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“Shut your mouth, boy! I represent the law
and you best to ‘preciate that.”

I stifle my next comment, as the idiot
already has his hand on the butt of his large stunner, an obsolete
and well-worn model no one has carried in twenty years.

“Now let me see your ID chip and make it
quick!” As he looks around, I note his name tag reads Special
Deputy Jake Desposney. I get the feeling he’s late for a meal, or
maybe a crime-fightin’ energy biscuit? I deliberately take my time,
but finally hold out my left hand. “Sven Iberson 11243 Quarters,
Block 17, Section 7, Sector 44, Texasville Quadrant, “ he says as
the scanner displays my Global ID. The way he reads it, makes him
sound like a buffoon, as he pronounces each syllable slowly while
moving his lips.

“Steve Iberson…”

“No, you’re Sven, it says so right here,” he
says to me then suddenly he gets a look of panic on his pock-marked
face and he backs up a bit. “Hey, wait one dang-burned minute! You
Judge Iberson’s son?”

“Yes…” I say, almost whispering the word
without looking at him.

“Well, here, now you git along and my
apologies, sir. Uh, I didn’t know, I swear.” He mumbles and I
notice he covered his nametag instinctively with his right hand, as
he was backing away. His fingernails are chewed down so low I can
see the red underneath them. “Now… uh, oh geeze!”

“Steve!” I toss out.

“Sir!” The fat man says and half stumbles as
he heads for his “section police” Slider, which is nothing more
than a J-model with large black vinyl magnetic labels on the side.
He energizes the beat-up POS and backs up so fast, his back left
rail goes off the road and he almost turns the slider over in the
shallow ditch. Next, he slams the pulse lever forward and throwing
grass and dirt up behind him, speeds off like he saw an alien.

“What a dirt bag.” I dryly comment and deftly
turn my spanking new S-model Slider forward and ease back onto the
highway, rapidly bringing the fine car back to two-sixty kilometers
per hour, the exact speed I was traveling when the fat man angrily
pulled me over. Dear old dad got me out of another ticket. I guess
I should be thankful, but I’m not. I want to stand on my own, for
better or worse. Take this Slider for instance. I bought it custom
accents and all using the Global Units I earned with what dear ol
dad calls my “business dealings”. Admittedly, it put a serious dent
in my savings, but “The Judge” didn’t have a damned thing to do
with it and at eighteen years of age, that in itself is a major
accomplishment by anyone’s say.

The sharp tang on my stunner is digging into
my skin and I shift it around a little bit. My mind is racing
suddenly as thoughts fire through my brain, “The old fat cop had no
idea how close he just was to having his donuts running out on the
ground all around him. If he would have opened the boot on my car
and saw that large zippered bag of Global Unit chips, I would have
been forced to stun him – that’s a given. If that bag of chips
isn’t at Fat Harold’s in…” I check my dash timer – forty minutes,
“all hell will break loose.”

That is a direct quote and Fat Harold’s
standard answer for everything.

I’m not afraid of many people, but Fat Harold
is not your normal fare and he’s not fat, not even a little bit.
Fat Harold deals in Global Unit chips and he is very thick in that
area – and he pays very well. I don’t plan to disappoint him. In
fact, of all his drivers, I’m the only one who hasn’t. Fat Harold
is about fifty years old and when he’s not involved in moving
chips, he’s lifting weights, or riding an exercise bicycle, or one
his other contraptions. Fat Harold is a scary man and if rumors are
true and I have plenty of evidence they are...

He’s always friendly to me and like I said,
pays very well, but he intimidates me and whenever I am around him,
I am always very careful to be on my very best behavior – and on
time. Big Harold Iberson is my Dad’s older brother and he controls
the treasury of the Texasville Quadrant for the Globalists. This is
no small chunk of ground, as on this side of the water, it covers
all of what used to be North America. My dad represents the law and
the enforcement arm and that is why that fat donut-eater ran off
whimpering like the simple dolt he is.

Now folks tell me the Texasville Quadrant
used to be made up of forty-nine states and three countries, but
that was before my time. Frankly, none of that crap interests me.
What concerns me is getting these chips to Fat Harold and I whip my
luxury Slider into the underground garage dock and take my hands
off the controls as my auto-pilot takes over, parking me precisely
in next to the dock scanners.

I’m as clean as I was when I left New Las
Vegas twelve hours ago, thanks to the ventilation system in my
slider and I am carried forward at a good clip on the moving carpet
– the heavy bag of electronic chips next to me on the floor. The
snake-like carpet takes a number of turns and stops me of its own
accord in front of an elaborate set of armored doors. I watch the
soft blue-lit scanner hit me from four directions, passing over my
eyes and hands and then I speak my name as I’m prompted by a
woman’s voice. I know the drill. Three beeps sound and the door
opens automatically.

“Stevie, my boy!” Fat Harold is running at a
furious pace on a treadmill and he’s naked except for a small pair
of tight-fitting shorts. His heavily-muscled and sweaty body makes
me very self-conscious even though I’m in top shape. “Have a seat,
Stevie! Grab yourself something to drink!” He says, never missing a
step. I walk over and set the bag on the large scanner and almost
instantly it “dings” letting Fat Harold know that every chip is
accounted for. Maybe it’s my pride, or I feel the need to prove to
Fat Harold I’m not a wimp, so with no wasted motion, I lift the
heavy bag up and set it on a small dolly. Before I can turn, a
small Asian man named Li appears and pushes the cart toward my
uncle’s massive safe room.

“So what’s that girl of yours name, Stevie?”
Fat Harold says and this question sends a jolt of adrenaline
through me like a broadsword.

“Tamara.” I say softly and turn away to look
at the assortment of juices, not wanting him to see the panic on my
face. My uncle is big on juice. I select one made from some kind of
fruit I never heard of as he continues.

“Tamara. Oh, yeah, yeah, yeah. She’s real
nice. Don’t drink that. Drink the kemo fruit there on the left.” He
says and throws his head back and laughs. As far as I know, my
uncle has never laid eyes on her, but his laugh causes me to stop
just before I take a drink. “Tamara, yeah. Reaaaaal nice ass.” He
says again. I take a slow drink of the thick brown and cold liquid
and turn to halfway face him. “Hey! You hungry? I got some
delicious protein-enhanced vittles in the dining room. Go ahead and
help yourself…and Stevie, I’ll credit your account.” He says
winking at me. Fat Harold just told me I was dismissed. It wasn’t a
suggestion and as I turn to leave, I hear the treadmill pick up
speed.

“Tamara, yeah. Reaaaaal nice and ripe.”

To say I am happy to leave my uncle’s house
would be an extreme understatement. The man is as dangerous as a
king cobra with a fang ache. I grabbed a sandwich made with bread
that tasted good, but was the texture of leather and slapped four
large slices of engineered cheese and some kind of poultry and went
straight out the back door to the garage. I know the man has a
houseful of servants, but the only human I saw was the small Asian
man and today is no exception.

“Tamara…” I whisper. I haven’t seen her in
two weeks and my uncle’s observation now has me in a near panic. My
place is in Block 17, which is a good two hours away, even at the
speeds my Slider is permitted for. “Home, Lester.”

“Very good sir. Would you like to listen to
something from your collection, Steve?”

“Not at this time. Thanks.” I speak the code
word to let my autopilot know I have no further need of
conversation. My advance navigation system is capable of near human
interaction when it comes to conversation and often I will ask it
questions about some female entertainer and let the man’s voice
explain it to me in great detail. If I counter a point, the voice
will pause and respond in the same manner as a human. In the past
I’ve tried a number of voices, but settled on this one, as being
the most realistic. Hey! I spend a lot of the time on the road and
even though I don’t mind being by myself, “Lester” helps.

I stretch out and not even realizing I am
drifting off and soon fast asleep. Lester slowly raises the
temperature to offset my falling body temperature and soon soft
floating music wraps itself around me. About ten minutes out from
Block 17, a soft dinging noise brings me out of my rest as the
temperature inside the cab returns to pre-sleep conditions. As my
eyes flutter open, my seat slowly morphs back into driving
position. From the dash a small vial of red liquid suddenly slides
into view and I take it. Tossing it back, it has a slight licorice
sweet flavor. “Ah, good old caffeine!”

Engineered caffeine is a luxury no one can
afford except the very rich, but this is no ordinary caffeine, but
a super variety Fat Harold provides me. Instantly I am awake and
not just awake, I feel alive. “I got it now, Lester,” I say, taking
over the controls.

“Very good sir.”

I “slide” the large sleek machine, enjoying
the massive power under me. This S-Model can go from zero to two
hundred and sixty kilometers an hour in under five seconds. In
comparison, it would take the J-Model the cop was driving closer to
thirty seconds to get up to that speed – if it could even go that
fast. My machine will top out at five hundred plus kilometers per
hour and that is fully loaded with me and a full load of heavy
Global Unit chips aboard. Once more I slide the machine, feeling it
surge forward and at the last second, let Lester guide me into the
dock. Just as the machine stops, Tamara is suddenly back in my mind
and I all but jump out as I head for the scanner.

“Welcome home Mr. Iberson.” I walk past the
scanner and enter the air lock where any vestige of unwanted
micro-organisms are removed from my body and clothing as I am
propelled to the 18th floor of my building known officially as
11243 Quarters. Only the privileged live in Block 17 and the
eighteenth floor is the top floor. I alone occupy the eighteen
floor, well only Tamara and I.

“Welcome home Mr. Iberson. Can I get you
anything?” Like Fat Harold, my android is also a small Asian man
and I call him Mr. Ting.

“Where is Tamara, Mr. Ting?” I say bypassing
our usual exchange of greetings.

“Ms. Tamara left to go shopping an hour ago,
Mr. Iberson. I can locate her if you wish…”

“No, no, that’s okay. I going to clean up a
bit before she gets back. Check my account, Mr. Ting. I want to
make sure Fat Harold didn’t stiff me.”

“Sir, a deposit was made just over two hours
ago, for eight hundred and fifty Global Units by your uncle.”

“An extra fifty, eh? Good. Hey, Mr. Ting,
could you get me a liter of clear Tomlin water?”

“Yes sir. I’ll bring it to the shower
sir.”

“Thanks my old friend.” Mr. Ting has been
upgraded many times since I was born, but looks the same. He is
about seventy and frail, impeccably dressed and works twenty-four
hours a day, every day. I walk to my bedroom and strip off my
one-piece suit and throw it in the bin. It is totally cellulose
fiber and recyclable and I step into the tri-cleanser which is the
upgraded model. It feels pretty much like a shower, but near
microscopic drops of water hit me and fall into a vacuum system and
as the shower heads move around me, I simply wait. Twenty seconds
pass and I feel warm air take the place of water and another
fifteen seconds pass and I am cleaner than I could ever be, if I
washed with soap and water.

Tamara, my brown-haired beauty! I can’t wait
to see her again. My caffeine boost won’t wear off for another ten
hours and I access the cloud to check virtual mail. If there is one
thing I do better than most is manipulate the cloud. Mr. Ting pays
my bills and takes care of everything business oriented, so
basically I just read about global affairs and news and then check
in with my friends on Cosmos, the latest social networking site. Of
course I don’t post under my real name or photograph – no one in
their right mind would. Online, I am one of Hollywoodville’s
leading men and have over two hundred million “friends”.

My avatar is a hammer in a strong fist and
everyone knows my online personage as Hammer Fist. The hammer
signifies I am a Cloudmaster. Mr. Ting filters out all the junk
mail for me and I only see the ones he knows will interest me. He’s
determined I have a possibly malicious stalker following my page
and also the fact that the person lives within our section. This in
itself is not alarming, but the proximity is and Mr. Ting in his
very proper and calculating manner assures me the threat is
real.

“Mr. Ting!” I call out and he is instantly at
my side. “What’s the latest on this fellow?”

“Sir, may I caution you, this may not be a
fellow and it may be more than one person also. It may be an
organized effort to get to you sir.”

“Alright. What is the latest?” I say, not
perturbed a bit by his correction.

“The latest is that within the last
twenty-four hours, there has been a systematic attack on your
profile to determine your true identity. I was contacted through my
personal data link by Cosmos Corporation that they had put a
firewall specifically on your profile to block all transmissions
which are repeatedly sent from the same data entry point…except
your associates, sir, and Ms. Tamara.”

“Sir, I feel obligated to advise you to take
down your profile, as someone this persistent most assuredly has
bad intentions and vast resources.”

“Alright, but I don’t think that is
necessary. Where is Tamara?” I say and look around him, then at the
clock display on my cloud interface.

“One moment sir…” Mr. Ting says and holds
perfectly still while he tracks her. In a manner that is almost
human, he looks at me and says, “There is no trace of her,
Sir.”

----

Four days pass as we experience a severe
black-out of the cloud, before I can call my Dad for his help in
finding my lady. I did not want to make this call, but I am now at
my wits end and desperate. After all, I haven’t seen dad in over a
year.

“Dad.”

“Son.”

“Dad, my girlfriend is missing.”

“I know.” I hear him say and I feel my eyes
swell with salty tears. Fighting against breaking down, I take a
deep breath, but before I can say a word, he volunteers that he is
bending resources to locate her.

“Thanks… dad.”

“I’ll be in touch with your android.” Click.
Cold-hearted bastard! I wipe both eyes with my palms and ignore Mr.
Ting as he hands me a tissue. He had of course listened in on the
conversation as he always does regardless of who or what I’m
talking about and even though he is a robot, his software package
makes him very much aware of my distress.

“Don’t worry, sir. Your dad is a very
resourceful man and he will find our lady.” The way he called
Tamara “our lady” really touches me and I stand
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