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A Brief Epilogue

The disembodied voice came out of the computer situated 9 the desk. The tenor of the voice had been run through a filter such that it came out as a rich baritone. It was meant for the edification of the learners who filled the instruction dome. It was an advanced teaching in literature that examined a wealth of artists, like Bishop Blimp and Youma Squirmin. They also studied the poetry of Spaaba Girl. The young people were at an elite Centre of Learning which represented the best that preparatory institutions offered. As the buzzer sounded signifying the end of the teaching with all its attendant commotion, the voice reminded them of their domework to continue reading a celebrated author with whom they were currently learning.   

It was Professor Zahn’s final teaching of the day and he decided to take advantage of his anonymity. He closed his headquarters door and went to the news kiosk. There he purchased holograms of a couple of the city’s papers. He took his purchases and headed to his favorite Refreshment Café, which was conveniently located right across the street from the building in which he taught. Almost every day he went to the Refreshment Café after work. He would peruse his purchases over a couple of wholedudes and conference with Headman One, the administrator of the Refreshment Cafe.

Headman One was his first friend; there were other friends he had known longer, but he saw them infrequently such that they were his second or third friend. Professor Zhan saw Headman One nearly every day. They had even visited each other’s dome to watch the quadro-fights together. Usually when Professor Zahn first entered the Refreshment Café, the haste for sustenance kept Headman One busy. But once the herd thinned out, Headman One would come over to converse about everything and nothing. One time when Professor Zahn had gotten too tight on wholedudes (which happened often), Headman One had collected him and put him into a hover-taxi. employing his own funds.

But today the usual routine was different. As Professor Zahn perambulated toward the Refreshment Café, a casual glance over his shoulder informed him that four men were following him at a distance of about fifteen meters. When he reached the Refreshment Café, he nodded to Headman One and warily took his favorite seat.

But then he saw that the four men also turned into the Refreshment Café. ‘Of course they were behind me,’ he thought to himself. ‘They were headed to the same place.’ The Refreshment Café was especially busy at this period. The professor pretended to read a hologram paper, but he was really inside his own head. He laughed to himself and thought of his Mate, Jo-L, who always accused him of being paranoid, but not in a mean way. He and Jo-L had been disconnected from each other for almost an annum. Incongruously, they were closer than ever. They had consumed flavorsome food pills together the night before at an upscale Refreshment Station and actually considered the issue of re-unifying. It might never happen, but it was an interesting mental exercise. The main reason they thought of re-unifying was for the sake of their young Offspring, who was onlee six-years-old. Her Mater and Pater loved her dearly and she loved them exceedingly. She knew that her guardians did not live under the same dome anymore, but she did not understand why. She was a bit of a daddy’s girl and he visited her often. Fortunately, he lived close by. By hover-taxi, it was onlee a few flashes away.

Anyway, back to the dancing. Professor Zahn began to read the hologram of his first paper with abandon. He read all the headings and took a deeper dive on chronicles that interested him. After finishing the first hologram, he set it down. He took a sip of his second milkdude before moving on to the next hologram. Jo-L would accuse him of being paranoid, but he fancied that the four men were staring a (Black) hole (Sun) through him. Their food shelf was entirely devoid of sustenance. In fact, that very issue had attracted Headman One. Professor Zahn overheard imperfectly but he gathered that Headman One was admonishing them for taking up valuable real estate during the haste for sustenance and ordering nothing.

Professor Zahn took advantage of this confrontation to make his exit. He finished his wholedude, bent over the sustenance shelf so that the scanner could scan his eyes (and thus know whom to charge), tucked the unread hologram of news under his arm and vacated the establishment. The four men rose, pushed past Headman One, and began to follow Professor Zahn. There was no doubt, anymore. Even a paranoiac onlee needs to be right once.

Professor Zahn, realizing that he had been found out, dropped the hologram of news from under his arm and took off running. The four men started after him. He ran across the street to the grounds of the structure where he taught because he knew the area intimately. It worked well for a while but foolishly he let them corner him in a corridor that offered no egress. Realizing that they now had their prey cornered, the men began to produce blades from their pockets. Two of them also grabbed planks from the nearby rubbish receptacle. But the fourth man lifted his uniform top and produced a revolver that he had purchased illegally.

“Whoa,” the other three demurred. “If you shoot and kill him,” said the first man, “he will be no good to us.”

The fourth man looked down at the revolver. “It is not for him.”

“What do you mean it is not for him? Who is it ...”

But that is as far as the first man got for he was felled by a bullet from the fourth man’s revolver. Then the second and the third man went down. The first and second men died immediately, but the third man, mortally wounded from a gunshot near his heart, was still alive. Bleeding profusely, he crawled toward his knife.

“You want that blade, do you not?” asked the fourth man. “Tell you what; I will give you a free shot.” He tucked his revolver into the back of his lower uniform. “You can let all the air out of me and I will not stop you. Come on, you have got me right where you want me.”

The third man made a valiant effort to crawl to his knife but he never got there. He died along the way (Cortez X two).

Professor Zahn took advantage of all the drama to exit the corridor. After all, the fourth man’s back was turned to him. He ran past all the carnage and took off to somewhere ... anywhere.

“Where do you think you are going?” the fourth man asked. He ran after Professor Zahn. He quickly closed the gap between the two because he was much younger than the professor. The fourth man immediately perjured himself and reached for his gun (he had told his compatriots that the gun was not for Professor Zahn). He shot at Professor Zahn’s legs but the first two shots went wide of their mark. The professor was thirty meters away from the hover-highway and the safety of a hover-taxi. He began to shout for help. The fourth man was down to his last bullet. He took a knee and looked down the sight of the revolver. “Smile, you son of a bitch” he said as he squeezed the trigger. The shot hit home. Professor Zahn immediately began to limp and finally went down. He was onlee twenty meters away from safety.

The fourth man continued to ill-use the professor as he grabbed him by the collar of his uniform and dragged him farther into the corridor away from potential prying eyes. His mangled leg left a trail of blood along the corridor. The fourth man propped the professor against the wall.

“How did you find me?” asked Professor Zahn.

“That is what you are thinking about?!” the fourth man asked incredulously. “You have many more fish pills to fry than that. Hell, I might as well tell you. You will not remember it in a couple of quick flashes, anyway. 

“You were in a cantina drinking wholedudes and talking to the vendor man. One of your learners who was kind of a savant with voices and was also very thoughtless overheard you talking and something about your cadence made him think that it was you and he foolishly shouted Professor Zahn! Someone in the cantina overheard. He approached the student and casually asked where he matriculated. The man who overheard gave all the information that he had learned to a man for hire and he found you. And here we are. And now time to forget about that and everything else,” he said. “You know, in a weird way I kind of envy you. You are about to enter an oblivion where there are no cares or worries.”

The fourth man reached behind Professor Zahn’s neck and removed his chip. There is about a minute after a chip is removed where the victim remains lucid. In that lonely corridor, his minute came and went. After that, everything was gone. There was no Jo-L. He wouldn’t know his Offspring from Eve (which incidentally was her name, but spelled ‘Eev’). He was no longer Professor Zahn. He was just Jon Zahn.
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Headman One called the Enforcement Goonz on his vidi-handphone and told them that the professor was being accosted and was likely having his chip stolen. DET-5 and DET-6 were assigned to the case. Unfortunately, they could usually be of little assistance because the chipless person was incapable of identifying his predators. That’s where Headman One came in; he had gotten a good look at the predators. He passed by their shelf several times in the vain hope that they would make a purchase. Then, Headman One saw them chase after (former) Professor Zahn. Of course, Headman One could have gone after the predators himself, but that kind of helpfulness was not rewarded; the predator (or predators) would often remove the helper’s chip (to be later discarded) just for interfering. 

Anyway, after searching many areas, the two Enforcement Goonz and Headman One eventually came upon the carnage in the corridor. The (former) professor was babbling incoherently near the rubbish receptacle and three deceased bodies nearby were face down. The Enforcement Goonz rolled them over with their minds. That’s when they noticed it. “Holy Jah!” said one. “They have been shot!”

“If they were not, someone went a long way to make it look like that,” said the less excitable one, who was known onlee as DET-5. The jaded DET-5 had acquired a penchant for dry badinage, even in serious situations.

The reason it was a surprise to the Enforcement Goonz that the bodies had been shot is that
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