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IT HAD BEEN A LONG brutal war. Allies shifted sides, new allegiances brokered.

At the end, the politicians, government bureaucrats, and their media cronies were banned underground. And the rest of us learned to live in a watchful peace.

It began with the simple revolt. People started reclaiming their privacy. That meant they dumped their smart-phones and social media accounts. Next came any broadcast news and “entertainment”. People hated ads and started to show it. No one watched anything that was broadcast. It became all on-demand, ad-free.

Dumb-phones became preferred. Via a local land-link using local-only Wi-Fi. And triangulating locations or accessing via GPS was made illegal.

At first, the bi-coastal Geek-Corps were against this. Because it threatened their business model. But then, they shifted sides when they found that once people were banning their platforms almost en masse, they started running through their cash reserves at a mad rate. And would soon cease to exist if they didn’t become populist and leave the elites. Not that they were really on anyone’s side but their own. So they took over entertainment distribution.

That was all ancient history now. No one had heard or seen either the politicians or their media lackeys in years, decades.

- - - -
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THE THREAT SURFACED in a series of old maps, written in a language no one living understood.

It was during my hunts in the sub-basement archives where I originally found those old maps. Ones which showed how there were cross-connected travel routes between various cities deep underground. N’Yack was connected to Cagga via the deep aquifers that had been drained almost dry. Different aquifers were used at different points, connected by deep tunnel bores. 

At first, those maps didn’t make any sense. Just schematics and some alpha-numeric codings on the edges and throughout. I had a hard time deciphering these at first, but eventually learned their AI-developed geek-speak language and solved their puzzles.

But there was no way to access these tunnels without some sort of ID. A fake one, obviously. That led me to Rob.

Rob was a wild anarchist at heart. But a practical one, non-violent by nature. He preferred to watch sunrises and sunsets with a six-pack of near-beer at hand. Just enough to cool the nerves, but not give any serious buzz.

That’s where I found him one day, the only place I could track him to. And it wasn’t easy. Research is my specialty, my living. I could find anyone. But the trick was in their attitude. Rob was the perfect nexus of a free-thinker and hacker. Plus his appreciation for natural ways of doing things sealed the deal with me.

The trick in finding him was that he was going more and more off-line, off-grid. I found him by satellite maps and intuition. He still had an old jeep and his favorite high bluffs over the river. He kept an almost regular schedule. Just enough.

One day, I got there just before he was leaving. He just finished his last can of near-beer and was putting it into a mesh recycling bag. Black jeans, sturdy hiking boots, faded blue jeans jacket, over a black t-shirt. Broad shoulders, narrow waist. Not your typical family-basement nerd.

The wind over those high bluffs had just died down as twilight approached. He sat with his legs dangling over the edge.

“Hey,” I said, loud enough to be heard, but not loud enough to startle. I stood way back so he could see I wasn’t a threat. And a six-pack of his favorites was dangling from my fingers.

“Hey, yourself,” Rob seemed bothered by the interruption. Then he looked down at my hand and smiled. It didn’t hurt that I was wearing my black rock-climbing slicks that accented my curves right down to my back-dimples. You know the ones. Dimples and muscle definition only show up on the really fit. My running and rock-climbing soothed the rough edges of my soul. And did wonders for my abs and thighs.

“Well, you found me. And I’ll take that bribe off your hands. How did you track me here and who the hell are you?” Rob asked.

I came up to his side, handed over my six cans of cool-sweating brew and sat down next to him, that six-pack in between us. “I’m Marj. And you already know how I tracked you.”

Rob pulled one off the plastic stringer, popped the top and handed it to me. Perfect gentleman. And waited until I drank and swallowed. A touch paranoid, which was a good thing. Then he popped open one for himself and went back to watching the sunset.

We only had a half-hour or so before it would be too dark to make our way down the trails without stumbling. And from these heights you either used the existing light, or you set yourself up to be spotted with your flashlight beams.

That left maybe 15 minutes to talk as all the chance I was going to get. And he knew it.

“So? You are up here to either seduce me or hire me or blackmail me - or some combination of the above,” Rob said.

I just smiled, “Or some combination of the above.”

The clouds were slowly turning from red through violet into black as we sat there. Patient watching would almost let you see the changes.

“OK, five minutes. Make your pitch, ‘Marj’, and then I leave,” Rob said.

“Well, that leaves out seduction.” I smiled. “Here’s the job offer: I’ve found some maps says I can get from one coast to the other all underground, using high-speed tube transport.”

“But...?” Rob asked.

“I need one of your hacks,” I replied.

“Not just any hack, you want top-level transport ID clearance,” he answered.

“Pay is no problem - whatever you want,” I said.

“Sorry, I don’t do government stings. Find another lackey.” Rob pushed the the four remaining beers back at me, and began to rise.

I put my hand on his arm to stop him, and the feeling was electric. It’s a hard thing to describe, and I’d only read about in some old paperback romances my mom used to read. But it’s real. Very real. I just proved it to myself.

And I could tell in his eyes that he had felt it, too. He also stopped moving. He stared at my hand on his arm and back to my eyes again. “I though you said seduction wasn’t possible in five minutes.”

I moved my hand away and looked back at the sky. “That wasn’t intentional, I’m sorry. Go ahead and walk away. This won’t work out.”

He didn’t move. That meant either bad or good. 

But I wasn’t looking for either outcome. I crossed my arms in front of me and looked off away from the bluffs. “This wasn’t a good idea. Again, sorry.”

“I'm sorry, too,” he said. “Now you’re in a jam. You felt the same thing I did, which is supposedly just some cheap romance novel cliché, but it happened. You need my help, and I’m the only one of a tiny handful that can help you. But you don’t want to let this turn into something we’d both regret. Because you have some standards in your life, and sleeping around to get what you want isn’t one of them. You aren't a NYT reporter, that's for sure.”

Rob turned back, pulled another can off its plastic holder, popped it open, and took a healthy swig while I was getting my thoughts together.

“How do you think you know so much about me?” I asked.

“Because when you accessed those satellites, I got a ping. Meaning I knew you were coming,” Rob said.

This guy was good. Darned good. “I suppose that means you looked up my back trail?” I asked.

“No, that was from your reactions. Look, neither of us seem ready for some relationship out of this. You got a card with contact data on it?” Rob said.

I pulled out a laminated card from my top and checked it. “Yup, still sweat free. Go ahead and scan it, though. No chip in it.”

Rob wiped it on his jeans, then held up the card to the fading light to peer at it before stuffing it into the right chest pocket of his faded jeans jacket.

“OK, I’ll be in touch.” With that, he rose, turned, and left.

I waited. And watched the sunlight turn golden and then ruddy. Down the hill behind us, I heard his engine start, and the slip of wheels against the gravel as he started out.

But I still waited some more, and felt old emotions wash over me. N0ne I was prepared for. None I really had any defense against. “Good thing he didn’t want a relationship,” I said quietly to no one. And chewed my lower lip in some sort of weird reflex.

Then popped open one of the brews he left.
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