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Chapter 1

Want to be a woman in a man’s world? Try filmmaking. That’s what Shiela was thinking as she entered Rip Tide’s lab.

Shiela was 29, ready to give it up, but she thought she’d take one last shot—do one more film.

She was in the Tide’s lab in the Center For SpaceFlight Innovation at the Low University campus in Troy, NY.

Shiela lived vicariously through her scripts, young actresses and actors.

Her new project, “Road Race,” required a lab—and now she was scouting a location—checking one out—at Low U—at the office/headquarters of astrophysicist, Dr. Riparious “Rip” Tide.

She arrived a few minutes late. She kind of dreaded the visit—and on the other hand—was intrigued. All the Tide ever did was come on to her. His third wife, Waylon Jennings, was a pretty good actress. That’s how Shiela met him—and kept meeting him. He seemed to want it that way.

“Shiela! You’re here!” Tide exclaimed, as she came through the door.

“Keen observation, Rip.”

Tide got up from his stool and gave her a tentative hug. She had to push him away a bit. Still, it was flattering. That was his M.O. It was hard to say how sincere he was—since she’d seen him hugging plenty of the young ladies—much younger that she was.

“What do you think? Like it?”

She looked around. “Nice.”

“Catch the view,” he said, pointing to the huge window that displayed a gorgeous sunset over the City of Troy.

“Yeah, we’ll have to do something about the light.”

“Do whatever you like,” he said, sitting back down on his stool. He silently offered her one.

She walked around instead.

“What are you doing here, Rip?”

“Paper People. That’s what I call it.”

“Paper what?”

“People.” He offered no further explanation.

She couldn’t help herself. She sat down on the stool next to him. He’d make a good actor, she thought. Tall, graying, bespectacled—he had the look of an old professor—a lecherous one.

Tide thought Shiela wasn’t that bad looking for an older chick, as he looked her over. Tight ass—tiny waist—kind of flatchested—pretty, in a washed out, sun dried, bleached out sort of way.

That’s all they did for a few seconds. Think to themselves, and look at each other.

“Go ahead,” Shiela said. “Tell me.”

“Tell you what?”

“About the Paper People, or whatever you call them.”

He stood up and started to walk around the lab himself, inspecting this beaker, pouring out that one. There was a quiet whir of an air conditioning system.

“Okay,” he said. “You could be one of my Paper People—one of my Peeps—as the new lingo goes.”

“I knew there was a catch.”

Shiela figured she’d never get the location without having to do something—as opposed to just paying money. Sometimes, that was the most expensive thing in filmmaking.

“No catch. I’d never force anyone. It’s an open question as to whether it’s advisable anyway.”

“What’s advisable?”

“Being a Peep.”

“Ow!” she exclaimed, and drew back her hand—or tried to. He had a hold of it, and it stung. “What are you doing?”

He let go, and turned his hand over to reveal that he’d stuck her with a tiny needle imbedded in a small piece of cloth. He quickly rolled it up, placed it in a test tube, and stoppered it.

Next, he placed it in a small refrigerator.

“I’ve got your blood,” he said.

“What are you doing? Was that needle disinfected?”

“Brand new—totally sterile. We wouldn’t want it any other way.”

She stood up now, a bit angry.

“Listen, this is too much.”

“You asked about my Peeps. Now you are one. Here’s the deal. The Innovation Corporation has a secret science project. They’re sending a probe to Alpha Centauri, and they want my Peeps.”

“Oh, my god.”

The next day, at the Shoestring Coffeehouse on 15th Street and College Avenue, Shiela told Deirdre about it.

“I know,” Deirdre said. “He did that to me too.”

“You’re kidding?”

“No. Johnny found out about it and investigated. It’s top secret, but he got the Tide’s ex-wife drunk and she spilled the beans.” Deirdre stared out the window abstractedly. “And I hope that’s all they did. Anyway—”

“Tell me.”

“Well, it’s supposed to be questionable—very questionable.”

“Great.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Did he make your hand bleed?”

“Yeah, the back of my hand—just a little—like if a cat scratched it.”

“I hope I don’t get cat scratch fever.”

“Me too.”

Gonzo questioned Tide in his jail cell.

“It’s done,” Tide said.

“What’s done?”

“I had to do it. Who knows when we’d get another chance?”

“But what’s the problem?”

“They leak.”

“What leaks?”

“The consciousness—just a little—just a little so far. I mean, we did nursing home patients first—folks headed for hospice and the great beyond. I mean, why not? They were dying anyway. Now they’re launched.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s been launched already. And you know something? No one’s bringing it back. Because my Peeps are in control.”

“Can’t be. What are you talking about?”

“Problem’s always been water. We needed people without water—tiny payloads. Couldn’t be done with normal people. But my Peeps can bring it home.”

“They’re in control?”

“Yeah, but there’s a fail safe device. If they don’t get there before it turns around, it self-destructs. So they have to go.”

“Where?”

“Alpha Centauri. I just told you.”

The prosecutor, Cohen Coen, stood angrily before Judge Bankdown, and pointed to Tide. “He’s sent people up in space! We can’t get them down.”

Tide sat behind the defense counsel desk and smiled. Gonzo stood up. “There’s no evidence—none whatsoever.”

“We’ve got witnesses,” Coen said. “Plenty.”

“To say what?” Bankdown said.

Coen exhaled, as if exasperated by the need to explain things. “He turned people into paper—or, like, into ink that’s put on paper—with, like, electrodes—kind of like circuitry—and it, like—runs the ship—and they can think—and, like, communicate—and we’ve heard from them—they want to come back.”

“Well, bring them back,” Bankdown said.

“They can’t!” Coen exclaimed, again angrily pointing his finger at Tide. “He won’t let them.”

“I don’t have anything to do with it,” Tide said.

“Quiet,” Gonzo said, holding his hand over Tide’s chest, and pushing him back in his chair. “No evidence, Judge. Like I said.”

She had really good legs. That’s the first thing Coen noticed when Special Agent Frisco entered his office on the third floor of the Rensselaer County Courthouse. When she sat down and crossed her legs, Coen knew. He’d do anything she said.

“You can’t hold him here. He’s got to be released.”

“Why?”

“Because he’s one of them.”

“One of who?”

“The Peeps—the Paper People. He’s on board too.”

“But I just saw him.”

“I know. There’s two of him now.”

“That bastard,” Coen said, staring out the window at Congress Street Park, between First and Second Street. “He’s thought of everything.”
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Rip was in the coffee shop at the corner of College Avenue and Fifteenth Street.

Shiela walked in.

“Hi,” he said. “Sit down—please.”

She had the same bent out of shape look on her face that he thought he had.

“What’s going on?” she said.

“I know. Have you had the same problems?”

“Yeah,” she said. “It’s like I’m out there. Up there.”

“I know.” He stood up. “Come on. Let’s get some coffee. Really strong coffee.”

It didn’t help. They were both still wrecked. Their brains were torn in half. Half up there—half down here.

“What should we do? You should be arrested for what you did.”

“I know,” he said. “I have been.”

Wordlessly, they sipped their coffees and stared out at the street while sitting at a long counter that ran along the windows.

“This is wrong,” she said.

“Maybe we should get a hotel room.”

“Aren’t you married?”

“What does that matter?”

“I know.”

Chapter 3
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“I forgot to tell you,” he said. “Your funds are here. Now, take off your clothes.”

“My what?”

“Hurry up. You’re just wasting time. Lift off—the countdown begins.”

He snapped open a briefcase. There were dozens of stacks of twenties, fifties and hundred dollar bills.

He put a pot on to boil. Soon, there was an oily, metallic smell.

He removed his shirt and pants.

He tore open a wad of currency and dipped a few hundreds in the boiling metal mixture with a tong, and applied them one by one to his body. Underneath each bill he inserted a wire with a flat clip on the end attached to a low silver console that ran along the wall. The panel’s blue, red and yellow lights blinked on and off.

She took off her shirt—then her slacks.

“You may need to do better than that,” he said.

He poured a bottle full of the mixture and screwed in a spray attachment.

He tried it on his skin.

“A bit warm—not too bad. It has to be warm.”

He sprayed some on her thighs—her hips, and applied the doctored up one hundred dollar bills.

She sure was a trooper. Better than he could have imagined.

Digital screens on all four walls mirrored their movements, and the cameras focused and unfocused automatically, as the lenses followed them.

“The spray will be needed for the last application. It’s totally harmless, and washes off in seconds. A greasy substance will be needed to hold it in place for just a few moments, while the magnetic imaging goes forward.”

“Exactly what is the last application?” she said.

“It’s all for science. No one would pay attention otherwise. You’ll see—you’ll see the wasted time—the boredom otherwise. There has to be a payoff. It’s totally safe. A nice covering will be there—no danger. A hooded Merchant of Venice.”

“I thought you said it was virtual.”

“It is, but that has to be created. We are the creators.”

“Why the money?”

“You can keep it. Low interface—works just as well as anything else. It washes off, good as new. Just don’t use warm water.”

“Oh, sure. I wouldn’t want it to shrink.”

“Right.”

Shiela had pale white skin and freckles. She was very blond. He’d known her for years, always liked her.

They’d be up in space—as far as he knew—forever—longer than he had any right to ask anyone about—no, he had no right—if anything—they should have more company.

Chapter 4
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Soft, but bright fluorescent light allowed no shadows to be shown on the mirrored walls. The low humming cameras were the only sound.

Rip sprayed the warm solution on Shiela’s back, and applied two more bills near her shoulders, two in the small of her back, and lightly fastened the thin plastic covered copper wires.

She giggled as he put a greenback on her right ribs.

“Ticklish?” he said.

She didn’t reply.

Now he pulled out just the top of the front of the left side of her bra and sprayed a light coating there, on her pale white breast, then on the other, and covered the top half with fifty dollar bills, while staring straight into her eyes.

She didn’t blink.

He gently pulled the front of her waistband and slid a warm hundred-dollar bill against her right hipbone, and another on her left hipbone.

Two twenties were placed on the inside of her thighs, and a one hundred dollar bill on her ass on the back of each cheek.

She was a fantastic actress, as he well knew.

Nothing disturbed her.

After all, it was on camera, but was it for all to see? It was at this point she decided to ask that question.

“Who gets to see the film? What is the distribution?” she said.

“Your call, Shiela.”

He was like that, she knew.

“The editing?”

“Air brush, if you want—colorize—I don’t care. We could be covered in aluminum. It’s the mechanics that I care about.”

“Just like a man.”

“As you wish.”

“When do I get to do you?”

“As soon as you want.”

A buzzing sound was heard.

Both of their heads turned to the door.

There was another buzz.

“Damn it,” Rip said.

He went to the door and pressed a button on an intercom.

“Who is it?”

“Rachmaninoff.”

His finger drew away from the button.

“Damn it. It’s that bastard, Rachmaninoff.”

They could hear banging from two flights down, as if they were crashing through the doors.

“No time to waste,” Rip said.

He grabbed her in his arms and pressed her lips to his.

She pulled away and ran for her clothes.

Rip went back to the door and pressed the button.

“Damn it, Rock—you bastard. I’ll be right down.”

“We’ve got a warrant.”

Rip ran to the console and quickly forwarded the memory.

A minute and a half later, Rip and Shiela sat calmly on two stools near the window and watched Rachmaninoff and his uniformed logistical police force break down the door.

Rachmaninoff raced up to Rip and slapped him across the face.

“Where is it?” he demanded.

“Too late,” Rip said. “You’re too late.”
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“It’s 3-D—no, maybe 4-D—yes, that’s pretty much how he explained it,” Frisco said, as she and Coen waited at the front desk of the Rensselaer County Jail.

“I don’t get it,” Coen said. “It’s all crap to me. Why would anyone be interested?”

“He sold it to Thailand.”

“For what? Why would he do that?”

“For the money.”

“Oh, naturally.”

“Right. And they sold it to the Chinese. We just found out. That’s why we’re here. We thought it was the porn—the soft core porn.”

“Porn? He’s doing porn?”

A few heads turned among the fidgety people waiting there for visiting hours, sitting on the plastic chairs, putting items in lockers.

“Not porn. It’s sexy though.”

Coen looked Frisco over as she said the x word. She was staring out the front doors. She had a purple dress on that looked too tight, as if she’d gained a few pounds.

She had a fantastic body though—bright red lipstick, dark, dark hair and eyes—kind of Latin looking—nice. Yes, he liked her.

“I suppose that’s what Thailand wanted,” Coen said.

“That’s what we thought, too, at first, but no. The Chinese bought it. Now, they’re using it.”

“Using what?”

“The Peeps—the Paper People. He’s encoded the paper with blood, DNA and ink. It’s read into the computers and projected—3-D, or, like he says, 4-D. Plus, it picks up everything the cameras do, back and forth—the skyline.”

“What skyline?”

“Alpha Centauri—its planets. It’s also a guidance system. You’ll need to understand this stuff.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s his defense—that this is all for science.”

Doors started slamming—a crashing sound was heard, and Tide sauntered out of the lockup.

“Hey, Frisco,” he said. “How’s it going?”

“Just shut up, Tide,” Coen said. “You’ve wasted enough of our time.”

“Come on,” Frisco said. “Your buddy is waiting for you.”

Frisco handed Tide a two-page document in a blue backer.

Coen took his arm.

“What, you’re arresting me again?”

“You guessed it, Einstein,” Coen said. “Let’s go.”

“You might say, we just need to keep an eye on you,” Frisco said. “You’d say that—not us.”

Tide was escorted out the front door to a waiting black Ford Excursion, a gigantic four by four station wagon. It looked slightly dented—not in good shape.

The back door was opened and Coen pushed Tide inside.

Tide saw Shiela in the back seat.

“Hi,” he said.

“Yeah, hi,” she replied.

Coen roughly pushed past them into the third row seat.

Frisco got behind the wheel and clicked the door locks down.

“Don’t try the doors,” she said. “I’ve got the safety locks on.”

“Whatever,” Tide said. “I’m just glad to get out of there. I mean, how much Oprah and Dancing With The Stars can you watch? It’s freaky in there.”

“Listen,” Shiela said, as they started to roll out onto Fourth Street. “I want out. This is too much.”

Tide looked at her as they bounced along the bumpy, potholed street. “Okay. No problem. We can get a body double.” He paused for a few seconds. “Hey, Frisco. You ever do any acting?”

She smiled in the rear view mirror.

“A little.”

“Excellent. That’s all we need. Just act natural.”

“Shut up, Tide, you maniac.” Coen slapped him in the back of the head. “One more word and I’ll try this night stick.”

He brandished a shiny brown wooden piece of patrolman’s equipment, rubbing it on Tide’s nose.
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Rip was shaving. As was not unusual, staring into the mirror, he talked to himself.

“Tide, you bastard—you lowlife. You gross—no, grotesque—yes, grotesque—no, horrific grotesque person. Repent. Kindness, Tide. Be good—honest.”

He prayed. The glory be.

There was a knock on the door.

Oh, no. Crap. What’s this?

He went to the door, but didn’t open it.

“Yes, what is it?”

“Someone is here to see you.”

“Who are you?”

“The front desk—from the front desk.”

“Oh. Who is it?”

Electric shaver in hand—clad only in boxers—he didn’t feel like opening the door.

“Your ex-wife. She says she’s your ex-wife.”

Tide thought for a second.

“Okay. What did she say her name was?”

“She didn’t say.”

“Okay. What does she look like?”

“Blond.”

Damn it. He had two blond ex-wives. He actually insisted that they die their hair.

“More specific.”

“Would you mind coming downstairs, Mr. Tide? Do you want me to tell her you’ll come down?”

“Tell her to come up.”

“She said she—well, she said she’d prefer not to.”

Tide thought for a second. Hadn’t he been praying just a few minutes before? Shouldn’t he follow up on his supposed new super improved personality? Yes. Yes he would.

“Okay. Tell her I’ll be right there.”

When Tide got downstairs, followed by a thin, young guy in a dark suit, he saw that it was his second wife, Mari, waiting there in the lobby of the Hoosick Street Hilton.

He kissed her on the lips.

“Hi, Mari. How’s it going?”

“Good,” she said. “Your dad’s hurt. He fell.”

“Where? What happened?”

“At church.”

“I told him to use the rear entrance.”

“He did, but he tripped on the curb and smashed his face on the side walk. Somebody else coming in that way found him—brought him to the hospital. We’ve been trying to contact you.”

“Oh, man. Sorry, Mari. I’m so sorry. Okay, where is he?”

It was like having two broken hearts at once, seeing Mari, whom he still loved, and hearing about his father, with whom he had always had a tempest-like relationship.
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When Tide got to the hospital, closely followed by the guy in the dark suit, he learned that his father had already been discharged to a nursing home.

“Clarissa was there,” his father said, when he tracked him down at the Niverville Health Care Facility. “She signed me out. Where were you? We shouldn’t have had to bother her—with those kids.”

“I know, dad. Sorry. I—I—I had some government things I’ve been working on—and—”

Tide looked out in the hall, and saw the guy in the dark suit.

“What? What the hell have you been working on?”

Tide just couldn’t bring himself to talk about how he’d just been in jail, or why.

“Don’t worry about it, dad. The important thing is—you’re safe—and okay.”

“Well, the hell with that. I want to go home.”

Tide looked around. There was a guy in the other bed, snoring.

“Let’s take a walk, dad.”

After he’d rounded up a wheelchair, Tide and his father set out on a brief tour of the facility.

Turned out, his father had been there three days already, and knew some of the territory.

As they passed one big room and Tide looked in, he noticed it had many chairs, tables and transfusion bottles and tubes set up.

“What’s this place?” Tide said.

“Oh, yeah. This is where the guys get their Viagra—intravenously—huge amounts.”

“You’re kidding me? Viagra? Intravenously?”

“Have you seen the women around here?”
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Shiela’s husband, Ronald, was a skilled outdoorsman, refused to use sufficient deodorant, and was completely repellent, as far as Shiela was concerned, during his lifetime, but once he was killed by a bear and chewed on by wolves, well, of course, he acquired that aura that most deceased husbands acquire as far as their widows are concerned, especially after she has seen the retirement benefits, life insurance, and social security payments. Yes, suddenly the guy is like a Mount Rushmore icon, and Shiela was almost able to shed a tear, thinking how she might be able to pay off her credit cards.

So, yes, he was now, a day away from his eternal destination, a wonderful, wonderful man, as she sat in the office of the funeral home, trying to cry, cutting the frills from his arrangements, and wondering about plywood or plastic—kind of like the old days—when they asked you at the check out—paper or plastic?

She stepped out into the hall and the outer door opened, and Rip appeared—the first one there.

“Hi, Shiela,” he said. “I’m so sorry.”

“Yeah, I’ll bet.”

“Right you are, sweetie. Was he good to you?”

He kissed her cheek and was about to go for her well-remembered mouth with a massive French one when he saw the creepy funeral home guy behind her.

He pulled away, but still held her hips in his hands.

“Yeah,” she said. “Especially when he went fishing by himself.”

“I’ve always thought you were awesome, Shiela.”

The back door creaked, and a few old ladies entered. Rip turned and fled.

He was not into death.

Chapter 9

THE INJECTION BOYS

Sure, they looked innocuous—safe—harmless—but not to the unsuspecting reptiles of Zendar 2000.

Now, there was Zendar 1000, Zendar 345, Zendar 888—but it was Zendar 2000 that had the biggest reptiles—so that’s why they were targeted.

Why inject a mold—a spore—or something just a bit bigger—like a mouse or a chicken? No, they wanted something big—something with a large brain—something that could handle the DNA—the mitosis—the mitochondria.

Who would want to be trapped in the body of a snail, or a clam? Yes, a nice big leathery skinned reptile—mmm—nice.

Yeah, the Injection Boys weren’t big—just a few inches tall—glass, mirrors and antennas on top, wheels and feet and legs below, all metallic and shiny, with a liquid crystal display vibe—but they were extremely numerous—as it was figured their survival rate would be scant.

Plus, finding and injecting a few reptiles—especially the Ratatatoos—that was expected to be rough.

It was decided to try to
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