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Sunday, 30 June 2052, 7:05 am

Snohomish, Washington

Jones and Darcy
materialized in absolute darkness—absolute silence.

Darcy whispered anxiously, muffled by his
embrace. “What’s happening?” She clung tightly to his waist feeling
her body start to shake while tears began to well up in her eyes.
“Are we… stuck in the middle? Oh my god, did something go wrong?
What’s going on?”

Jones held her tightly and honed his chi.
“It would seem that I have inadvertently placed us in a very
awkward circumstance.” He leaned close to her ear as he felt his
personal power surge. “Focus your chi as best you can. I am unable
to discern exactly where we are; however, I do detect there are
objects all around us. Are you able to ascertain anything using
your attribute?”

“I got nothing. Probably ‘cause I’m so damn
scared right now I can’t focus.” She tried to blink her eyes,
looking for light of any sort. “Where’s the
house? Why is it all black?” she asked, her face buried against his
chest.

Through the darkness, the sound of roiling
rushing liquid cannonballed past them, causing them to grasp each
other even tighter.

She clung to him, her face pushed harder
into his chest. “What was that?”

“I do not mean to be crass, but I do believe
that was the flushing of a toilet,” he said with a new sense of
confidence. He closed his eyes and sharpened his senses in an
attempt to assess the area by mentally scanning it. “I am getting
the impression that we may have landed in a crawlspace.”

“Did we put in the wrong coordinates or…”
Darcy said slowly.

“The house no longer exists, as it
were.”

“Our house, our house no longer exists? Wait
a second! Oh man… I didn’t even think about that possibility. Do
you think we’re in a building built where our house used to
be?”

“I assume that to be reasonably accurate
given we did not change location but only the destination time.” He
took her hand and placed it at his elbow. “Grip my arm and I will
locate the side and follow the pipes. The walls will be easy to
sense once we near them. Then, we should be able to discover some
type of exit.”

Darcy swallowed hard, breathing heavily, her
angst ramping up. “That would be helpful ‘cause I’m feelin’ a bit
claustrophobic right now. I really need to get outta here. Is there
any way you could toggle in 2012 on the time machine? You’d really
only have to change the five to one.”

“That is a brilliant idea, but I fear should
I make a mistake, we could do ourselves irreparable harm. What
happens should we end up accidently landing in the middle of a
demolition of the houses?” Jones took a deep breath and let it out
slowly. “Not to worry, we will find a way out of this predicament,
I assure you. If I must, I will travel and return to escort you
home again.”

“Oh no, you’re not leaving me here, even if
you come back at exactly the same time. Dude that seriously scares
the hell out of me. What if something happens to you and I get
stuck here?” She stumbled and squeaked, righting her body by
hanging on to Jones.

He moved slowly, his fingers crawling
spider-like along a pipe while Darcy clung to his arm. “We will
have a good laugh once we are in the light again. Everything seems
ominous at the moment because of the blindness.” Jones reached the
wall. “This must be the perimeter,” he said and began to slide his
hand over the surface, moving forward slowly, cautiously, and one
step forward at a time.

They made their way to the edge, coming to a
corner and sidling along the adjacent wall.

“What was that?” she muttered. Darcy tugged
on his arm. “Hang on a sec and let me listen.” She stood straight,
closed her eyes and focused her chi. “There are people talking on
the other side of the wall, but I can’t make out what they’re
saying. At least we know there’s some type of world out there.”

“I should think it would be much the same as
when we left.” He turned his head in her direction. “On second
thought, I did experience a remarkable progression in technology
and culture from eighteen ninety-one to twenty-twelve. This would
be about half as much time?”

“Yeah, but life was moving twice as fast in
2012. Maybe twice as many changes in half the amount of time?”

“I will be delighted to observe this newest
of ages, at least for us it is new.” Jones stopped. “I see a shiny
sliver of what appears to be light.” Using his finger, he began to
rake the rim of a metal plate. He dug small amounts of compacted
soil away from the bottom until it illuminated a concrete ledge. He
worked his fingers to the lip and tugged, causing more light to
spill in.

“Hang on.” She placed her hand on his
shoulder. “Don’t pull it open just yet. There are a couple of
people walking past. They must be headed down to the river’s
edge.”

“I will free one end and allow you to
observe the immediate area.” He then tugged gently, holding the
entrance slightly open.

“OMG.”

“What? Pray tell.”

“Sort of looks like a regular day in the
cloudy northwest, but man, the streets are definitely not the
same—or the buildings.”

“Shall we make our escape?” Jones asked as
he again started to pull the metal plate door toward the two of
them.

“Sorry but hang on again,” she said in a low
voice. “I gotta tell you, they’re wearing some funky looking
clothes and it ain’t T-shirts and jeans.”

Jones peered around her shoulder. “That has
me excited about the possibilities.”

She looked back at his dimly lit face. “You
amaze me. Is there any adventure that doesn’t turn you into a boy
with a frog in his pocket?”

“I think not. At least, not as yet.” Jones
sat back on his rear end. “Tell me when the time is right for us to
make a quick escape. Once we are in the light of day, I can toggle
in the date and immediately teleport us back to 2012.”

“Okay, it’s looking pretty good— no, not
just yet. Dang it.” She looked back at him. “By the way, we’re
packing a flashlight from now on.”

Jones chuckled.

She looked back and forth through the
slightly opened metal plate. “Alrighty then. Let’s do this
thing.”

“You may want to remove the backpack. By my
estimation, the opening may be too small for you and me to move
through with these on our backs unless we carry them in our
hands.”

Darcy slipped out of the backpack followed
by Jones stripping off the Atomotron.

“Okay, we ready?”

Jones pulled the plate open on squeaky
hinges and they hurriedly climbed out into the warm, moist, choking
air.

Darcy stood and looked up. “Those are some
scary clouds. And what is that funky odor? Smells like... I don’t
know what.”

“Rather sulfurous, I submit.”

“Rather stinky, I submit and it leaves a bad
taste in my mouth.”

Jones turned and scanned the shiny glass
building in front of him. “So this is the structure that replaced
the houses.”

Darcy laced her fingers behind her head.
“What the heck happened here?” She pointed. “Look at all those
houses where the farm fields used to be. The highway looks huge
now.”

Jones turned to stand next to her as he
peered out toward Highway 9. “I see the love affair with the
automobile has not changed in the last forty years. However, the
style is remarkably different, oddly shaped I must say, tantamount
to driving a hen’s egg with wheels. ”

“We’re still in the historic district I’m
sure, but it kinda looks a little like a theme park.”

Jones turned to her. “You must take
me to a theme park at some juncture. They seem to have made quite
the impression on you.” He smiled and lifted the Atomotron and held
it in front of him. “The coordinates are correct,” he said as he
looked from one location to the next. “However, I must say this is
not what I expected. Could that possibly mean we sold the house and
we are actually living here somewhere?”

“Oh man, you don’t think we could run into
ourselves, do you?” she asked.

“That, I would think, could be entirely
within the possibilities.”

“Okay so change the date quickly. And let’s
get out of here then.” Darcy glanced around as she began to
shuffle. “We can come back at an earlier time.”

He smiled, his eyes darting to and fro. “I
cannot imagine leaving without at least taking a peek at the
changes that have come about. I am inclined to stash the Atomotron
in the crawlspace and retrieve it later.”

She placed her hands on his chest. “No.
Let’s just go home.”

“We are time travelers. This is what we do…
and will be doing… perhaps for the rest of our lives. I am pleading
with you… just a quick peek.”

Darcy took a deep breath, hesitated and
summoned her chi. After a moment of thought, she said, “Alright
then… let’s go see what’s goin’ on. A quick look.” She pointed her
finger at him. “Can you agree to that? No walking all over town or
stuff like that.” She pulled the backpack onto her shoulders.

He smiled broadly. “I promise.” Then he
quickly stashed the Atomotron just inside the crawlspace and pulled
the entrance cover shut.

“If I may,” he said as he reached for the
backpack. “I would be remiss if I did not at least offer to carry
this in your stead.”

She slid the straps off her shoulders and
allowed Jones to swing it onto his. “Ahhh. Thank you. You’re such a
gentleman. I love that about you.”

“You did not always appreciate my customs,”
he said and chuckled.

“Yeah, well, I’m having a change of heart
about some of the things you do… and the way you do them, I might
add.” She smiled and placed her finger to his lips. “Let’s get
outta here.”

They walked around the side of the building
to Cedar Avenue and First Street and came across a very different
Snohomish than they had left behind only minutes ago. A plaza had
replaced First Street from Cedar to Avenue D. Remodeled housing
above boutiques and restaurants replaced many of the previous
antique shops.

“Oh man, seriously, I don’t really recognize
much of anything. Where’s the Oxford? And the Snoho bakery?”

Jones gazed through a window. “I remember
this structure, but I am thinking it was called by a different
name.”

She stopped, yanking Jones to a halt.
“Right. This was new. It was the Feather Ballroom, remember? I
don’t think it was even open yet. Wow, everything looks… weird. The
Crepe Escape is gone… and Legends, too? Hey, I just thought about
something. What if we bump into someone who knew us in 2012? I’m
beginning to think we jumped the gun on this trip.”

“The population has obviously continued to
increase. Either that or there is some type of
celebration. I think we can blend into a safe
degree. People seem generally fitter, do you not think? Perhaps we
could simply purchase clothing.”

“Not a bad idea at all.” Darcy put her hand
to her mouth. “Did you bring cash?” She stopped and turned to
Jones. “Do they still use cash?” she said in a low voice.

“That is a really excellent question.” Jones
stroked his chin.

“Excuse us.” Both Jones and Darcy startled,
and then Jones immediately wrapped his arm around Darcy’s
shoulder.

“… but we couldn’t help notice what you’re
wearing. Where did you get these? Is this cotton?” the man asked as
the couple approached. He began to thumb the sleeve of Jones’s
T-shirt. “This is so retro. It’s very in right now in some places.
Where did you get these?”

“Forgive him. He doesn’t maintain many
social mores. My name is Celeste and this is Chai.” She offered her
hand.

Jones gently clasped her hand. “This is
Darcy and I am Jones, Jones Whitman.”

“It’s a pleasure I’m sure,” Celeste
said.

Jones released Darcy and scanned the scene.
“Everything is remarkable.” He knelt on one knee and with his hand,
stroked the surface of the plaza. “What is this?” He looked up at
Chai.

Celeste squatted next to Jones, looking him
in the eye. “Those squares are joined together to produce
electricity from the sun.” She looked toward Avenue D as she stood.
“This is one giant generator. The plaza provides electricity
for energizing the shops and lights in their
housing.”

“Wow, you guys are off the grid?” Darcy
glanced around the area searching for something familiar. “I don’t
see any electrical wires.”

Celeste stood. “All underground. And we’re
still on the grid, but nuclear fusion supplements our photovoltaic
units. This has been a technology for some time now. How long have
you been in the forest?”

“Eh, forest?” Darcy asked, drawing back her
chin.

“You’re survivalists correct? Don’t worry,
our politics lend to helping you guys when you
come to the sector. We would never turn you in, but if you hear or
see a drone around, stay calm.”

“That’s good to know.” Darcy laughed
nervously. “Why are we hiding again?”

“Fascinating,” Jones interrupted. “I cannot
wait to hear more about this technology. My education is in
engineering so I am prone to excitement when learning of new
disciplines.”

“Oh and don’t make any sudden movements,”
Chai said. “The cams are programmed with years of algorithms that
can detect adverse behavior and trust me when I say that unleashes
all kinds of commotion.”

Chai walked around Darcy and Jones. “And how
did you come by this material? Cotton hasn’t been around for a
while now, mostly hemp and bamboo since they’re excellent renewable
resources.”

“I know,” said Darcy. “It’s like we came
from another time, isn’t it? We got these at a thrift store, a long
time ago.”

A shaving of sunshine peeked through the
overcast clouds, lighting up one side of the outdoor mall. Tables
were set for public seating and large clear umbrellas gave a
festive appearance to each table. Most of the patrons sat in
silence as their thumbs danced over keypads.

“It’s weird that everything looks so
different from the last time we were here,” Darcy whispered to
Jones. “Wow, look at this place. What’s the name?”

Chai glanced up and waved his hand toward
the building. “That is The Farmer’s Organic Market and Eatery.”

“Wow, the market is so
incredible. It’s like everything is picture perfect.” Darcy began
to examine the fruit more closely.

Chai moved closer to Darcy. “GMO fruits and
vegetables,” he said and picked up a perfectly
round unblemished apple. “It seems the public has an appetite for
perfection. And with the dwindling population of Bees, micro-drones
took their place to pollinate the flowers of many crops. So it’s
sorta become a closed system run by giant corporations.”

“No way, dude. So little drones visit the
flowers? Who came up with that idea?”

“A now very wealthy fourteen-year-old India kid. Mind you he wasn’t wealthy
prior to his innovation, but he definitely is now.”

“I gotta tell ya, that blows me away. Little
Bee drones! That is un-bee-livable.” Darcy chuckled. “Did you see
what I did there?”

“Yeah,” Chai said. “You’re, well, fun and
strange.”

Celeste and Jones joined them.

“Depending on what you like, this could be a
good place to have our siesta lunch.” Celeste sauntered over to the
menu with Darcy in tow. “I’m told the food here is delicious,” she
said as she ran her finger down the menu. “I’m really enjoying this
time with you two.” She smiled. “I have a good impression of you
both.”

“That’s nice to hear. And you said siesta
lunch?”

“People take an afternoon break in business
from 12 to two if they want. That is a custom
adopted not too long ago.”

“Cool. European influence? Can I ask you a
question? Do you know anything about the three houses that used to
be on Cedar by the riverside? You know where the shiny three-story building is now.”

“I really have no idea. I can search the web
and get an answer.” Celeste then closed her eyes. “What year and
the address?”

Darcy scrunched her face. “Oh, eh, 809
Cedar, Snohomish and 2012.” She moved in close to Celeste’s face,
scrutinizing up and down.

“As of 2012, the house
was owned by Darcy Champagne. It was sold three years later after a
lengthy zoning battle. The Moro building was completed in 2020.
Shall I go on? It’s rather remarkable, statistically speaking, that
you share the first name of the owner in 2012.”

“Wait a sec, how did you do that?” Darcy
reached out, touching Celeste’s shoulder and turning her so they
were face to face.

“It is one of my many functions. Are you
satisfied with the information?” Celeste asked.

“Functions? Does this have something to do
with the cloud?”

“Perhaps, but I can’t be sure.”

“Like there’s no need for computers because
everyone is hardwired to the cloud?”

“I am unfamiliar with your assertion, but I
can ask Chai.”

“Cool. Eh, you do know what I mean by that,
right?”

“I have inferred that you approve of the
information you have received.”

“You almost sounded like Jones,” Darcy said
shaking her head while staring at Celeste’s eyes.

“Darcy, did you find
anything you’d like on the menu?” Chai asked as he joined them at
the restaurant window. “Celeste, keep a listen for any alerts,” he
whispered.

Jones held his arms out to the side in
question. “It would seem to me we should perhaps walk the full
circuit, and maybe decide at the end of the tour?”

“Whatever you’d prefer.” Celeste smiled at
Jones. “I believe that by the end of our walk your stomach will
have reached a decision.”

Jones grinned. “That is brilliant. Let us
take our leave and wander. We shall follow our olfactory instincts
to the coup de théâtre.”

Darcy chuckled. “And I remember clearly when
you said that in Seattle.” She turned to Celeste. “It means ‘a
dramatic surprise.’ And it was.”

“Yes, I’m familiar.” Celeste turned to Jones
and asked, “You speak French?”

“No. Not really. I speak a few words,” Jones
said. “Darcy commands an understanding of language, though. I actually speak more Chinese than
French. ”

“Yeah well, don’t we all, now that China
dominates,” Chai piped in. “Between their advances in technology
and their use of green energy efficiency, they practically own this
little round piece of real estate.” Chai took Jones by the arm. “I
see you have Kanji characters on your arms. That might present a
problem in some circles. May I suggest long sleeves.”

Darcy wheeled around. “Seriously? I didn’t
see that coming.”

“You didn’t see what coming?” Chai
asked.

“I guess it makes sense that China would
eventually dominate the world with their population and stuff.”

“That’s part of it, I guess. They’ve built a
huge middle class that buys their own products and even though they
are resource poor, they keep some secondary countries booming from
buying their resources.”

“They must be running out of room with the
population boom.” Darcy stopped to look into a shop.

“Actually they voluntarily reduced the
population for that very reason. When the seas rose, they had to
move entire populations inland; pretty much the same as New York.
The Chinese population is actually less now than in 2015.”

“No way. What’s the deal with New York?”

“New York has lost about one-tenth of its shoreline. Not too different from the
whole east and west coasts, but not as bad for some as for others.
Florida lost a third of their land mass up to where the Everglades
use to be. Were you homeschooled? I’m asking because all of this
info has been around for a while.”

“Well, no, but we… that’s wild,” Darcy said
and nodded. “So a lot of the predictions have come true.”

“Predictions?” Chai asked.

Jones stopped and inspected the area. “It
would seem to me a great deal of thought has gone into the
technologies that surround us at the moment. I am very excited to
know many challenges have been addressed.”

Darcy cupped her hands around her face and
leaned against the window. “What is this place?”

“What do you mean?” Chai laughed. “It’s a
pharmacy.”

“But there’s nothing but clothing,” she said
wide-eyed.

Jones leaned into peer
into the store. “This is awkward,” he whispered. “Would you be so
kind and tell us why a clothing store would be referred to as a
pharmacy?”

Celeste joined the two peering through the
window. “You must have lived in the mountains for a long time.
These clothes are nano-transdermal in nature. Almost all
medications are dispensed from the fabrics through the skin at the
appropriate doses. Nanofibers saturated with
meds dispensed directly to the patients’ torso
and back. ”

“Get outta here.” Darcy smiled. “You’re
jerking me around.”

Celeste stood upright. “I can honestly say
that I’m very confused by what you’ve just said. Where would I go?
And I have not touched you in any way.”

Jones stroked his chin, glanced at Darcy,
and then back to Celeste and Chai. “It is not at all what you might
think. We come from a culture where slang is expressed in the
vernacular to mean many things that are not readily apparent. She
was surprised, thus ‘get out of here,” and ‘you are jerking me
around’ is not meant to be taken literally but rather that you were
jesting. Does that assist you in comprehending her jargon?”

“Most unusual,” Celeste said. She looked at
Darcy. “Will you be using slang a great deal?”

“Most probably,” she answered in her Jones
voice. “Yeah… I’ll try to be better about speaking the regular
English.”

Chai and Celeste gazed at her for a
moment.

Chai spoke up. “The idea of using
transdermal nano-fabrics to dispense medicine is about forty some
odd years old but has really taken off in the
last few years. Lots of companies are developing fabrics for all
kinds of uses. And the clothing is recyclable. After extensive
use, you can simply turn them in and they are
either repurposed or sewn into new transdermal
outfits.”

Jones continued to stare in the window, his
mind racing. “Fascinating. So there are no more oral
medications?”

“Some,” Chai said. “But the Affordable Care
Act of 2015 pays for transdermal clothing.”

“Not exactly hip, at least from where we
come from.” Darcy suddenly felt the heavy stare of the three. “What
I meant to say is that they aren’t exactly cool, eh, attractive.
They look a little plain. Hey, stop lookin’ at me that way.”

“They are purposely cut in a manner so they
are not considered a fashion statement. Otherwise, it would mean that the government would be
buying all of the patient’s outerwear.”

“Okay, cool, that makes sense to me.”

“You are pleased with this information.”
Celeste smiled. “That’s cool.”

Darcy looked up as the sun had disappeared
once again and the evening approached. “What is up with that nasty
smell in the air? Smells like a paper factory.”

“That’s how the air smells sometimes. People
are not supposed to but they still burn fires and there’s no place
for the smoke to go anymore. If caught, they can go to prison.”

“What about exhaust fumes from cars?” Darcy
asked.

Chai turned to Darcy. “I have to admit, you
puzzle me a bit. You seem completely sincere when asking these
crazy questions, but then I don’t know if you’re kidding
around.”

“Okay well, I’m not too terribly bright
about some things, right? So I ask questions to… learn… more about
stuff… things.”

“No carbon exhaust is permitted from any
vehicle. We hear that some tribal survivalists still own old cars
but it’s against the law to run them. And it’s terribly difficult
to get gasoline except on the black market.”

Celeste chimed in. “The electric fuel cell
has been markedly improved over the last three decades and is now
at the forefront of automobile technology. The
other technologies are photovoltaic and carbon fiber bodies making
the car super light and hard as a rock.”

“Yeah, the technocrats have come up with not
only amazing batteries, but have virtually cut out street
accidents, so no need for electrohicular insurance.”

“How is that possible?” Darcy asked.

Chai looked over at Jones. “She is a very
intriguing person. She does that sincere thing really well.” Chai
turned around as he continued to walk. “Since every electrohicular
is equipped with software and hardware… Don't
you understand any of this? This is kids’ stuff. The
electrohiculars drive on their own using GPS commands. It does
require that you plan ahead, like if you want to make multiple
stops.”

“So I just type in where I want to go and
off we go?” Darcy giggled.

“Type in? Huh? No. A voice frequency is
synched to your electrohicular so you can
program, if you will, by speaking. When you are done, the
electrohicular takes over. When it’s time for you to take control
again you receive a signal from the transport console. If you hire
a street car for a short run you can type in the address and off
you go.” Chai stopped suddenly in tracks. “Why are you in the city?
If they catch you, you could be in a lot of trouble.”

“And who would be searching for us?” Jones
asked.

“Federal Security Division, Chai said.

“How long have you been survivalists?”
Celeste glanced around the area. “You should be careful. After all,
we have heard the stories of appallingly violent encounters in the
mountains.”

Jones snapped a look at Darcy. “Perhaps we
should take our leave.” He took Darcy by the hand and started
toward the crawlspace to retrieve the Atomotron.

Celeste stopped and turned her gaze toward
Avenue D. “It may be too late. Walk casually between us around to
the entrance of the Moro building.” Celeste stepped in close to
Jones.

“What’s going on?” Darcy asked, glancing
back and forth through the crowd.

“Please, Darcy, that kind of behavior could
alert the cams. Just relax.” Chai placed his hand on her back.

Celeste turned toward what used to be First
Street and closed her eyes. “I can only assume the system has
picked up the additional bodies. There are FS officers in the plaza
coming this way.”

“How do you know that?” Darcy asked.

“Trust me she knows that and a whole lot
more.” Chai placed a hand on Jones’s back, herding them to the
front entrance of the building near where they had landed in the
crawlspace.

At the main entrance, Chai placed his finger
on a pad, “Pickles and cheese,” he said into a square box mounted
on the door. The glass doors parted. The foursome scurried across
the lobby into an elevator.

Chai stepped back with his hands folded in
front. “Third floor. Number 312.”

The elevator began to move.

“Pickles and cheese? That’s a pretty strange
code, dude. So it’s touch and voice-operated?
”

Celeste placed her finger to her temple.
“They have moved past the front entrance and have gathered at the
opening of the crawlspace.”

Jones’s eyes darted and locked with Darcy’s.
“Am I to assume your reference is to the officers?”

“That’s not cool at all. Damn, how did they
know we were by the crawlspace?”

Celeste opened her eyes. “I don’t think they
know. They are just at the end of their sector. I believe it to be
purely coincidental.”

Chai placed his hand on Darcy’s shoulder.
“It’ll be okay. We do have some privacy left. They need a search
warrant to enter the building.”

“This is so not what I expected.”
Darcy stepped back against the elevator.

Chai leaned against the sidewall. “As a way
of monitoring survivalists, each region is broken into sectors and
drones connected with satellites, which monitor the ebb and flow of
the present population. It’s sort of like watching a petri dish of
bacteria. The computer can count within five seconds the exact
change in population through chips embedded in
the nape of your neck. That’s how they catch you guys. The sensors
transmit a low-frequency signal… it’s
implanted right here in the neck ...” he said, lifting the back of
his hair to show them. “...making everyone with a chip, red, and those without an implant blue.

“Careful,” Chai said. “Both the front and
the back elevator doors open. There are condos on both sides.”

The elevator slowed to a halt but instead of
the doors opening, Darcy felt a gentle movement to her right.
“Okay, that was weird. Are we actually moving sideways?”

Chai nodded. “The doors will open at my
place.” He stood up straight and took Celeste’s hand.

A soft melodic voice announced, Third
floor. Number 3 1 2.

Chai once again placed his finger on a pad
mounted to the sidewall. “Pickles and cheese,” he said, causing the
door to slide to the left.

“I am finding all of this rather exciting
and I have a million questions!” Jones patted Chai on the back.

They stepped off the
elevator into a condominium. “Welcome to my humble abode.”

Darcy walked to the center of the room,
stopped and turned a full three hundred sixty degrees. “There is
nothing humble about this place. Ya gotta show me
everything.”

“Space is an issue in the cities everywhere
on the planet, so there’s a lot of things that double up on use.
One room is the toilet facilities and that’s divided in half. One
side is for liquid disposal and the other solid waste and
do not get it confused.
There is a huge fine for that. The one on the right says
urination and on the left defecation. You can urinate
with defecation but not the other way around.”

“How would they know?” Darcy asked.

“DNA, of course. Everything is on file,”
Chai said, scrunching his eyebrows. “Eight hundred fifty square
feet is plenty for us. A small bathroom and bedroom and we’re good
to go.”

“What about families? What if you have two
or three kids?”

“Then you most likely live in the mountains
because the fees for additional children are very expensive. And
then, of course, you’re taking up more space, so that’ll take an
extraordinary amount of money, not to mention how you’re treated by
your neighbors.”

Jones and Darcy began to inspect the
different digital panels in the kitchen.

“What, pray tell, do you use to make tea or
coffee?” Jones wanted to know.

“In the cabinet above your head is an
attached canister of coffee. I can only imagine what you must use
out there. At least you have access to fairly decent water, I
suppose.”

“How do you heat the water?” Darcy asked as
she leaned back against the opposite counter’s edge joined by
Celeste.

“First you say your name and then you push
the blue button just to left of where you are standing. You can set
the temperature to whatever level you’d like and in a just short bit of time it will blink a green light and
there ya go. Touch ‘dispense’ and it will flow into your cup. If
you like creamer or anything else, you can choose those items from
the pad on the front of the machine. After two or three cups, the
machine will memorize the way you prepare your coffee, so no guess
work.”

“Cool. So what do I say?” Darcy asked.

“Okay, so when you approach you can request
by saying your name or even ‘Good morning java.’ Or ‘Java I need
you.’ Or whatever you like. You can say anything and it will
recognize your voice. It has now a recording of your voice and your
preferences.”

Jones placed his hand gingerly on the
ceramic stovetop. “This is remarkable. And perhaps the computer
cooks for you as well?”

“Sort of,” Chai said. “We can order a meal
cooked or make it ourselves. Celeste is an excellent cook. She has
access to over 3000 recipes from around the world. She tells me
what to do and I perform the task.”

Darcy folded her arms across her chest.
“Where do you keep your cold food? Like half and half? Please tell me half and half is still around.”

“How long have you been in the mountains?”
Celeste asked.

“Feels like around forty years,” Darcy said
and winced.

Jones cleared his throat. “Perhaps, in our
absence, discoveries and advances have increased in their pace,
therefore, we are somewhat deficient in the knowledge of present
day technology.”

“Yeah, understandable. It’s all I can do to
keep up with the software programs that’re
being written by kids and computers,” Chai said. “The little geeks
work in teams on computers that learn from them and each other.
Celeste has to be my highest achievement thus far. She has really
grown on me… and she is very competent at writing
selfie-software.”

“I am sure that I have misunderstood your
meaning. Somehow I interpreted the information you just shared to
mean that Celeste is somehow… programmed?” Jones glanced at Darcy.
“Is that the correct word: programmed?”

“Eh, yeah, how is that any different from
being human?” Chai asked.

“Yeah, that’s the right word but—” Darcy
said. She pushed off from the counter and stared at Celeste.

“Interesting.” Jones rubbed his chin.

“Anyway, you heard me right. I’ll try to
bring you up to speed but let me know if I go too fast.” Chai took
a seat next to Celeste at the table. “Celeste is my companion,
built in Japan three years ago. So I guess you could say she was
born in Tokyo, even though she would seem to be from North Africa.”
Chai put his arm over Celeste’s shoulders. “I’m lucky in that I was
responsible for writing her life software, rather selfishly I might
add.” He took a drink from his cup. “She performs with a very high degree of satisfaction with only one
flaw that neither of us has yet to be able to correct. Sometimes
she’ll say the same word or phrase repeatedly and I have to reboot
her. Jones, would you care for something to drink?”

Silence filled the room over Chai’s
nonchalance. Darcy and Jones stared at Celeste as she stood to
retrieve the finished coffee and returned to the table.

Darcy watched as she took her seat again.
“May I touch your hand?” she asked bashfully.

“But of course you may touch my hand. I
sense no threat from either of you. I do however experience a
certain amount of conflict when assessing you as survivalists. You
seem young and innocent. You don’t behave as other survivalists
have in the past.”

Jones glanced from Celeste to Chai and back.
“I want to assure you that we are but innocent travelers and by no
means intend anything but a friendly visit.”

Chai joined the three at the flip-top table
for two. “We aren’t exactly one hundred percent behind the societal
rules of today. I mean I understand some of the issues that keep
people paranoid, but I also think we could stand loosening up a
bit. Should we take this into the living room area?”

The foursome rose and selected their
chairs.

Chai flopped into in a purple contoured
recliner. “You never have to worry about us turning you in.”

“I believe you,” Darcy said as she sat in a
black cloth-covered chair to his right. She felt a slight vibration
as the chair began to conform to her body. “Whoa, what the heck?”
She flinched when the pillow at the back of her head adapted to the
contours of her neck, bringing a feeling of floating. She sighed.
“Oh man, why would you ever get up from here?”

Jones laughed and hopped into the chair next
to her. The seat rose a couple of inches, leaving his feet flat on
the floor and then began to wrap him in a perfect cocoon of soft
warm material. The armrests lengthened to better fit his arms.

“It takes all the pressure off one’s body,
allowing for complete relaxation.”

Jones laid his head back into the pillow, as
it too conformed to the nape of his neck. “This is a wonderful
experience.”

“Much better than a log, don’t you think?”
Chai said and laughed. He
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