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Foreword
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In today’s society, it seems everything these days is integrated. There are now wireless fridges, stoves, thermostats, even window coverings that you can program through an app or your integrated voice-activated home assistant to open or close while you’re still at the office. You can warm up or cool down your abode a degree or two for a special occasion.

It wasn’t all that long ago that we weren’t communicating with everything. Just how often did someone a friend of yours knows walk up onto your back porch, as you’re idly engaged in a game of solitaire, to state, “I just made this baloney sandwich. See?” and yet, we are expected to comment on it today through social media, and we are shamed if we do not. I see enough posts on irrelevant topics to make me vomit. Maybe I should upload a video of me doing just that.

I remember getting a debit card and thinking, “Wow, no more bank line-ups!” I also fondly remember my brothers attending Carleton University and using the campus computer that took up an entire room. Now, a smart phone is more powerful!

Imagine then this scenario: We’re so wired in that everything starts cutting out in sequence. What would happen? How would we find out that family across the city were affected? How long would it take to restore basic services? Just imagine if EVERYTHING went out!

Just what would be more catastrophic: not having technology; or not being able to post about not having it? Could you even start your car, or open the front door to get to your car?

Severed delves into the New Unknown, just how would we be affected by a complete and permanent shutdown of everything electronic? Would we be discovering that so many things are interdependent that we would not be able to function as a species? It would be as if we had been transplanted 150 years into the past.

As with many science-fiction stories, there is no real science here; it’s all make-believe. So yes, as you’re reading and you encounter a “that’s not possible” moment, remember this paragraph. The story is meant to be entertaining, not scientifically feasible.

That being said, this is an ever-increasingly scary scenario; is it even possible? I think so, with the right mix of ingredients, timing and planning – someone can bring all of us to our knees; I’m just leery that the planning is already underway...
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Prologue
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550 CE

Tetronia, 5th planet from Tetronius-A star; Tetronius triple-star system

“I don’t know what’s happening! C’Castoo’qu, Is it possible for you to confirm it’s still shut down?”

The two scientists were perplexed as to what they were seeing; they had absolutely no control whatsoever, as the massive infra-radiation solar and communications array was now operating independently of the system’s array operations team on the azure planet below. The array had turned yet again and was now pointing away from Tetronia and out towards a star system Tetronia’s scientists had been meticulously studying for several decades, a star of somewhat similar class and sequence as their own star, Tetronius-A, and some 1,470 light years distant – A’Ahanit, in the A’Aklit constellation.

A’Ahanit was the most curious star they had ever observed, with a strange and complex light pattern as well with Tetronian scientists having identifying thousands of tiny moonlets in closer orbit around the second planet of seven. The scientists weren’t 100% certain if there was an eighth planet orbiting closest to A’Abanit, and the prevailing thinking was that there was not, but no one had ruled that out conclusively. The light curve from A’Ahanit showed there to be at least seven planets in orbit; the small, rocky, inner worlds to the gas giants in the outer star system – very similar to the Tetronius system, minus one of the brown dwarfs. As with Tetronius’ two brown dwarfs, A’Ahanit’s brown dwarf was quite small and orbiting outside the faint accretion disk of debris furthest out from the star. Both Tetronius A- star and A’Ahanit were of similar size and luminosity, but of slightly different classes.

The fifth planet out from Tetronius-A Star, Tetronia, was an azure-green water world with several outcrops of dry land, including an equatorial archipelago of islands stretching in a narrow band around the entire equatorial region with each island connected to the next via a narrow causeway. Tetronia had not been in the habitable zone until The Ancients came and built the infra-radiation solar array many millennia before. It had warmed Tetronia sufficiently to turn the once ice-encrusted frozen wasteland into the stunningly beautiful aqua-marine world it had become. The Ancients had seeded their kind before moving onward to the next available binary star system, some 10.3 lightyears distant. Tetronia was the only planet of seven that was now large enough and sufficiently habitable to support hyper-intelligent life.

The four inner worlds were baked, rocky worlds, the inner-most being tidally locked. The two worlds beyond Tetronia were gas giants orbiting far beyond Tetronia. A vast debris field of rocks and planetoids was known as The Great Barrier Region buffered the inner solar system from the outer. Beyond the last gas giant was another debris field of quasi-planetary orbs, all of them smaller than the innermost planet, Tetra.

Over the following millennia, the fledgling population had swelled to its present multi-million citizens with a single, unified government ruling over the entire equatorial region. These were highly skilled, highly motivated beings capable of inter-stellar travel. They had collectively solved the mysteries of the universe through direct observation and mathematical analysis, but mostly through the limited wormholes they had been able to create temporarily, allowing them to travel many light-years distant instantly. Wormhole longevity was still in its infancy, but at least neighbouring alien cultures were aware of their existence, even if the Tetronians had only popped in for a quick introductory visit.

The majestic, slow-rotating globular-shaped array in geosynchronous orbit could be seen at all times from Tetronia, directly overhead of the main island in the archipelago where the main research centre was. Tethered geo-gravity maglev elevators were constantly whizzing to and from the array as scientists and citizens alike were spending quality time conducting research into the visible universe and beyond; the array’s constant stream of infrared radiation kept the planet warm and cozy while also acting as a gargantuan communication relay system to nearby star systems interspersed with smaller relay pods in-between. The array was roughly a third the size of its companion planet, but only a fraction of the mass.

* * * * *
[image: ]


Both C’Castoo’qu and D’Darkk’wa were unaware that the array was powering up one final time, even though all systems had been destroyed when the array had turned onto Tetronia several hours earlier. The array had taken on a mind of its own and delivered a blistering stream of microwave radiation that was cooking the planet to the point where the great ocean was beginning to boil away with radiation destroying everyone and everything biological.  The planet had plunged into perpetual artificial darkness, except for the research centre on the main island. Citizens were writhing in extreme pain throughout the archipelago with their pale green life mucus oozing out of their orifices and dying in mass groups one on top of one another.

There had been massive riots and mass suicides since the Great Darkness had begun. The signal the array had received from a neighbouring star system had created a series of integrated system failures culminating in the Great Darkness in which they had all found themselves until the great die-off began in earnest. The Ancients had long-ago written of the coming of the Great Dark Age, when the end of civilization was at hand, and the series of cataclysmic events had only solidified fears it was well-underway. Now, all communications had been cut off from the array, the archipelago islands and finally the research centre.

There was a faint glow now visible through the cloud layers, as the array erupted one final time, creating a brilliant flash of particles spewing a complex mix of a binary stream, microwave radiation and gamma rays from the array’s main signalling dish toward their most researched star, the A’Ahanit system some 1,470 light-years distant.

“The array still survives, D’Darkk’wa,” barely able to observe it from the great skylight directly above them.

“At least we –“

The brilliantly eruptive flash of the massively exploding array had begun showered quadrillions of pieces of itself in all directions with the largest pieces hurtling toward Tetronia itself. In just thirty-three hours, Tetronia’s civilization had been completely wiped out and Tetronia itself would return in the coming months to the glistening, white, ice-enveloped orb it had once been.
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Part I

Chapter 1
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Arlington Technologies, Arlington TX

June 1958

“There, that should do it,” he muttered quietly. He exhaled hard with his palms firmly on the edge of the counter upon which lay his creation, one that would revolutionize an industry still in its infancy – a revolution that would last millennia.

Kilby Jackson was 25 years old with a near-bald centre-piece head and a thick ring of black hair running ear to ear. His coke-bottle glasses were needed for the fine detailing the soldering commanded, and he was the butt of many a joke in his academic surroundings, but that didn’t matter.

He had had a fine upbringing in Jefferson City, Missouri’s state capital; “Muh-zoo-rah,” as he had always said of his home state. He was one of twelve, the eldest of seven consecutive boys before Mama St. Jean produced a girl, his only sister, followed with another 4 brothers in the next thirty-eight months. He was an Irish twin, with his next youngest brother, Robert, was born New Years Eve of 1933. Robert and Kilby shared their notoriety as Irish twins until the last two brothers came along in 38/39; Harold James was born at 11:59 on New Years’ Eve and Everett Lloyd came out at 12:01 New Years’ Day. Now the family had a set of Scottish twins to boot.

Kilby was the only one of the twelve to be even remotely interested in science. Inventing would become a passion for Kilby, along with world-wide fame and fortune later on in life. The cover of the October 1958 issue of LifeLong Magazine would carry a stirring photograph of Kilby leaning forward, staring into the camera, and cradling his creation for the entire world to see.

Kilby schooled in Great Bend, Kansas and graduated head of his class as Valedictorian in 1951. He went on with his education to the University of Illinois where he was a beaming proud member of Acacia Fraternity there. He completed his studies in 1957 with a master of science in electrical engineering from the University of Wisconsin and his career was well underway at Milwaukee’s MilieuLab, but only briefly before being snatched. Kilby Jackson had received two competing offers – the other from Arlington Technologies, which he had declined. Arlington mulled things over and had upped the ante to such a degree that Jackson simply walked away from his Milwaukee life and was flown to Texas to begin life anew.

* * * * *
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And with the final soldering done, Kilby Jackson was still marvelling at his masterpiece. He was amazed with the intricacy with which it had been fashioned, but that was his way – always meticulous and an acute sense of finite detailing.

The world’s first-ever integrated circuit truly was a masterpiece in its own right; no one had considered anything like it, at least he didn’t know of anyone who was thinking of something like it; he hadn’t heard. Now, the tyranny of numbers paradox had finally been solved with creating a circuit component that functioned as a component module. The key had been germanium.

The Arlington Technologies laboratory comprised a series of workstations, electrical equipment and a counter full of welding and soldering equipment including helmets, angle grinders, clamps, Bunsen burners, electrode tip cleaners, needle-nose pliers, and screwdrivers of all lengths and sizes.

Arlington Industries was still trying to establish itself as one of the great up-and-coming electronics manufacturers of its time. Established in 1930 as Grumman Geophysical, four engineers bought the company and rebranded it as Texas Technologies, much to the ire of Texas Technology, who sued Texas Technologies for infringement. The foursome quickly settled out-of-court with a further re-branding to the now-popular Arlington Technologies. What had begun as geophysical exploration was now deeply entrenched in the new and rising electronic development and manufacturing field. The Electronics Development Division consisted of green university graduates thirsting for making a lasting name for themselves. Arlington Industries was always on campus during Career Week at Texas A & E University in Collegiate Hills, Texas and several others in various states, including Illinois and Wisconsin.

The sprawling campus in Collegiate Hills had a state-of-the-art sports facility that doubled as a convention hall for Career Week every year. The canvas cover would be erected much like a Ring-A-Ling Brothers circus tent directly over the field area. Here, Texas’ most coveted hiring professionals assembled to choose from the brightest prospects the state had to offer. The same event was held in other states across the country where universities held a hiring convention of sorts, usually in collaboration with other universities in the same discipline.

The Ivy League universities usually invited the top industry professionals in various disciplines, including development and manufacturing and offered free moving costs as an incentive to lure the country’s top prospects. As exams were ending, scores of opportunities availed themselves as thousands descended upon national job fairs for the upper learning echelon.

In September, 1958 Kilby would attend a lecture as guest speaker, in the presence of leading electrical academics and his Arlington Technologies colleagues, giving the keynote address and unveiling his now tested and secure creation, without mentioning that embedded within the creation was a unique thread of ingenuity that would endure for more than sixty years.

* * * * *
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Barion Semiconductor, Des Moines, Iowa

September 1958

“At last, at LAST!”

He was as giddy as a schoolboy, rubbing his hands together and mounting a smile of which Joe E. Brown would be proud. The world’s only integrated circuit on a silicon board was glistening in the sunlight glinting through a slit between the drawn avocado curtains of the lab. He had been researching germanium, but thought the semi-conductor properties silicon offered would far out-weigh any advantages of germanium, and besides, silicon was much more abundant than germanium.

Billy Boyd was an excitable 30-year old who had the world in his hands and a whole lot of bragging to do. Born on the family farm in Iowa, he had graduated with a combined degree in physics and mathematics from Grinnell University in Grinnell, Iowa, just a stone’s throw from the homestead.

Billy was a study hog, but that did not deter him from enjoying his stay at college. He could sing, dance, and play the oboe, and was involved in the college football team; he just couldn’t play, but he could sure coach. He lived and breathed football, but his playing abilities were laughable at best. “Ball Bench” Billy, or just plain, old “Bench” was the wonder kid who helped bring home the pennant in the state championship in his inaugural year at Grinnell High, and was now gunning for the state championship again with Coach Woodroffe Wilson at the helm. The two would not disappoint.

Born and raised in the Iowan wilderness, Bench was a gangly redheaded-freckly-faced genius, constantly teased well inti his teen years. Once university hit, he was no longer the social reject many made him out to be. He excelled greatly in his fields and finish in the top five in both mathematics and physics, and he didn’t have to wait long to be grabbed by the ear and tugged along to a career at Barion Semiconductor.

* * * * *
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“C’mon, Bench, we’ll be late!”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m with ya!”

Huck had now called out twice to Bench to peel him away from the prize on the desk. There was a long, three-day bus ride ahead of them to Texas, but their manager wouldn’t be with them.

Huck Dawson was a huckster, fraudster and general all-around prankster, but Barion Semiconductor saw just as much potential in him as they had in Bench that they hired them both Johnny-on-the-spot. Huck’s boyish charm and strong Aryan features had a hand in his hiring, no doubt, at least according to Huck there was no doubt. It would be several hours until they were at their first hotel along the way.

“You, uh...you like the way I taught Gronkowski a lesson?”

“Yeah, the horn was so loud! How’ja pull that one off?”

Huck opened his jacket to reveal an air horn. He pressed the trigger and the two snickered incessantly.

The driver eyed the mirror and glanced back to the highway.

“Jesus, Huck!”

* * * * *
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Three days later

The symposium was a who’s who in the semiconductor industry. It was rumoured that Arlington was going to announce something revolutionary, but no one dared leak the details. Huck and Bench were smack dab in the middle of the circular school auditorium, as Huck glanced up at the ceiling and around the back to the front. Huck had positioned himself in the epicentre of the auditorium.

“Wow, this’ll be perfect,” Huck announced. “This should be memorable.”

The lights dimmed, the spotlight illuminated the podium, and the assembled horde applauded lightly and politely.

“Thank you, I –”

The microphone squawked and a stagehand suddenly appeared and adjusted the mike.

The guest nodded politely to the stagehand as another round of sedated applause lulled in the background. The stagehand nodded strongly and subsequently tripped, as he tried to access the wing and careened into a ewer of ice water on a portable stand, shattering the ewer and the table simultaneously. The crowd erupted into thunderous applause as an arm with a thumbs-up briefly made a cameo, then disappeared.

“Thank you. I am Kilby Jackson. I’m here today to announce –”

Phwa-a-a-a-a-ah

Huck pressed the air horn trigger severely spooking everyone within earshot.

Huck and Bench roared with laughter and eventually everyone else joined in. The echo resounded throughout the auditorium a lot louder than it should have due to the source’s strategic placement. Kilby Jackson was unfazed.

“Yes, thank you again. Um, I’m here to announce a breakthrough in semiconductor connectivity.”

* * * * *
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“DAMN it, they completed the patent for it!”

Bench’s fist went clear through the door of the cupboard at shoulder level. Huck had to deliver the grim news that nobody wanted to acknowledge: Arlington Technologies had patented their integrated circuit. There was no possibility Barion would be in a position until all testing was complete, and that was just days away on the accelerated rate of testing. Huck and Bench had contacted Barion right after the symposium, and there had been no patent, only patent pending. Everyone knew it would be a long shot to test fully and patent. The patent pending was not good enough, and Arlington had beaten them to it. The publication in Semi-conductor This Month’s March 1959 issue was unequivocal.

* * * * *
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Arlington Technologies, Arlington TX

Late February 1959

The programmable read-only memory (PROM) chip was a stunning revolution that equated to the combustion engine. Now, they were soon to create an erasable programmable version. There had been word received that an emissary was arriving that day to congratulate the team, an entourage from rival Barion Semiconductor.

Billy Boyd strode in with head held high alongside Huck Dawson. They were announced at the security desk and the Arlington entourage met them in due course.

“Congratulations, Kilby, no hard feelings.”

Bench and Huck both reached out to bury the hatchet, and Kilby was all too keen to oblige. It had been a tumultuous period following the announcement, and the rush to patent was overwhelming for both sides.

“Can we at least have a tour? I would think a torturous three-day bus voyage is ample excuse –”

“Say no more,” Kilby announced, holding up his right hand with eyes closed and beaming brightly. “Follow me!”

They took the long route through the sculptured arboretum, the glass-walled commissary and luxurious cherry wood panelling throughout. Arlington was going to milk this for all it was worth, and the local news was going to ensure this was the feature story. Beyond the grand corridor, the cameras broke off and the scientists advanced further. The door to the laboratory was locked with a wall combination to be used by qualified personnel only. Huck nervously eyed Bench as they watched Kilby roll the dial several times from around the alcove. Huck was ready and gave Bench the subtle nod for which he was hoping to see. The desk guard was a woman, just as their plant had foretold, and yes, Huck had lifted the necessary equipment through a sidebar conversation no one else heard.

The lab door was now open for the day and would be sealed at precisely 6:00 PM that evening. Kilby pointed out the usual idiosyncrasies of a high-level fully funded state-of-the-art development lab; Barion could learn a few things.

“And here, HERE is the board.”

Behind bullet-proof glass stood the original PROM board on which all future boards would be based. Barion’s was a prototype only, and they were still months away from production. But at least theirs was silicon, and the thinking was that germanium would not stand up to the scrutiny for long in the semiconductor community.

Bench forced a dry cough.

“You need a swig, buddy? I can go back to the cooler.”

“Thanks, Huck, a-hem, yes that would – cough-”

Huck went back to the commissary and purchased a refreshment for his esteemed colleague. Bench knew to keep Kilby busy until after Huck announced his presence. Bench took a keen interest in all things germanium and otherwise, and Kilby doted on every question.

Huck tiptoed through the door with his left arm trailing for a few seconds. He winced a couple of times, and then he stepped forward and announced, “Here ya go!”

“Aw, thanks, Huck, you’re the best!”

Bench raised the drink and Huck winked thankfully.

* * * * *
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It was two minutes to six, as Kilby flew out and down the hall. He had an important engagement, and he wasn’t going to be delayed. He never heard the silence of the door auto-closing, minus the thud of the locking mechanism.

The bobby pin jammed into the locking mechanism had performed exactly as planned. Kilby’s hot date had also been pre-arranged thanks to Huck’s connections in-town. She would excuse herself from their private table, hop in a cab and stick Kilby Jackson with the hefty bill. That would be the worst day of his life, to date.
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Chapter 2
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Grimm’s Funeral Home

The Hall of Sorrows is exuding a pallor of death like none other; the deep red walls and matching plush carpeting are enough to erupt the most ardent mourner’s aching heart. The high stucco ceiling, with its Italian swirls surrounding crystal chandeliers augment the macabre décor, replete with a myriad of gothic armchairs and settees of black ebony with deep red upholstery. Lord Grimm leaves nothing to the imagination.

The line snakes around Ming Dynasty vases and Templar knights clad in 12th century armour and chain mail over grey tunics emblazoned with fiery red Templar crosses; each knight brandishing a six-foot sword ready to swiftly annihilate those who ventured too close. The one room on the right, a double room, is already overflowing with friends and family of the recently departed – aunts, uncles, neighbours both current and former, childhood playmates and classmates from the old neighbourhood.

I am the lone male, dressed in an awkward Hawai’ian flower shirt, beige khaki shorts, and weathered leather sandals to boot. A large but gentle hand soon graces the shoulder of the bereaved and a thunderous voice quietly exudes confidence that all would be good in the near future. The never-ending pain of the present is only a temporary burden.

Dad stands tall and father-like as I let out a mournful wail. Mom is beside dad comforting me, as is my second eldest brother, Jonathan.

Tori’s casket is a rich mahogany with a rose-red sash diagonally wrapped around several times; the casket is adorned with a single white rose and a folded condolence message stating simply, “My love.”

In front of the casket an erupting wall of flames engulfs the weary mourners, as I stand alone, naked, as the flames voraciously eat away my clothing leaving a pile of ash on the cold cement floor. The walls rising into blackness and a thick leather tome replaces the rose atop the casket. “Victoria Rose Stapleton” reads the carved inscription on the brown leather-bound cover.

Two translucent beings familiar to me in what seems to be a whole other life suddenly appear– Archesus and Tysus. Tysus speaks coldly and forebodingly. He stretches his arms and bony fingers as he begins.

“Seen enough? BACK YOU GO!”

The floor has opened up yet again, as the familiar street scene dissolves beside me. I catch the last, fleeting glimpse of me beyond the plate-glass window determining if U should tie my shoelace or run for the bus. I am falling once again toward the earth from several hundred miles up. I hit the upper atmosphere and I begin to rotate – clockwise this time. I am spinning faster, faster, FASTER. The ground is rapidly approaching, and I am extremely nauseated. No, NO! 

IMPACT!

* * * * *
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Jason Gregg awoke with a start, bolting completely upright in bed. His wife, Tori Gregg, was still fast asleep, as the first rays of daylight caught her long, auburn hair still draped over her soft, tanned shoulder. Jason welled up, as he snuggled in close, placing the palm of his right hand over top Tori’s torso and gently caressing Tori’s newly diseased breast. Tori cooed softly and clasped Jason’s hand, gently kissing it with her full, sensuous lips. Jason was trembling, as she rolled over slowly, trying to figure out what was transpiring.

“It was horrible, Tor, just horrible!”

* * * * *
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Jason and Tori had known each other since they were tots. Tori and her Stapleton family had moved away from their mutual hometown of Chartres, an east-end French suburb smack-dab in the middle of Canada’s bureaucratic heartland of Ottawa, and returned just as they entered their high school years. Tori Stapleton had Jason in her crosshairs, and Jason Gregg, the suave debonair gentleman that he was, played along for the thrill of the chase. As the high school years rolled on, the two became inseparable and were Chartres Collegiate’s most famous couple.

Tori Stapleton had a sister close in age, Cindy, her lifetime confidante, along with a maternal cousin, Mary Chouinard, now Mary Cornell. The three ladies were attached at the hip, so much so that they were all married together. Jason’s brat pack buddy was the zany John Cornell, a pal of his since their mutual playgroup days at the Chartres Mall. The five of them were now in their early forties, all within 321 same-year calendar days of each other.

Jason and Tori had a daughter, Sherry, a flight attendant with Maple Leaf Airlines out of Toronto. Sherry and her partner, Errol Radke, were eking out an existence within close commuting distance via bicycle to Toronto’s Islands Airport. Sherry was the apple of Jason’s eye, and Errol ensured Sherry’s lifestyle was the best it could ever be; he worked every conceivable job in the Greater Toronto-Hamilton Area, from cleaning go-huts at Toronto’s Centennial Exhibition to various start-ups that seem to fold with numbing regularity, but Errol was never unemployed, not for one solitary day.

Jason grew up in Ottawa’s west end, the youngest of five boys. They were all a handful in their own right, but Jason was the most adventurous. He and his buddies cycled all over the place on their respective 10-speeds, zipping in and out of traffic, but that was the way things were in the seventies and early 80’s – the cyclists ruled the streets.

Tori was a transit rider and took the bus everywhere to get around. George and Daphne had instilled and Tori, her sister and her brother, public transit through their own actions. Many a time, George and Daphne set out for groceries on a warm spring day, or a sunny winter day for a quick jaunt to the local supermarket to pick up a few items.

Jason still sported his flowing mane of stylish ash-coloured hair, complete with a mullet that went just past his shoulders. A life-long gym membership he had won in a high school contest was put to good use. Jason’s physique, even at 43, was exemplary, and a set of glistening pearly whites completed the dream-come-true that Jason was to Tori.

Tori’s twin dimples on either side of her mouth gave her smile the added oomph that turned Jason on. The first time he saw her smile, he remarked, “Wow, mini butt cracks. Cool,” which made Tori’s smile even brighter.

The two were married in 1988, alongside tori’s sister and cousin, the first-ever triple marriage the city had witnessed. All were living in Chartres relatively close by with the Greggs central to the others.

The Gregg-Stapleton homestead was, at first, a three-bedroom garden home in Gardenvale Green, a secluded Ottawa suburb just west of Chartres. Tori had grown up there on White Willow Crescent at number 19. They stayed in Gardenvale Green for a year before the purchase a 3-bedroom condo in Chartres on Mary-Ellen Circle. Nine-and-a-half years later, they had their dream home on Bombardier Crescent on a wrap-around corner at the northern end of the crescent.

The original Bombardier property was a simple three-bedroom, two storey wood-frame constructed dwelling that lasted up until the early 2010’s when arson turned the original home house to ashes. The re-construction project was a two-year affair that saw the rise of the current 6,00 square foot, three-storey, 9-bedroom  mansion that now occupied the original spot, plus an additional five properties that were razed shortly after the fire. The Gregg family kicked into high gear and bought the neighbours out and paid for the re-construction, with much thanks from Jason’s closest sibling, Phil. Phil was the strike-it-rich-come-true story every parent wanted for their child. Mattie, the Gregg matriarch, lived long enough to see Phil sell his oil and gas exploration conglomerate in the mid-2000’s and retire at the age of 47.

Now, the current Stapleton-Gregg property was in the middle of a one-and-half-acre lot surrounded on all sides with a twenty-foot hedge that was five feet deep. A double-brass gate with “S G”, for Stapleton-Gregg, announced to those arriving at Stapleton House to stay clear, unless specifically invited. Trespassers would be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law, or so Jason always put it.

The home exuded a warm, welcoming atmosphere with an eclectic mix of old world charm and new age treasures. It was bracket-shaped with the two anchor ends jutting out front. The garage was on the right, and the entertainment room was on the left.

The family room beyond the dining room was the ultra neo-modern collection of high-tech gadgetry, the largest of which was a 96” flat screen on the long wall and a wrap-around sectional recliner sofa. The flat screen was connected to a surround sound system The Greggs had custom-built and was entirely hidden from view.

The spacious kitchen was a stunningly beautiful hand-craft masterpiece of expert cabinetry, granite countertops, and an arcing island formed a gigantic “C” in the middle. French doors in the kitchen, dining room and family room opened up to the back deck. The spacious dining room could easily fit 24 people around the long rectangular table in the centre surrounded with wing chairs at every setting. Each end had four place settings and eight place settings each along the long sides.

The front of the house featured a split staircase in an open air gallery rising up two floors above. From ceiling to floor in the grand gallery there was a lift for those that were too tuckered to climb the expansive stairs. Tori’s mother, Daphne, made excellent use of it whenever she stayed over.

The double-garage was really a quadruple garage with enough floor space to house an extensive workshop with a huge display of power tools, supplies and an assortment of counters, foldaway tables and the like. Jason wasn’t much of a handyman, but the neighbours certainly were, and they were free to start a project anytime, as long as the Greggs were home at the time.

The entertainment room had a marble dance floor, a surround bar counter and room for several tables seating 8 each. When the Greggs entertained, they entertained. The sound system was much like the family room setup, hidden entirely from view and acoustic-friendly. It was also so heavily sound-proofed that nothing could be heard outside of it with the doors closed.

The front yard had a large sugar maple that dazzled the neighbourhood in the fall with its brilliant orange compliment of leaves putting on a spectacular show year after year. There were two tall pine trees as well at either end flanking the huge maple, and the surrounding hedge gave the property an esthetic look that screamed estate. The property was a local tourist attraction, and the Greggs played it up at Christmas with the brass gates open each evening and a wildly orchestrated light show from 7:00 to 9:00 each evening.

* * * * *
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“Another nightmare? Oh, Jay, the surgeon said it’s under two centimetres. It’s all good.”

Tori had been recently diagnosed with breast cancer, presumed to be Stage 1. There was no pre-existing history within the family, and the diagnosis had been confirmed only two days earlier.

The previous September, Tori had a so-called lump examined, and it was found to be a viscous, fluid-filled cyst, nothing of importance her specialist doctor had said. A needle had been inserted to extract a piece of tissue for biopsy, but there was no resistance, only fluid. The ultrasound had shown something was there, and the follow-up proved to be nothing of concern.

The following January, Tori had noticed some swelling, and by late-March, the swelling was bruising and firming up. A sharp knot had developed close to her pit, and she wasted no time in booking the same specialist. Tori had always been pro-active, and working with a general practitioner, Tori was used to seeing patients who had not been and were looking forlornly into a bleak and short future.

Tori was officially diagnosed on May 11 and slated for surgery for June 12. The lump was 1.2 centimetres in diameter, and her GP had managed to extract some tissue for analysis. Those results had come in the same day as her appointment with Dr. Christine Nelson. Dr. Nelson confirmed the diagnosis two days prior, and it had hit them both extremely hard at first. Tori had done the research and was convinced it was detected early enough that with effective treatment she would put it all in the past in short order. Jason was not as positive, but put on a brave façade for Tori’s sake.

Now, this was the second nightmare Jason had endured in as many nights. The most recent involved seeing his parents, Walter and Mattie and second-oldest brother, Jonathan, each having departed, but it was still good to see and hug them again. After enduring the déjà vu for a second consecutive night, it was still all too fresh in his mind, a mind that frequently scared the daylights out of him at night when conditions and recent events turned his subconscious against him.

Tori yawned and stretched and rolled on top of Jason, signalling it was time for the non-quickie, and Jason was only all too eager to oblige.
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Chapter 3
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“What do you make of it, Huck?”

Bench’s initial reaction when they pulled out the board was one of astonishment, not so much of the board itself, but rather what they had just accomplished. 

“It’s close to our design, but more, uh, more...oh, what’s the word!”

Huck was always lost for words at the worst of times. One of the worst, and most recent was when he was introducing Bench for an achievement award.

“And now, ladies and gentlemen, he-e-e-e-e-er-r-r-r-r-r-r-r-r-r-r-r-e’s...he-e-e-e-e-e-e-e-r-r-r-r-r-r-re’s...”

For the life of him, he couldn’t remember Bench’s name. It had been forever since he had actually used it, so he introduced him as “Bench” only. The assembled colleagues forever mocked Huck with a long, drawn-out “here’s” anytime they were pointing out something for which Huck was looking. It was embarrassing, but Huck always took it in stride. Years later, he was pleased he wasn’t the only one to do it, as Elon McDuff so effectively proved on the night of October 1, 1962 and forgetting Johnny Corben’s name during Hollywood tonight’s live premiere.

“Oh, ADAPTABLE!” Huck shouted, index finger pointing straight up.

The two had pulled off a bait-and-switch thanks to a plethora of photographs that appeared, especially the high resolution ones in LifeLong Magazine.

They had snuck back to Arlington about three in the morning.

* * * * *
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Huck was stealthily agile in his scouring the lay-of-the-land looking for the Achilles heel of the vast complex. With so many
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