
off at the top of the rise. She hadn't pressed the floor button,
but one other exited before her. Only then did she realize where
she was.

The man who'd got off had already vanished
into one of the offices.

Confused, dizzy, blinded and uneasy, Liz
wandered down the hall to the massive double doors that led to
Oliver S. Trenton's office.

Without thinking, balancing her articles,
hugging them, she opened the door, entered and shut it behind her.
Approaching his desk, her eyes adjusted quickly to the dimness.

He looked up, appraising her with that dark,
hard stare.

There were more books stacked on a corner of
his desk.

Glancing around, there were also books
resting upon the table.

Oliver S. Trenton stood, drawing her
eyes.

Liz hadn't expected him to be so tall… he was
tall. She didn't reach to his shoulder. The old fashioned
suit he wore gave him more solidity, more substance almost, than
how he'd appeared behind the desk.

Glancing back to the desk, she wondered what
optical illusion had dwarfed him so.

Liz shook off the continuing confusion as he
motioned her to the left, while directing her to approach,.

"Sir, I…"

A hand motion silenced her.

"This is your cubicle," he said.

It was not a cubicle. It was nothing like
those she'd used downstairs.

It was like a reading nook in the old public
library. Ten people could use the area… except, there was only one
desk… one chair. The desk was wide and long, basically a single
plank of darkly polished wood with intricately scrolled, though
spindly, wooden legs. The chair was as dark, though of scrolled
metal, ergonomically designed and comfortably upholstered in dark,
soft leather.

"This first cabinet is cleaning supplies for
the office. I maintain the inventory. This second is for all of
your personal articles. You will… what is that?"

Liz looked down at what she was holding,
puzzled at his thin-lipped frown.

"My lunch, sir," she said. "And a dri…"

"This is the disposal unit. Dump that out. I
informed you that you will be fed here."

His demand was irresistible. Or, it was the
continued confusion of the day that made her obey. The specialty
coffee she'd been thirsting for hissed as it went in.

"Disposal unit?" she peered into it after
she'd dumped her lunch away.

"Yes, more efficient and necessary than
shredding. A plasma ring."

He turned from it, pointing to another
cabinet.

"In there are all the office supplies you
will need to meet my requirements. The last door is your restroom.
Your desk chair can be adjusted to your comfort. I was under the
impression that you were taller.

"Now, stow your belongings. You will find a
ledger in the office supply cabinet to use as a log. As I require,
you will list all who speak to you or attempt to engage you during
your time here. Start with… the moment you previously entered my
office. You will not list me, of course. You'll do this every day,
first thing, so that any who speak with you tonight on your way out
will be listed, as well as those tomorrow morning. I trust you
understand.

"After completing that, your duty today is to
familiarize yourself with everything in my office. I noted you were
impressed by the appearance. Everything within is irreplaceable,
from the books to the artwork. You will treat it with respect. I
gained the impression that you appreciated it."

His dark eyes had lifted from studying her to
roam around what could be seen of the office. Liz turned from her
cabinet to view it. Some little… something… in his posture
suggested he was proud of what filled this place. She thought it
justified.

"You will maintain the cleanliness of this
office. Anytime you are not dealing with a directed project you
will be cleaning. There is a lot to maintain. Dusting each book
properly will give you familiarity with what is here. So, as you
study the office, you will take a duster to clean all the
while."

Oliver S. Trenton left her, returning to his
chair. He resumed studying papers.

Liz watched him for a moment… a brief moment…
before turning to her cabinet to finish stowing her possessions.
The cabinet was large enough to hold most of her wardrobe from
home, perhaps all of it… with space left over. A rack on one side
had two dozen wooden shouldered hangars. There were shelves and two
small drawers. The back of the door had a large mirror.

She watched him in the mirror for a moment.
He was bent over his work.

He was writing… with a pen.

She turned, looking first at her desk and
then at his, taking an incautious step toward him.

"What?" he said. He did not look up.

"You don't have a computer… or a phone," Liz
said. "I don't see…"

"Thank you," he said, turning. "You do have a
phone. It is to be turned off and stowed away at all times while
you are here."

"It's already off, sir," she said. "We can't
have them on in the building."

"Not everyone complies," he said.

"What abou…?"

"No electronic devices of any kind in my
office," he said. "Continue your duty."

Liz took a slow breath, watching him…
watching the side of his face. His eyes were pinned to his
paperwork.

She finished stowing her few articles, her
books and empty lunch kit. After a last look at the excessive space
of her cabinet, she closed it.

The office supply closet was larger. There
were so many shelves crammed neatly with boxes of every size and
shape that she was at a loss for a moment. The labels helped her
orientate quickly, easily. She found a pen and a spiral bound stack
of paper to use as a ledger.

Liz settled into her chair. It felt nice. The
leather was much better than the plastic she was used to. Her toes
brushed the floor at rest, settled firmly when she leaned forward.
The back reclined slightly… her feet left the ground. It needed no
adjustment.

'8.7.2043 10:45 – Brenda Newholm asked of my
interview. I did not reply.

' Ann --- ? said nothing.'

Liz looked at the brief notation and figured
that it was what he'd asked for. It was minimal, but complete.
Including Ann was stretching it. Liz felt being inclusive was
better than leaving out anything he wanted.

She closed the book and set the pen on top of
it. There were no drawers or cubbies on her desk. Looking to the
side she could view his profile along with the back lines of his
desk. Only his knees were hidden beneath. Nothing dwarfed him from
this angle.

This, her cubicle, even her wide empty table,
managed to dwarf her. Really… it made her feel smaller than when
he'd stood near. She'd had to look up all the while he'd spoken.
Liz was used to people being taller, even Brenda was a head taller…
most of the women had been. But they'd usually… most people tended
to lean a little, tip their head down to direct their words, or
perhaps, to give her a break, slouch, making allowance for her lack
of height. She didn't know why. She thought too much, considered
and re-considered her faults.

He hadn't. No. His spine was straight as a
stick. Oliver S. Trenton would give her no slack. If he even
bothered to consider how diminished she felt, it wouldn't
matter.

As the thought crossed her mind, she
appreciated his attitude.

He was the boss.

She was the flunky.

Pushing from the table, she rose. Only the
book and pen sat on the big desk. Liz shook her head. With a quick
glance his way, she headed to the last door to enter her
restroom.

While she'd expected a little more than she'd
normally expect, she hadn't expected what she found. To call it a
restroom was… it was like saying his office was an office.
The word didn't fit. It was as large as the communal restroom down
near the locker room… except this was all appointed to one person.
It was dark wood with polished and pearly white porcelain and gold
colored fittings.

Liz didn't want to know if it was real
gold.

A fully enclosed shower stall with hot and
cold water and steam, blowers and fixtures she didn't understand
was to one side. There was a tub near one wall, half exposed behind
folding mirrored doors.

A vanity with… cosmetics… she'd wandered
within touching distance.

It was the kind of stuff matching her
coloring but more expensive than any she'd ever purchase. She
didn't buy cosmetics. A new hair brush, combs, ties and pins filled
the small drawers. A white terry robe, white towels, washcloths and
slippers hung and sat on a rack. The double sink had a wide mirror
above.

Perfect concealed lighting wrapped it,
illuminating her growing concern.

As the overwhelming presence of what was
within the restroom seeped into her thoughts, Liz used the toilet
as she'd intended. Sitting there, she wondered at why the
articles in here were so aimed at her personally. The robe
and slippers would fit her perfectly. Even though he'd said…

She was short, she knew she was short. A
normal robe would be too tall.

The only possible reason she could come up
with held her seated in thought a minute longer than needed.

There'd been no lock on the restroom door.
Nothing but a magnetic latch held the smoked glass stall door. Only
pressure held the shower closed.

At the sink, washing her hands, she eyed
herself in the mirror.

Liz didn't think she was that much to look
at. Short, darkish… plain… maybe a little heavy in places. Guys
overlooked her… especially the kind of guys she'd once thought of
as desirable. That didn't mean a guy like Oliver S. Trenton could
simply own her.

It had never been one of her fantasies to be
owned by a wealthy man… or any man for that matter. The chignon
she'd folded her hair into had lost shape and she glared at her
reflection for a moment. Several long locks drooped to one
shoulder.

Taking a deep breath, she turned from the
mirror and left her restroom.

Ignoring her desk, its single book and pen,
she walked directly to Oliver S. Trenton.

She was aware he knew she approached.

She stopped. Her heart was pounding. She'd be
throwing away any chance of a job here but…

"Mr. Trenton," she said. "I believe we need
to come to an understanding. I will not be your… your… uh… I am not
a whore."

He'd turned to her when she'd started. The
paper he was reading remained upheld in his grasp. The look of his
dark eyes… the very darkness had caused her to stumble.

She'd said it.

Taking a breath to say more… she
hesitated…

There was nothing of humor in his eyes as his
lids grew heavy. The thin line of his lips seemed to thin all the
more.

"I do not particularly care what occupies
your nightlife," he said. "I expect you to work as I direct while
you are in my employ. I expect that your intellect and penmanship
are at my disposal, no matter what deportment you assume."

"Penmanship?" she said. "Wait, why are you
giving me such a… there's a… a… shower in there."

"At times, while doing your duty, you may
discover a rare dust bunny," he said. "If its death throes cover
you with particulates you may clean yourself. Or use a rag. I do
not care. It is for your use, not possession. I believe you are
quite safe from the wild passion you arouse."

He resumed his perusal of the paper he
held.

Liz managed to take a breath. Her heart was
still pounding as she turned away.

For a micro-instant she'd thought the
terrible thin line that portrayed his lips had tweaked.

It might not have been a good thing.

Stopping at her desk, when she bumped into
her chair, she put her hands down, feeling the soft leather.
Shaking her head, she waited until her heart slowed to a normal
pace.

She breathed deeply.

She walked to the cabinet with the cleaning
supplies.

It held everything that would ever be needed
for cleaning anything in the office, from the windows to the
doorknobs. There were supplies to take care of anything in the
restroom, as well as items she didn't recognize. Bottles of
vinegar, various soaps, polishes and scrubbies, rags and brushes
filled shelves and racks. All of it was neatly ordered. Most looked
new. There were three different sizes of feather dusters, real
feathers. Other dusters were synthetics, the kind that collected
dust, with replaceable heads.

Three kinds of brooms awaited use. Two
dustbins stood ready. Gloves, rubber and cotton were neatly stacked
on the shelves. Boxes of replacements filled the higher shelves.
Two ladders, different heights, were at the back. Everything had a
place. Every place was filled.

There were even the small dust masks she'd
seen some office workers use, all in sterile plastic tubs. Cotton
jackets, skirts, aprons and booties were boxed and labeled. Or…
fingering one, she realized it was a type of paper. Made sense.

It was probably personal protective gear for
slaying dust bunnies.

She realized there was no vacuum cleaner.

Liz glanced back at the disposal unit. She
shook her head.

As she took the small feather duster, Liz
hesitated. She grabbed a pair of cotton gloves. All the boxes held
one size. They fit her perfectly. It was likely such gloves didn't
come in a wide variety of sizes… but… still…

She closed the door, taking the duster.

Beginning at the edge to her cubicle, Liz
dusted the towering statue that stood at the corner. It looked
familiar but she couldn't remember who it was meant to be. The
engraving at the bottom of the columnar base was confusing. Her
dusting stopped when she realized the letters were Greek. Liz had
no idea how to pronounce them or read them. It was the threatening
trident that clued her in to Poseidon's presence. The name drifted
up from old memories.

After dusting as high as she could reach, she
continued around that corner.

The sight of the walls of books, statuary and
paintings, real paintings, not images, was daunting. The
books gave weight to the room.

Liz scanned titles when the spines held them.
Some she pulled out for curiosity and tried to find denotations on
the black leather, red leather or, rarely, wood. Many of the books
were without external markings. The front's pieces were barely more
helpful. The languages were out of her knowledge.

Eventually, reaching the end of the first
wall, she found a ladder that slid silently on rails. It could move
along the entire wall, allowing someone of her stature access to
every book. Of course, even he would need the ladder to
reach all the books.

The stained glass was chill to her touch but
that's all she examined of it.

There was another ladder on the second wall.
She ignored it, dusting, and collecting what awareness she could of
the books she was looking at. Several of the lower shelves were
oversized, holding immense books she doubted she could lift.

Books of every type she'd ever seen, imagined
or heard of filled the shelves.

A delicate chime resounded through the
office. It was a clear, pure, sound that pulled Liz from her work
to look around.

Oliver S. Trenton was moving from his desk.
She spied him before he vanished to the right… opposite her
cubicle.

"Dispose of those gloves, put away your
duster," he said. "Go clean up. Then come to table."

Liz was heading toward him, his desk, when
she looked at the white gloves. She'd thought to argue that they
were clean enough to wear again… except they weren't. The fingers
were nearly black, her palms smudged.

Dropping them into the disposal, she watched
as the plasma ring activated, vaporizing the gloves. The molecules
were shunted into a recycler unit, likely beneath the floor. They'd
charge small power cells. She'd heard of this type of small unit,
but never actually looked at one. It was safe enough. She could
reach in safely. The protocols would keep it from activating. Not
that there would ever be anything to reach in for. It was a
precaution.

Looking around, she saw Oliver S. Trenton
carrying a silver tray toward the tables.

Liz hurried to the restroom.

A look in the mirror brought a shock, the
dirt she'd discovered, dust or what-all, had not been completely
gathered by duster or gloves. Both cheeks, her nose, and a smear
across her forehead showed how absently she'd been working. Her
hair was… disheveled was too kind a word. She glanced at the
vanity.

Oliver S. Trenton had set out a meal by the
time she returned.

He motioned her to a seat to his right. She'd
half expected him to seat her, like in the old movies. Wrong. It
was likely for the best. Scanning the place setting, the gleaming
silverware and crystal glasses… Liz was at a loss.

No, she was totally lost. This was all
completely beyond her experience.

"Help yourself," he directed.

He was buttering a golden flakey biscuit… she
could sense the warmth, a hint of the fragrance from it… from all
the food. Meat… real… fresh… with gravy. There were a dozen slices,
thick, some tender enough to have crumbled. And vegetables, real…
fresh. Looking like zine images. Potatoes, white lumpy mounds, with
green garnishes of something…

"Sorry?" she said, turning… she'd heard his
voice but…

"I asked if you wanted wine," he said.

He held a bottle aimed at her glass… at her
wineglass.

"Uh… just a little, thank you," she said,
watching the bottle.

He poured a polite amount.

She reached for what she assumed, correctly,
was water and took a sip. Fresh, cool, crisp. Water could be
delicious. It was simple but she'd never take it for granted.

"I believe you are hungry. Take some food
onto your plate and eat it. That is what one does with food."

"Yes," she said. "Sorry. I just… I…"

 "I said I would
feed you. I can't have you taking the time to run off to some diner
or ffp. Nor will I have you becoming ill from
an overused, undercleaned lunch kit."

"Yes, sir, sorry."

Liz used the serving utensils to gather some
meat, potatoes and veggies. She took a roll and buttered it
quickly, watching the golden cream melt into the white flaky dough.
Keeping her eyes on her plate, she nibbled at the roll, enjoying
it.

Hunger along with the intoxicating fragrances
of the exotic foods caused her to forget the awkwardness which had
stifled her. Still, Liz controlled herself, pacing the amounts she
shoveled in… hoping she didn't betray the excruciating pleasure of
eating such expensive treats.

It wasn't until she'd taken a sip of the wine
that she realized she'd crossed some unseen line… a border giving
entrance to a realm she didn't know.

As the delicate sweetness of the fruity
vintage rolled across her tongue, she looked to see him watching
her.

There was nothing in his look. His dark eyes
were as bland as always.

He was buttering another roll. As he took a
bite, he continued to observe her.

Liz looked at the rich red liquid in the
clear glass. She took another small sip.

Whether she imagined it or… a slight pleasant
hum touched her nerves.

She set the glass down, taking another roll
to butter. She was all too aware of him eating the roll he'd just
buttered. As she nibbled at hers, she noticed he was eating more
meat.

Dipping the corner of her roll in the creamy
sauce on her plate, she bit it, savoring the flavor. It was rich,
indescribable… delicious. It made her think of old Thanksgiving
meals when she'd been a child and turkeys were plentiful and
affordable for a family. Potatoes grew in the fertile regions.
Likely there were veggies back then, too, but they hadn't mattered.
Now… dripping with creamy sauce…

Where was she?

The unaccustomed nostalgia hit her
unexpectedly. The memory was like an old image. She barely recalled
her life before. Having it hit her now… she wasn't sure what it
meant.

Blinking, blinking, she carefully raised her
glass and took another sip. There was one sip left. He'd given her
the perfect amount. She finished her roll, the last of the
potatoes, meat and veggies on her plate.

"There's more," he said.

"Thank you," she said. "It was delicious and
likely more than I needed. The wine is lovely, too."

Giving him a nod, she took the last swallow,
no faster or slower than those previous.

For an instant she felt distant, as though
that border she'd crossed was real and this was illusion. A memory
of what once had been, of what would never be again… it hung there
in her mind, mysterious and desirous. Lost and ancient. In a way it
was like this food, rich, real… deep somehow. Or it was like the
wine, maybe more like the wine, reaching in to her heart. It was
nothing like the chem-treated soy products or processed kelp she
usually ate.

Could both be real? Why did the memory have
any bearing on a meal she'd enjoyed?

"Are you finished?" he said.

Liz flinched. She nearly dropped the fork
she'd been toying with. Heat bloomed across her cheeks for an
instant. There was no reason for that.

"Yes, sir," she said. "What would you have me
do now?"

Oliver S. Trenton had her resume
familiarizing herself with the office and the feather duster. While
she was doing that, she attempted returning the books from the
table to their correct spots on the shelves. That would also be her
job.

Liz had earlier noticed that there were no
library codes on the spine of any of these books. Some few showed
evidence of such markers being removed. There were sets where
replacing a volume was easy. Several spots would only accept the
correct book for its size. Torn between dusting, learning and
replacing, she was turning circles without realizing.

The slight dizziness of the wine had long
vanished. She'd returned a few books before she realized she held a
cold glass of water, gulping it.

There was a chilled carafe on a platter on
the table with the glass she held in her hand.

He'd put it there. She'd used it without
consideration.

Still, by his reasoning, she was the
only one there so what he set out would only be for her. He would
keep his own.

Shaking her head, she refreshed herself and
resumed work. A trip to the restroom later stirred no conflicted
thoughts.

Liz was so busy struggling with innumerable
rectangular pegs and similar holes, while dusting and studying the
overall, she had no time for conflicted thoughts. About the only
unkind thought that ran through her mind repetitiously was the
stupidity of not labeling the spines of all of these books. Real
libraries had some kind of code on the books, when they had
physical paper or foil books, anyway. Ebooks were automatically
coded. Online resources were balanced by keywords.

The shelves made no sense. Not exactly true,
she'd found sections of English books through many different eras.
That helped with a book or two. Specific and obvious language types
helped her with a few more. There was an order to the books on the
shelves. It was only something of types… except for one section
that dealt with mathematics of an order she failed to recognize.
The lack of labels was surprising.

Most books in that section had been hand
lettered.

Penmanship. She wondered at that. He'd given
her no instruction since lunch. No word.

Closing the book she was trying to
comprehend, she poured a fresh glass of water.

He'd said nothing. He'd barely moved, sorting
papers quietly at his desk. The few times she'd glanced his way,
she couldn't tell if he was writing or doing anything more than
simply reading.

Leaning against the corner of the enormous
table, she sipped the water, letting it ease the dryness of her
throat. She hadn't realized she'd been parched. The dust…

There were muddy fingerprints… glove prints…
on the clear glass.

The quiet was nice. It was a different kind
of quiet. Relaxing. The quiet that filled the other offices she'd
worked in, in the building, had been electric, energized… this was
calm. Stable.

With the steady clear lights of the
chandeliers, Liz had no measure of time. It didn't matter.

*

Another chime sounded, a different tone. It
was as clear as the earlier bell.

Liz shoved another book into an appropriate
space.

"End of day," he said.

Expecting to see him, she looked around. Not
in sight. His voice had come from near his desk. She shook her
head.

With the feather duster in hand, she
approached his desk.

He was still working on papers.

"End of day," he said, again, not lifting his
head. "Anything you leave in your cubicle will be safe. You may use
your restroom as you would use the locker room. Tomorrow you will
come directly here to begin work."

Liz expected more. There was nothing. She
wasn't even sure what she'd expected.

As she turned, she stopped at his word.

"I know that you usually arrive early," he
said. "Don't sit in the lobby. Come up to your cubicle to
adjust."

"The guard doesn't…"

"The guard will."

"Thank you, sir."

That was not what she'd expected.

After putting the duster away, she disposed
of her filthy gloves. Whoever had held her position previously had
done a poor job keeping things clean. Unless the leather of the
books disintegrated at every touch.

All the day she'd felt no hint of a draft.
Even in the topmost building space with the wind certainly howling
outside there was no sense of it. None of the worldly dust
entered.

Leaving her rubber soled shoes in her cabinet
she took her coat into the restroom.

After freshening herself, enjoying the
privacy, she got ready for the trip home.

Her coat was an expenditure she'd thought
necessary for landing a job at this company. It had nothing to do
with being his flunky. That was unexpected. The coat was
capacious. She was able to wear her uniform beneath it without
having it all wrinkled when she removed it.

Of course the coat was a weather-sealed,
dust-proof, one piece. The attached knee-high boots were
replaceable… if she could afford replacements. Same with the
attachable elbow-length gloves. It was anti-static fabric. The
skirts could be snugged tight to resist the wind. The removable
facemask sealed into the hood. The respirator could be disassembled
for cleaning.

With the hood open and the facemask in its
pocket, she left the restroom.

Her coat made no particular fashion
statement, unlike many available. It was utilitarian. It was
necessary. Even with the collar open she was growing warm.

"Sir?"

Liz stopped past her desk. His head
turned.

"Yes?"

"Will you be providing… the meal was
delicious, but w…?"

"Yes, I will feed you all the while you work
for me… here. I said that I won't repeat myself. Do not insist I
do."

"Yes, sir," she said. "Sorry, sir."

"This time is acceptable, it is after your
hours."

"Oh," she said. "Thank you. Good day,
sir."

He had already turned back to his paperwork.
There was no sign that he was quitting.


Chapter 2


 


Going down in the elevator was
uncomfortable.

Most who entered on the upper floors needed
no coats or coveralls. They used the subways and tunnels. A few
entering on the lower floors exited at the second to go to the
locker rooms. Liz had to work her way to the front to exit at the
lobby. The elevator continued down to the subway levels.

No one else followed.

Liz checked out with the guard.

Oliver S. Trenton had kept her longer than
normal already.

In the lobby, she donned her mask. She sealed
the hood around it. She exited the building through the airlock and
weather screens.

The wind was barely swirling, kicking up
whirls that danced down the street. Dust and grit was minimal.
Street cleaners had come through recently. Either that or the wind
had taken time off.

Tucking her hands into opposite sleeves,
shouldering forward, Liz crossed the street, heading cross town. A
sparse stream of slow moving, ground-hugging vehicles moved uptown.
Weaving between them, she aimed for an alley, grateful the wind was
minimal.

There'd been many times when her diminutive
size forced her to struggle for every step.

Just now it was an easy walk.

The alley was not as clear as the street.
Dunes and piles lined either side. Since the wind was less, Liz
assumed the cleaners had bypassed this lane. She waded through
fluffy sand. Much of it swirled and tumbled aside from her stride.
There was only sand, dust and grit obscuring the old city's
concrete.

Liz knew the facts. She'd worked for three
years as a street cleaner. It was a gov job, necessary for the
survival of what remained of humanity. She'd used every credit
she'd earned to enhance her education. She knew when to duck for
cover. She'd been featherweight back then. The wind could lift her
and tumble her down an entire block before she'd be able to grab an
anchor. The streets were lined with anchors, stanchions and strung
with guide cables.

Most people used the subways, tunnels and
tubes to cross town or go farther down or up or out. Enclosed
walkways crossed between some of the buildings, most at the second
or third floor levels. Older sewer tunnels were filled with debris
and sand. Only sealed utility tunnels remained from the past. New
tunnels, created with new technology, allowed the city to live its
life indoors.

Liz preferred the streets.

Beyond the alley, she waded through another
stream of traffic moving in the opposite direction. She had no
concern that any would hit her. Proximity warning devices kept peds
safe, even in clouds of dust. Not that the average ped would be
out.

*

At her apartment building, Liz went through
the entry airlock/scrubber. Forced air cleaned off the majority of
dust and dirt. The secondary scrubber finished the job.

Liz didn't remove her mask or hood until
she'd entered her apartment and sealed the door.

The closed environs on windless days meant
the halls reeked. Hundreds of people lived in buildings once
designed for dozens. Not many were remodeled and those were barely
functional.

The gov wanted inhabitants to use the
domes.

Liz never liked the idea of the domes. All
that she ever learned of life in the domes strengthened her
dislike. While she'd been impressed, the couple of times she'd
visited them, she resisted the cost.

New York City streets had once been littered
with garbage as it was now littered with sand. Mandatory recycling
had reduced any standing waste. Earning credits for the same had
totally removed any non-functioning part of the city.

Liz had supplemented her income doing the
same.

She checked the coat for damage before
stowing it.

Looking around, she realized she needed to
clean house. Her apartment was only about as big as her new
cubicle. Still, it took a certain amount of desire to deal with
it.

Tonight, she had no desire to clean
house.

After stripping and hanging her uniform in
its wrap, she broke open a bottle of water. Even with the mask, her
throat dried out on the walk home.

Naked, she bathed with a half bucket of
water. As she moved the rag across her body she wondered what the
shower in her restroom would feel like. She wondered what the steam
would do… how would it be different than bathing with water? Liz
remembered hearing of steam cleaning from some old vids. She'd
never seen it done.

Settling on her bed, leaning against the
wall, she activated her phone.

No new messages. She never had new messages.
Even adverts avoided her phone.

Connecting to her larger screen, Liz went
data diving.

When she'd been eighteen, during her first
year of street cleaning, she'd decided to get up out of the sand.
All it would take was credits and education. There would be no
shortcuts… none existed. The gov controlled all aspects of life…
otherwise there'd be no life.

So, Liz had gone farther than the mandatory
ed programs. Now she was working for Oliver S. Trenton. It sounded
like she'd have a two week trial period. Then she'd have a job-life
expectancy of less than one year.

Well, Mr. Oliver S. Trenton, that was
going to be a miscalculation on your part, she thought.

Liz remembered that strange feeling of
crossing an unseen border, of entering a realm of… more. Liz didn't
want to go back.

She wanted out of the sandbox.

She wanted to stay out of the sandbox. She
wasn't going to do it by whoring herself to him, that was just
deeper sand. She was going to climb out, dust herself off and stay
the hell out of the dust and sand.

A smile tweaked her lips as she felt the ache
of her wrist from dusting all the day. She wasn't used to that. She
hadn't been strong enough for street cleaning when she'd started,
either. She'd survived three years of it. This apartment proved
that much.

She pulled up language courses. Several
matched languages filling the books Oliver S. Trenton had in his
collection. She chose one at random. French. After authorizing
payment, she began the program. She didn't worry about the spoken
language. She only needed to know the written. Still, she let the
computer speak in her ear-buds as her eyes followed the screen
text.

Occasionally she sipped at the water. A
nu-bar came to hand unnoticed. She nibbled.

All the while, she studied.

*

The air scrubbers entering the Barrow
Building were much more efficient than the ones at her apartment
building. She was early, as usual. The lobby was deserted, as
usual. The guard watched her approach… different. She usually sat
on one of the benches to read one of her old paper books. She
always turned her phone off before leaving home so she didn't
forget. No one called her, so it didn't matter. It was only good
for keeping her few contacts. Those rarely happened anymore.

Liz threw back her hood and removed the mask.
It had been mild on the way in. Mornings in August were frequently
gentle. As the heat index rose the winds would adjust.

Pocketing her mask, she approached the
guard.

"Miss Baker," he said, giving a smile. "Good
morning."

Unusual.

"Good morning," she said. "Sorry, I don't
know your name."

"Geronium, Miss," he said. "Just that."

"Mr. Geronium, thank you," she said. "Have a
good day."

"You too, miss."

She still had to observe security protocol
but Geronium was pleasant about it. She'd seen him time and again.
He'd never spoken so much. Evidently, she'd been reclassified.

There was no one on the elevator all the way
up. It was a swift ascent.

At the double doors, she hesitated, wondering
if… or how…

Instead of knocking, or tapping, she
scratched the wood enough to cause some sound before entering. The
two wings of the room were dim, the chandeliers barely glowing.
Closing the door quietly, she walked on the balls of her feet
toward her cubicle. Those lights automatically brightened.

She'd thought she was alone… glancing at his
desk showed him already at work.

Continuing quietly, since he said nothing,
she headed to her restroom. After shedding her coat, she went to
the sink.

The mirror drew her eye.

There she was.

Liz knew she'd never be much. It was why
whoring was out of the question. It wouldn't take a year on her
back to turn her ugly, rather than simply plain. The mental state
she'd have to deal with continually was not… it wasn't worth
thinking on.

Massaging the red band imprinted at the edge
of her face from the mask, she studied herself. She hadn't had a
lot of sleep.

Even though she had boobs, of a size to
attract those interested in the feminine physique, the years of
street cleaning had enhanced non-feminine attributes. She was
muscular, her upper arms, back and legs were sturdy. Scooping sand
into hoppers and wrangling the suction hoses either killed you or
built you up. She was built.

The uniform the company required helped with
the feminine side of her. It was a casual office look. Black,
low-cut shoes, knee-high black stockings, a knee-length black skirt
with a white form-fit blouse were required. A black tie was last
and most uncomfortable. The blouse was… usually… tight across her
breasts. She couldn't afford the custom cut that might suit
her.

In any case, Liz was familiar with her
appearance. She thought it worked in most offices. Oliver S.
Trenton should have the kind of flunky who could grace a zine page.
His height, maturity… stature… required someone more… ah… more than
she…

Shaking her head, Liz ran water and rinsed
her face and hands, arms and neck. She used a cloth to dry. Only
then she noted that the ones she'd used previously had been
replaced. Liz used the vanity to organize her hair enough to last
the full day. She straightened the tie.

Feeling ready to deal with the day, she
carried her gear to her cabinet to stow. As she was there she
grabbed the book she'd started reading last week.

Liz came early so she'd be on time for
certain, no matter the weather. She came so that she had time
before work to steady herself after the walk. She came so she'd
have a few minutes to read quietly. Since her phone had to be off,
a paper book was her solution.

Oliver S. Trenton was still at his desk,
working.

Liz shook her head, wondering if he'd gone
home overnight. Did he live here?

As she pulled her chair out, she stopped.

A silver therm-mug sat there.

It hadn't been there when she'd passed a
minute ago.

Even standing there she sensed the warm rich
fragrance of real coffee.

Lifting the lid, the muted color suggested
cream was already in. A spiral pattern showed a gentle stirring had
mixed it.

Liz sat, surrounding the mug, enjoying the
aroma another moment before daring a sip.

A pleased sigh trembled from her lips
after.

She opened her book. She sipped.

*

There was another chime, a different tone to
start the day.

Oliver S. Trenton had her resume getting
acquainted with the office and a feather duster.

The carafe of water was sitting on the table
when she first considered the need.

Liz took restroom breaks when she had
need.

When she had a good angle, she observed him.
He worked. There were several times when he left his desk. He'd go
to the shelves to gather a book or two. She paid attention to where
the books came from. She watched when he set them on the table as
he went for others.

The book gathering never took long.

After the books had sat for a minute, Liz
returned them, since she'd have to eventually. Knowing where they
originated made it easier.

All the day he said nothing since telling her
what to do first thing.

Lunch was quieter than yesterday's. Her plate
held three tacos. At least it looked like what she called tacos.
These were real food, though… real meat… fresh lettuce, cheese,
tomatoes and veggies she didn't recognize. It tasted delicious.
Small round fried potato balls filled the side of the plate. There
was tomato saucy dip along with three grades of taco sauce in
little dishes. She served herself using the silver spoons provided.
One for each. She used a different grade on each taco.

The wine was different. He poured the amount
he had previously.

She managed to eat two and a half of the
tacos and half of the potato balls. As she sipped the last of her
wine she looked at the food, wishing she had room so it wouldn't go
to waste. Liz didn't feel right about taking them… she had nowhere
to put them. Wasting them was wrong.

Oliver S. Trenton had eaten five tacos and a
mound of the potato balls. He'd used the sauces lavishly.

They hadn't spoken.

They didn't speak.

She'd watched him, hoping she did so
unobtrusively. He ate with appetite.

A man of his size likely needed a robust
diet.

Liz nibbled at one last potato ball, feeling
stuffed. It was an uncomfortable feeling. Liz decided that whatever
he fed her she'd only eat what she actually needed. Eating for
enjoyment was excessive.

Liz had tried to pace herself. Still, she
finished before him.

He said nothing about it.

After lunch, he had her resume what she'd
been doing.

*

The rest of the day passed as quickly as the
first part.

There was a different guard at the lobby when
she left. Even so, he was friendly.

Closing up her hood, sealing her mask, she
headed out.

Liz was the only person exiting onto the
street.

Again he'd kept her late, nearly an hour.

It was a windy day. She'd hoped for an easy
walk home. Instead, she had to fight for every inch. Liz had
mastered the techniques of travel. She knew how to use the ped
shields. She knew how to hug the walls or walk the cables. The most
important thing was in knowing her route. She only ever deviated
from her direct route when she had to hit the shops. Usually she'd
use the tunnels then.

Having lunch at work would make her own food
stock last longer.

By the time she hit her apartment, she was
worn out. She bathed. She connected to her large screen and pulled
up her language lesson. On her bed, leaning against the wall, she
picked up where she'd left off the night before.

Liz didn't last long.

Flinching awake later, she looked at the
screensaver, confused… nearly lost for a moment. The stub of a
pencil was in the crease of her thigh. The paper book she was using
for practice writing was closed and warm in her folded legs.

Running her fingers back through her hair,
she combed it out, up, and then dropped her shoulders back to the
wall. Her hair was long enough to curl about her breasts. For a
moment she played with it. She looked at the lesson on the screen.
She looked at the words she'd copied.

Penmanship.

Why had he mentioned that? What did he have
in mind besides housekeeping?

Liz had already decided, now she'd have to
keep with it.

Even so, weariness wouldn't allow her to
continue. She shut the program down… closed her book.

*

After a lunch of delicious, though
unfamiliar, pasta and some crispy fresh veggies, Liz resumed
getting to know the books of the office.

She'd returned all the books that had been
out the day before. When she'd arrived there was a new stack. She
returned those to what she'd hoped were the correct places.

Liz figured he'd tell her if something was
wrong.

Oliver S. Trenton gave her only silence. The
few directions to begin the day and announcing lunch were all he
spoke. She watched when he left his desk. She watched when he
pulled a book and when he set it on the table. As soon as he set it
down, she took it to the shelf.

Liz liked doing things the easy way. As long
as it was the correct way… usually that turned out easiest.

Once he stopped to study her as she was
retrieving a book.

His expression conveyed nothing.

Studying him became a featured part of her
education. It was a self-education, but since her desire for this
particular job was growing, she'd do all she could to claim it. Liz
decided she'd earn this position before the two weeks passed.

Even though he'd only told her to use the
feather duster, after going around the room twice… using the ladder
to reach the upper shelves once… she decided to use the dust mop.
She figured the fugitive dust from the shelves had to settle on the
floor. Cleaning it up would be her job, sooner or later.

He said nothing about her expanded
operations.

*

She marked her days by the different meals he
provided.

She marked her days by the odd places found
that hadn't been cleaned recently.

She marked her days by growing comfortable
with his silence.

She marked her nights by language lessons.
She alternated between learning French specifically, to studying an
overview of all the written languages she was finding.

*

Liz was off on Saturday but rose as early as
if going to work.

It was a habit she'd created. Keeping the
same patterns was always useful. She went to the shops, deciding to
expand her tools and diet. She wouldn't get extravagant but she had
to balance her system.

In her one-piece utility suit, a leftover
from her street-cleaner days, she headed into the tunnels. It was
easier to navigate the tunnels than the streets. For one thing the
signs weren't constantly scoured away by sand. For another, you
could mostly use size or color.

From the tube beneath her apartment she'd
entered a streetway. This was wide enough for three people. It was
tall enough that she couldn't reach the ceiling. He wouldn't
be able to reach the ceiling. Maybe.

This early, even on a Saturday, Liz crossed
paths with street cleaners. They worked seven days a week. In the
tunnels they used suction hoses and wheeled hoppers. The wheels ran
on tracks on either side. It took maneuvering to pass it. The
cleaner had the right-of-way.

Liz knew this one, a wiry girl named Jena.
The one-piece hanging on her frame hinted at a skeletal physique.
Jena was a Hi addict. Hi was a gov sanctioned synth drug. It
was supposed to be safe, non-harmful, non-addictive.

Liz knew the opposite was true.

The gov sanctioned such drugs to provide
escape from the sandy reality of the world to those who couldn't
face it.

She'd once tried an older type of drug. She'd
used it for nearly a month, escaping the endless drudgery of
scooping sand and fighting the hoses.

At that time she'd had a bunk in a worker's
compound.

She could take a tab after her shift and
space out. She could drift in clouds of blue and green and relax…
forgetting what she lived with otherwise.

The drug would wear off by the beginning of
her next shift. It left no side-effects. It gave no hope or future.
Its dreams were all empty.

Jena had likely been on the drugs for years
to be in her condition.

They exchanged meaningless words.

Jena only ate when hunger struck during work
periods, before she went on Hi. Since she was likely used to
hunger, it would have to hit hard and harshly to make her seek
food.

That was the part that had scared Liz off the
drugs. She didn't like losing control.

Liz heard another street cleaner but didn't
see them.

The streetway intersected another. Every
corner had markings of destinations, adverts, distances and
warnings.

Liz didn't glance at any of them, considering
her plans.

From the streetway she took a tube to one of
the market buildings.

Some of the markets would be closed but most
were 24/7.

At the first, she bought a large blank book.
It was expensive. Liz hoped it would lead to her future. With it,
she bought six pencils. Those were all they had. Most of the stock
was salvaged from old warehouses or simply scavenged. That was a
typical method, barter was a common practice. Even though everyone
had a gov issued credit account not everyone worked a job giving
credit.

She bought an eraser, too.

After paying, she refused to look at her
balance. Liz knew she had enough, she'd been paid the day before
but not knowing would hold off the pain for a while.

"Hey, Liz," Serena Illysia said.

The proprietor of this food shop was friendly
to most of her customers. She could be hard. She looked hard.
Serena claimed to be ninety years old. She'd been claiming that for
as long as Liz had known her… over eight years and counting. She
looked that old.

When Liz had time to chat she'd heard stories
of the world before, when the lands were all fertile and animals
and humans roamed the forests and plains. In those days people
could swim in the oceans and lakes.

Those days were all fantasy to Liz. She
remembered those days… as a child. More, she remembered the
troubles, when the world burnt and boiled, when the government
fought nature and the elements to save the human race.

Not many survived. Liz never tried to learn
the percentage.

"Hi, Serena," she said. "I've come to
restock."

"Got a few goodies, today," Serena said. It
was something she always said.

When a scavenger found a sealed can of
coffee, or a box of cookies or chocolate, the old woman would
repackage and sell them in small portions. It was always costly but
not outrageous.

"Not likely today," Liz said. "I had to buy
stuff to help with work. I got a new position this week."

"That's good. You're a smart girl. I always
say that about you. You stay smart."

"I will," Liz said.

They began pulling items out. The Nu-bars and
vitamins were always ready for her. The gov had standard food
supplies available to markets. They could distribute directly to
everyone but reasoned that commerce would help community.

Liz didn't understand but didn't care to get
into it. Things worked… that was enough.

They talked as Liz shopped. They gossiped
about the people they knew. Liz knew more people through knowing
Serena than she'd even meet on her own. Nearly anyone coming into
the shop was worth knowing. Serena's regulars were always
friends.

"I got some cookies in," Serena said.
"Chocolate and mint wafers. I know you got a taste for them."

"You know me well."

"I haven't even broke the original seal."

"Scavenged?" Liz said.

"What else being so good. Gov don't authorize
such extravagance."

Serena pulled out a rectangular metal box. It
was nearly a foot long, three inches tall and wide. Clear plastic
wrapped it tightly. A paper label gave a list of ingredients.

"It's only good through February 2025," Liz
said, pointing at the label.

"Yes, very good," Serena said. "Vintage
chocolate."

Shaking her head, Liz gave a laugh.

"And mint," Serena said.

A picture of three cookies, posed, was at the
top of the label.

They looked good.

Somehow it was in her hands. Liz examined it.
She had experience with this type of thing. The plastic was old
shrink wrap. It was perfectly intact, so it hadn't been exposed to
heat. The label looked new.

Liz took a breath and handed it back.

"I don't know," Liz said. "You'll charge an
arm and a leg."

"Only a finger," Serena said, smiling. "For
you."

"When will you break it up?" Liz said.

The old woman shook her head, her dark eyes
gazing at the box of cookies.

"Just got them last night," Serena said.
"Maybe next week if no buyer comes along."

Liz nodded. Serena held the cookies
displayed, tempting.

"I already spent a lot today, Serena," she
said. "Let me pay for this… I'll consider…"

The tin box vanished as though by magic.

"Very good, very good," Serena said. She'd
already tabbed most of what Liz had gathered. She tallied the rest
and turned the pad around.

"Eeew," Liz said. She hesitated, though she
drew her phone out.

Still shaking her head, Liz okayed the
payment and looked at her balance.

She blinked.

Opening her credit statement she checked the
amount of pay she'd received.

She shook her head, frowning.

"Liz?" Serena said. "You okay?"

"I guess I got a little raise," Liz said. "I
wasn't expecting… anything…"

"Good," Serena said. "I said you're a smart
girl."

The cookies reappeared… atop her pile.

Liz shook her head.

"How much?"

"Ten credits," Serena said. "That's a good
deal. I got my payments already made to my supplier."

"Ten? I said I got a little raise. No
guarantee it'll last."

Liz looked at the tin.

"Who's your supplier… scav?"

"You know him… Wiggins," Serena said. "You
know how he is about credits. He brings me his best."

"Wiggy," Liz said. "I didn't know he was
still scavenging. I thought he got busted."

"They let him off with a warning," Serena
said, chuckling. "He's good for commerce. Only the foolish ones
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