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​Chapter 1: Jack
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In remembrance, his dreams had always been genuine, and his sleep counterfeit journeys of plausible realities. Learning programs put him in classrooms at night, and he was supposed to be enthralled and think of it as adventures of a child’s mind. He always knew the score and knew other children rarely saw through the curtain of deception. High-speed education, he supposed, and it made it feel like even his imagination had been imagined by others. Dishonest adult geniuses and their watching systems guessed his every response and put him through clever programs, so he was like an engineered lab rat, eating starvation-modified maize and grabbing the rewards on the race through a force maze. It was all for the better, he knew. His father often told him of the real rat race out there in the city jungles, and of the life of pain he would lead if he didn’t harness every advantage, skill, and technique of the privileged class. This was a big teaming world, an underground-and-up-to-space planet grown so complex that few humans and even fewer robots could grasp it. And perhaps he was a pessimist because he had a dim view of his chances. He doubted his family would ever be satisfied with his meager accomplishments.

Doubt, it was a rare night in that he could entertain such a thing. This week, the entire house intelligence system had been haywire. Full repairs would happen soon, but tonight it was diagnostic mode, which meant resting in bed and thinking the authentic thoughts one should have before falling into natural, programmed sleep.

Anxious, he freed his hands of the hated gloves and drummed his fingertips. Darkness seemed close to absolute in the thick bubble window set in the far wall. Then some clouds cleared in the sky and his mind, and he saw Manson’s Comet appearing like a ghost of the night. It had been in the sky for a while now. He knew of comets because much of his learning focused on space. Instead of a letter and a number, this comet had a human name because the celebrity astronomer Patrick Manson had predicted it before Sky Sweep detected it. It was so bright because perihelion would be close to Earth. He studied it briefly, thinking its fantail brilliant, strange, and fading into mist like his sleepy thoughts. A pleasant haze now filled his head, and nothing made much sense, no learning, no adventures, but only a slow float into forgotten half dreams of earlier childhood.

A valid dream rose from odd depths of old-fashioned sleep. He saw the tail of the comet fan and the head rise like a dancing cobra, then there was sudden sunlight, and it became a river, a river as big as earth and life itself. Fabulous sunlight flooded in, and he seemed to be looking down from above, watching the river wind through forests and canyons, towns and villages. A huge city appeared like a mirage floating in a silky blue shimmer at the river mouth. It was a fantastic city, unlike the orderly cities of his learning. He knew forbidden things happened there in great quantity. Offbeat things and genuine adventures that weren’t in line with the programmed life-plan learning. Buildings towered like elegant monsters, and light beamed down from an assortment of odd shapes to the gritty, traffic-clogged streets below in the lower air. As he watched, longing grew in his chest, and more than anything, he wanted to explore the streets of that city.

A brief alarm blast woke him. He looked up and saw the dark window fuzzed over with blue electric sparkles, his room, and probably much of the house, lit with a faint lavender light. It indicated more software or hardware failures in the house, but since the light wasn’t yellow, orange, or red, there was no danger to humans. Now he couldn’t get back to sleep, and it irritated him that his dream had been cut short. Getting out of bed, he dressed in bright day clothing, walked out of his room, and down the dim hall. He used the bathroom, then went up the stairs to a balcony, where he found the door seized. To his right, one of the hidden doors to the service tunnels was thrown open, so he ducked inside. These tunnels were mainly for service and cleaning robots, but also humans if a repair person happened to be human. He’d never been inside, so he decided to do a bit of exploring.

He followed the corridor around the house, finding all the doors open. Electrified dust coated the wall and three wireless phantom boxes. Color-coded cables snaked along the ceilings in transparent blue casings, like the house's huge veins. The air was clean and metallic-tasting, and the enclosed space made him feel bigger. But any sense of mystery soon vanished, as he knew all the rooms he looked out into intimately. His father’s main study was empty while he was overseas, and at that point the corridor angled steeply down to the ground. He followed it slowly and soon found himself at a service door leading out of the house.

It was powered open, and he could feel cool night air rushing in and hear birds in the garden doing that strange chirping they did at security systems under moonlight. He wasn’t allowed out at night, but he quickly forgot that, stepped out, and looked around. He was on trimmed grass. The grounds lights were off, and the flowerbeds, trees, and sculpted bushes showed as dim forms in the night. The huge tail of the comet stretched across the sky, emitting light that gave the whole view a ghostly luster. It took him a moment to guess his location, as the grounds were lit at all other times. Stepping forward, he went right through twin hedges and around to the service parking lot, which was closest. Once there, he stopped and speculated. His eyes were drawn to the sky and the horizon. The head of the comet was above the faint lights of the distant city of Toronto. It was an uplifting view that caused the feeling from the dream to return; the city being like a magnet and a vision drawing him onward.

All was quiet, no repair people, though he spotted an electric transport car stationed nearby. With his parents in Europe and the house system reporting only non-threatening malfunctions, they would have no way of knowing he’d snuck out. And they would also have no way of knowing if he ducked into the city for a brief look-see in the electric car.

“What if I get caught?” he thought. “It’ll mean a lecture and a week of psychological cleansing for delinquent behavior.” Not worth the risk, but then again, who planned on being caught?

He walked over the blacktop to the car. Something jumped in the bushes, and he nearly ran back to the house. It was a rabbit, and it dashed across the grass, apparently fleeing a grounds guard robot moving slowly in the yard. He had to leave before he came into focus on its sensors, so he opened the car door and got inside. The dash lights came on, and the plush interior amazed him. This was a service bug for human repair techs and not a robot delivery vehicle. He knew these cars had no security devices beyond running off the house system and following their own lane to certain destinations; the city, of course, being one of the key destinations.

He called up a map, noted a few marked city locations, and tried to decide. As he knew nothing of the city proper, he found he couldn’t think, and then he chose the closest location in case he had to return quickly. After that, it was a matter of simple voice or key commands. He used keys, and the car eased off, picking up speed only after it was outside the grounds and on a designated service road.

A map screen appeared showing the vehicle’s progress and speed. Mainstream traffic was to his right on the access tube, most of it coming from the city and largely unmanned. He tinted the windshield to remain invisible, then punched the machine up to maximum speed. Dark forests, farmland, and bright country estates showed in the night. The bug swept past an odd, small town that had no off-ramps for service, then into a brighter night and the thicker developments on the outskirts of the city. A long right turn, and then, according to the map, he was cruising on the perimeter of the city but not entering it. A bubble appeared on the screen. The destination had changed because City Hub 77 was closed for a maintenance night; the bug was now headed for Parking Yard 98, which appeared on the map near the outer suburb of Scarsdale North, in an area designated as Scarsdale Ring Block 4.

“What’s that?” he wondered. He searched the public computer and found that the title was a polite term for a slum area. He was racing into a part of the city no one visited, and no one wanted to visit. With a jolt, the bug took a sharp turn onto an ugly section of road, and the dim gray buildings of the slum immediately became visible. Being overhead, he could look down, and in the streets, he saw rather shabby people on a sidewalk outside a Looper bar. Off to the left were the bright lights of the freeway. 

“Shit, I’m going to be dumped in a neighborhood of fry brains and crazies,” he muttered. He cleared his throat and gave a quick voice command - “Merge with the freeway.”

“Will do,” the bug responded in a voice that sounded more like a movie Martian than a human. “Prepare for immediate manual control.”

“Oh no, manual control,” he thought. “I don’t know how to drive.”

Suddenly, the car was hurtling toward a narrow, banked semicircular exit ramp onto the freeway. He grabbed the wheel and attempted to steer through. Sparks flew as he hit the brushed steel side barrier, then his hand slipped, and he veered to the other side. The car slammed into a control marker, tilted up, and climbed the angled curb. His seat belt tightened, and as he went over the three-meter barrier, the air cushion slammed him into the seat.

Bouncing like a sand buggy, the car went down an embankment and came to rest. A moment later, the air bag deflated, and the car spoke.

“Manual-control failure. Accident. Are you injured?”

“No.”

“Remain seated while I report the accident.”

“Don’t report it. Attempt to back up and over and get back on the road.”

“Not possible. Two damaged tires and a cracked bolt.”

“Okay. Attempt automatic repairs.”

“Estimated self-repair time, two hours.”

“Too long. I’ll go get help while you work.”

“That is not recommended. The readout says walking and driving on the streets in this neighborhood is not recommended. Scarsdale Ring Block 4. Off-map Area 9. Crime rate 9.”

“So what. I’m brighter than any criminals are. If encountered, I will simply outsmart them.”

“You failed manual control of a vehicle. Not smart.”

“Shut up, you idiot. Start the repairs and wait for me.”

He pulled the emergency pack from the glove hatch and got out. It was dark, with the only lights being markers lining the bottom of the access road. Below, a stone-chip road ran off into some trees. The air was foul, and he noted that this area was so unimportant that exhaust from the freeway was off-gassed into it.

Taking some jumps down the embankment, he reached the road and paused to put the emergency pack on his back. He had a sweep light but didn’t want to use it, figuring that as long as he followed the road, he wouldn’t be spotted in the gloom. Fine gravel crunched underfoot. He’d never heard of a non-paved road in the city, but technically, this place wasn’t on the map. A huge bridge-like structure was ahead, and some hulking concrete buildings belonging to the power grid were to his left in the trees. The road led into a short tunnel uniformly lit by dim yellow light. Dripping water and the faint whoosh and hum of the freeway were all he heard. Then, he was at the tunnel’s end, saw lights, and heard voices. He stopped, sat on a raised curb, and looked around. A neighborhood of sorts was ahead; streets with some buildings as low as three storys, leading to a core of antiquated high-rises. Rather than go straight ahead toward the core, he took a fork northwest into lower buildings. The roads were now paved, but this area near the access route was obviously a dead zone, with abandoned cars, overgrown weeds in the haunted buildings, and a lot of ancient, dust-painted litter. The streetlights were on at half power, but got brighter as he moved farther in. More voices carried on the wind, and he saw a winking sign and some shadowy people moving at the front of the building. Rather than approach it directly, he went off the sidewalk and looked through a fence. It was a Looper bar; several men were loitering at the front, obviously stoned as charged Loops gleamed in their ears. They had lined, yellowing faces. Signs of aging and organ failure that people in the city proper would not have. Two sleazy women were entering the bar, and music blasted out the door. Deciding to avoid it, he passed via a garbage-strewn alley at the rear.

A block later, he was in a populated area. People were on the streets. Noticeably poor people, and most of them were cheaply dressed. He was only in casual clothes, so he figured he looked a little clean and bright, but otherwise could pass. Like the houses he’d seen on the way in, stores lacked the neat, clean lines and construction of structures in the new city. There were no metal, glass, or molded Plexi facades. An old movie feel dominated the place.

He had some time while he waited for the car to self-repair, so he decided to explore. Rather than head into the tumble of high rises that formed the core, he decided to go left into a lightly populated older area. If the area had a high crime rate, it would likely be concentrated in the downtown area, so exploring an ancient neighborhood would be safe.

He heard laughter and moved into a doorway as a plump blond woman and a tall, unshaven man emerged from a narrow street. They turned away from him and headed uptown, the man drinking some form of liquor straight from the bottle. The bitter fragrance lingered in his nostrils as he stepped over and turned down the street. Only steps, and he was in semi-darkness. This was more like a back lane than a street; faint amber-tinted lights were widely spaced. It had a sidewalk of an almost corrugated material, and the asphalt had a pattern of lines running through it that gleamed in the nightlight like tiny streams of silver. No one was on the street, and only a few of the houses had lights on. A car with a damaged fender turned in, came up from behind, and he stepped behind an old news ticker box as it slowly passed. He began to think that the high crime rating here was false, and that it was now really a sort of forgotten zone. Mostly automated transport, storage, repair yards for industry, and lightly populated with Loopers, addicts on the early form of Intel drugs, alcoholics, and the sort of misfits that collected social assistance in a city with full employment. They would have their basic needs, so crime would mostly be abuse of one another.

It got dark; there were two final blocks of abandoned houses, then the lane opened on a park. Shuttered buildings, probably once stores, ringed most of it. The park had several clumps of trees, a weedy marsh of rank standing water, and a lot of tall grass in an open field. A hot, polluted breeze sang in the grass and trees, and the buildings creaked lightly as though speaking in a haunted tongue. Something moved in the grass over in the park, and he stepped back, spooked. A moment later, he saw a black cat run out on the far side and cross the road toward a hulking old building. It stood alone in the dark, and he hadn’t noticed it at first. Another black flash caught his eye; a bat soaring straight up from the trees. It caused him to look up, and as he did, his eyes widened with amazement. The bat had been flying up to a spire. The building was a church of the old kind that didn’t generally exist anymore. It seemed to loom out of the night like a giant compared to the other buildings. A skin of glossy light coated its extremities, and it was the light of the comet soaring high overhead.

He stared up at it as he crossed the road to the park. It was like he’d come to the end of the genuine heart of the city, and it was this dead and hidden place no one knew of anymore. The end of the world was a broken dream in the night, but the comet knew of it and illumined it like an old friend returning.

Suddenly, he was tumbling, and he rolled in the grass and jumped to his feet to find himself facing the person who had pushed him. It was a boy about his age, and he had a friend beside him. His lips were pursed as he studied him, and his features were unusual; strong but definitely natural and not picked through genetic selection. His friend was the same; nose a bit wide, eyes a bit small, but a face that worked. Two brothers, he guessed, though one had red hair, the other blond.

Finished staring him down, the older brother spoke. “Isn’t he pretty. Looks like we got a loafer from Sky Town here.”

“I’m not from Sky Town. I’m from the country, but I doubt you guys know of any place farther than Sky Town. And I’m a visitor, so you shouldn’t have pushed me.”

“Yeah. So what are you doin’ here, cowboy? Nobody ever comes here. This is our secret spot.”

“I’m visiting. Taking a look around. Sort of like an anthropologist in an old graveyard.”

The younger brother whistled and pointed at the emergency pack. “I saw him staring at the church. I bet he’s got something in there and he’s planning on stashing it.”

“This is just my emergency pack. I was headed for the city in a repair car, but it was diverted to the yards here and crashed. I have nothing to hide, and I certainly wouldn’t hide it in that old fire trap.”

“You might. Most people are afraid to go in there. And if you stole a repair car, something must’ve been in it.”

“I didn’t steal it. Why are people afraid of that old place?”

“Not your business.”

Pulling off the pack, he started to open it. “Look, I’ll show you what I have. It’s nothing of value, believe me.”

“Take everything out slow,” the older brother said. “No fast moves or we’ll jump you.”

“Okay. Here’s a light. Mini globe type. You know them. Can be faint as a candle or light up the whole park. I got three rations of super energy chocolate. This mini lighter and heater. First aid stuff and an all-mode communicator, phone, and internet hook-in plus a standard stun gun and nano-powered Swiss army knife.”

The younger brother whistled again.

The older brother ran his fingers through his shaggy blond hair and stared wide-eyed like he’d been hit by the stun gun. “I thought you said it was nothing of value.”

“Not to me.”

“Good, because we’re taking it.”

“But that’s theft.”

“It would be if there were such a thing as police in this part of town.”

“I don’t need it anyway. You can have it if you tell me why people are scared to go into that abandoned church.”

Rather than answer immediately, the older brother watched as the younger brother scrambled in the grass and tossed the stuff back in the pack. When they had it, he spoke. “Okay, the abandoned church. It’s not ghosts or the bats. Not everyone is pretty in this part of town. Not like where you come from. The minister there sure ain’t from the Churches of the Millennium. More like from that place the old folks call Hell.”

“Really. As it happens, preaching about hell isn’t legal anymore.”

“I’m not preaching about it. I said he’s from there.”

Their eyes went to the younger brother as he strayed to the edge of the road with the pack. A quick gust of hot air sent his red hair into a flying tangle, and he turned back to them and whistled low, long, and quiet. A flash of white showed at the end of their vision on the road. Someone was walking down the center of it and carrying a large object. The asphalt had an ashen appearance in the glow of the sky; the darkened buildings seemed askew beside it, and the approaching figure took on a spectral appearance, as though it were more ghost than human.

A faint voice echoed lightly, finding dry amplification from the dead wood and hot breeze. As it grew closer, it became apparent that the man was carrying a sign and shouting something, calling out to no one but rats, perhaps scurrying in hidden corners.

The brothers were side by side again, and he could see the level of fear rising in their eyes. Without saying a word, they ran off through the grass and across the street, quickly disappearing in an alleyway. Left on his own and feeling naked without the pack, he moved into the shadows of a willow tree and watched as the man continued to approach. A stronger gust shook the tree above him; he heard the church moan behind him and saw the man’s long silver hair and clothes fly in the wind. He was wearing an old, ragged suit and shouting out something like a madman. Then something else crept into his vision and up his spine - the sticky feet of a hot but invisible spider - because something was horribly wrong with this man. He was old, older than anyone he’d ever seen, and ugly. Purplish lumps covered an exposed part of his forearm. His face was pale, with crevices, and his eyes deep as pits and frightening, as if he really were coming from Hell, or under the light of the comet, perhaps some ancient monster beamed straight down from it. The man kept shouting something about old - this is what an old man looks like - and more, as he walked straight toward the park and the willow tree.

It was time to run from hell itself, and that he did, heading straight through the park and across the road to the grounds of the old church. It was much larger close up, and he hadn’t noticed the old gate. He felt his heart jump, even though at first it didn’t move. A second pull, and it creaked open a few inches. He took a quick look back and ran inside. Hiding in overgrown weeds that had likely once been a groomed garden, he watched the horrid old man walk under the willow, then turn and head for the church.

Silent now, the old man walked slowly, purposely, like he was stalking prey. As he reached the gate, his face came into full view under the light of the comet. It was fierce, but intelligent, and something else. More than old or hideous, there was fire shining in the eyes - an all-seeing light. He knew beyond a doubt that this old man could see things he could not see.

Hell itself, perhaps. Whatever it was, he didn’t want to know. Breaking free of the weeds, he ran for the steps. Finding the doors open at the top, and then he was inside in nearly complete darkness, stumbling around, looking for a place to hide.

A light showed ahead, and he quickly tripped up some steps, emerging in the main part of the church. The air was dusty, and dust motes showed in the beams of light shining through a few windows that remained intact. It was the light of the comet and the moon, and after his brief experience in total darkness, it seemed almost like he’d emerged in daylight. He could see other boarded windows; images of old-style forbidden angels in remaining stained glass. There were rows of pews and seating - some busted up, other areas intact. A stylized cross dominated a crumbling altar, and the entire place had a feeling that was more than haunted. A spiritual presence seemed to be there everywhere watching him, and another stronger presence was approaching - the old man. He heard his footsteps coming up the stairs, and he ran ahead to the foot of the stage and altar. Looking back, he saw him enter, the light streaming from one huge stained-glass window onto his face and body. He’d discarded the sign he’d been carrying, and his body seemed tremendously strong though lumpy and twisted with extreme age. His eyes were the most terrifying item. The fire he’d imagined hadn’t been real at all, but a reflection of light - now a reflection of moonlight. The old man was completely blind, with thick cataracts behind the swelling of his lids. And despite it, he could see and was walking straight for him.

Bolting for a crimson curtain, he found a staircase and began to run up. There was a second floor, and a third, but he didn’t stop. The old lacquered wood creaked as he made his way through the dusty air to the top. A rush of bats showed as they flew out a small broken window to what seemed like the end of his life.

It was a small room with a rope and a bell. He looked at the huge bell in disbelief. Symbols were etched into its metal. An ancient language he didn’t recognize. Churches didn’t have real ringing bells anymore, but they didn’t look at all like this one anymore, either - religion had changed completely.

Amazement turned to fear as he heard the old man’s slow footsteps on the stairs. The sound died as he paused for a minute on the first floor, then the steps began again, and he heard his voice. It was strong but as dry as the old wood of the tower. “I’m coming, Jack, you know I’m coming.”

Running to the window, he looked down at the rocks and weeds below. Too high to jump, nowhere to climb, so he waited there frozen in terror as the old man approached.

Then he came through the door, his body now covered in a long white robe, his blind eyes seeming to look right at him and through him to the night outside. He took a few more steps and stopped at the rope, then he began to pull it with great strength, and the old bell began to peal, and dust and bats filled the room. It rang twenty times, and then it stopped, and the old man spoke.

“So, you have come, Jack.” And though the old man’s face was still frightful, his calm voice and the robe gave him a kinder appearance.

“You know my name. You were expecting me.”

“Not you necessarily, but someone. I knew someone was to come in the end time.”

“You’re one of those crazy end-of-the-world guys. I thought they ended that a long time ago when they closed the old churches.”

“Not the end of the world, boy. It’s the end of me. Tomorrow is the last day of my life. The world will go on for a long time to come, for another age even beyond this one. Or it should. It’s up to you.”

“What do you mean, up to me?”

“Another day, another comet will come - a bigger comet, a bigger you, and a time of the end of this age.”

“You talk in riddles. It won’t surprise me if you die tomorrow. You have a terrible disease. This church will probably fall down, too.”

“The church will be here for all of the days that you live. I will perish, but I don’t have any real disease. What I have is old age. Tomorrow I will be 120 years old.”

“There are people that old. They don’t look like you.”

“You mean the geriatric cases and their Church of the Millennium. They are abominations, living through Intel drug addiction and organs they’ve stolen or bought from others. You saw my body, son. A very old man in truth, looks like I do. When it comes time to die, he dies; he doesn’t live on like a vampire.”

“You’re crazy. They should have arrested you like the others.”

“Ah, but I live on, and I have walked the city streets for a long time as testament to them. They see my body and what an old man really looks like. They live in fear of it and run for more anti-aging treatments. But inside in their dead hearts, they know something else - that they are evil, and even their own church of the would-be immortals can’t change that or save them.”

“You mean they let you walk in the city proper. How? Something like that would be illegal.”

“Really. Well, tomorrow I walk again for the last time, carrying my sign, and I will perish naturally as all men should.”

“So what do you want from me? Do you want someone to bury you?”

“No. That’s been arranged. I will be resting here on the grounds. You are to go home, young Jack Michaels, and live your life. One day, when another comet is high in the sky, you’ll remember me and this place.”
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​Chapter 2: Daniel
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A tarnished path was worn in the polished tan floor, and for the hundredth time today, Alex followed it from his study area toward the floor-to-ceiling window. His room, as it was called, was a large space with only the tiny bathroom separate. The study, kitchen, living area, and viewer wall were all in one, and it was really much bigger than a room; a fair-sized prison, as a matter of fact, and a real one. The actual prison name was the Marsdon Reform and Education Center for Youth. Though it was a prison and maximum-security block, it wasn’t considered such, as the tenants weren’t old enough to be responsible for their crimes.

Art on the walls looked seamless, and Alex paused again to look at the mural of alien angels on the false dome ceiling. His chosen art was religious in nature, and none of it was too modern, except for one lone print of the radiant pyramid logo over an alien desert landscape and a rock carving of one of the Beings of the Millennium. The Beings were alien gods of the legal state-sanctioned religion, which was really the only religion. All other esoteric knowledge was forbidden, but some of the art was not, and that’s what made it beautiful to Alex. Surely this was a new world, a planet where scientists could look millions of years back into the history of the oceans and yet have no knowledge of human events that had really only happened yesterday. The small painting of a white-haired man coming from the mount with huge jeweled tablets would mean nothing to them - a painting from a new fantasy book, perhaps.

But it all meant something to Alex; he’d made it his hobby long before his imprisonment. There were ways to study and access the old, banned days of gods and God. He had a store of knowledge, both learned and illegally implanted, and could consider nearly anything he wanted, whether it be Genesis, the Church of Scientology, Gnostics, or devils, though his preference was devils and powers of darkness. It made no difference what he considered; the words of Christ were as much forbidden as the Ebony Book of Satan, and if words and art were different realms, he preferred holy art and angels most of all.

At the moment, his window displayed a huge angel, one of the Queen of Heaven, that vanished as he touched a hidden dial. Thick imperious glass showed suddenly, as did an astonishing view of the world outside. Rain poured and dripped, and the air was misty under a gloomy sky that devoured the tops of the tallest structures. For a moment, he frowned, and then he realized he hadn’t cleared the view but still had an illusion showing. A proper adjustment brought in summer twilight and a clear sky; the change was uplifting. The far-off comet soared like a fantastic ice ball tossed down by illicit gods of pagan times, barely visible through the glow of the city lights, but enough so to make modern times seem partially a lie. Normality had been cracked by its sudden arrival in the sky, the deadened world of scientific certainty altered by an anomaly.

Alex was at a great height, but Toronto’s city core rose much higher, leaving him breathtaking glances up and down. Below, the haze of night light blended with the fading twilight. The green of the terraced rooftops of lower buildings showed as areas of emerald. Today’s buildings were a bit too neat and faceted; he always enjoyed searching out the older structures and picked out the Art Deco façade of the old bank a couple of blocks away. Directly below, the grounds of Marsdon were under spotlights and almost sterile in their manicured neatness.

Alex looked at his pocket organizer and then drew a square on the glass. Another window appeared, and a security view showed. He checked the time and zoomed down to the grounds. It tracked across the trimmed grass and picked out a manicured bush and a red-and-yellow bird. Since the messenger was here, he sent the signal and watched as the bird spread its wings and soared nearly straight up, a speck in the huge city canyon, one that would momentarily find its way through a vent and make a delivery to his tiny bathroom.

He crossed the room, a light went on as he entered the bathroom, and a light mist of spring fragrance puffed into the air. The vent was behind a seamless panel below the sink, and inside was a pipe and a tiny square hole leading to it. He heard a chirp and a small object tinkled down - a tiny container. Opening it, he read the note, which contained only a date and time. “This evening,” he muttered as he swallowed it. “Sooner than planned.”

He washed up, brushed his teeth, and styled his hair. At the closet, he picked the one suit he’d need - a smooth garment with a long, elegant outer coat that would be cool in summer heat and warm in air conditioning. Importantly, it matched the dress code he’d need to meet at his new home.

Taking what was to be his last stroll to the computer, he connected his pocket organizer via a dedicated cable. The reason being wireless could be detected, and he couldn’t afford that as he was pulling important files and wiping the rest. His exit was to be final; he’d arranged for the room to be cleaned out through an electronic impersonation of the warden. This was to be his escape from Marsdon and not a supervised trip downtown or to the prison farm. His release was illegal, the work having been done by him and assisted by his benefactor. The wealthy man, being a holy man and priest of the Church of the Millennium, a priest who counseled boys at Marsdon and one who hid his lust and love for them well.

If all went as planned, and it would, Alex would disappear without a trace. He wouldn’t be missed. Mainly because his status had been up in the air for a year and over time, he’d been simply forgotten. Phony release papers would be put through, and no one would notice.

Originally, he’d been under Marsdon’s authority, listed as criminally insane due to the conviction for murdering an uncle, but that had been overturned on appeal. An appeal that his mother and father had not sponsored. To this day, they felt he was guilty and left him abandoned for that reason. They discarded the oddball son they never wanted. A sorcerer, as his mother called him, due to his illegal fascination with religion and the occult. Fascination that led to the death of his crazy uncle, though the man was partially responsible for leading Alex into illegal cult practices in the first place.

The state had abandoned and forgotten him, too, with the court using the severe laws of the day to leave him permanently incarcerated even though he’d been found innocent. Ms. Sanders, the psychologist appointed by the judge, selected Marsdon, where he met the warden once and was then forgotten. 

He was locked away indefinitely, his past life a series of video and digital files that contained the info on his psychological testing. Alex became an abandoned child in the absolute, but he hadn’t abandoned himself. It was more like he had grand dreams, delusions of power, and was now benefiting from his forgotten status through gaining his escape. By the end of the night, Alex wouldn’t exist; all traces wiped, he’d be in a new life with a new name.

Back at the window, he waited, the view becoming a cube of darkness and scintillating light as his thoughts drifted. Minutes passed as he went over his mental checklist, making sure everything had been taken care of properly. Then something caught his attention, and he put another square of the glass in security view. A speck moving on the path in the adjacent Nestle headquarters grew larger as he zoomed in. It was what he thought it was: the old man wearing his ragged suit and carrying his sign as he walked out of the city. Alex had seen him go by many times, terrifying people with his grotesque and aged body. Abominations, 120 Years Old in bold, and below it, This is What an Old Man Really Looks Like.

Lights lining the path gave the old man an appearance both spectral and grotesque, like a walking-dead body emerging from some grave. He wondered if self-flagellation added some of the welts to his diseased skin. “No,” he thought, “that is not what a 120-year-old man really looks like.” Some of the wealthy lived longer, but with so many enhancements, old age didn’t show too much.

Alex wished he could study more about the old man, but there was no news on him. He was a ghost of sorts. He entered and exited the city through the trees at the Nestle complex, which meant there had to be an old tunnel or something there leading somewhere else. That he came and returned nearly every day was also surprising. Anyone else like that would be arrested. People, even those remotely scruffy, were quickly shipped out of the public consumer zones. But the old man walked around with people staring and shrinking from him; a power of hypnotism or something, as even the police shrank from him and let him pass.

The sign was religious in nature, and only Alex and maybe a few others would be aware of that in these times. One of the books he’d read, a commentary on the Bible perhaps, had noted that men weren’t to live past 120 and thus the abomination part of the sign. Alex tended to agree; the old folks at the top were abominations, as was their culture. Most of them worked their way up for 70 years, and that wasn’t in Alex’s plans. As he watched the old man disappear into the trees, he considered that his own timeline would be 15 years to gain control of the state church, and another 10 to establish himself as a hidden ruler of the world. In that case, the old man was a sign, perhaps more powerful than the comet itself. Great men rose under comets, but the old man and his nightly walk were a reminder that to get to the top, a lot of old men and women would have to die.  As the sign said, Abomination. Surely no sympathy could be felt for them, but only disgust as they choked out their last breaths through stolen lungs.

He’d been dreaming. Adjusting the scan, he went quickly to the end of the transport tube opening on the street outside Marsdon. The bullet cab had arrived, and it was time to leave. This mode of exit had been well planned. All public trains and transport were closely monitored, as was short-hop city air-car travel. Cabs of the public streets had human drivers, and they could remember faces. Bullet cabs were a different thing altogether. Traveling only on tube roads between high-density residential and commercial structures, they were faster and required no identification. There was also no surveillance as that existed at endpoints, as the tubes were always outside the destination on the street.

Marsdon was high-security, and in theory, Alex couldn’t even get the freedom or access to talk to the prisoners in nearby units. Set up eight levels of psychological control and seven levels of lockdown, and no one would ever escape. Yet he planned to walk out using a lock breaker that had worked since the beginning of history. Pedophilia, if undetected, broke every system. In a world where citizens old enough to be ancient looked young, it meant that those who really were young were of infinite value, if they had the brains to break psychological control and realize that.

Alex opened the door and walked down the hall, two force barriers dropping as he made it to the stairwell. It had probably been used once during an initial test of the building. Security systems in prisons were in the perfect range, never failing. So when the huge metal panel slid aside, and Alex’s boots clanged on the rungs of an inner staircase more like a fire escape, it was a first. It meant he was simply bypassing nearly everything else: human and robot guards and systems. He was not a ghost in the machine, as they would detect that. Alex existed as soft footfalls and a whisper in his own mind. When that bottom door opened and creaked, like the days when rust existed were real, he exhaled gently and took a quiet step out. He was now on a panel of stone, looking across the silent grounds. He could have been leaving a morgue; everything was locked down, and not a live body in sight. A million silenced eyes as this was also a morgue for electronic eyes and all things dead come to life; alive as artificial intelligence working to detect a living, moving boy walking away. In the bushes, fake bushes designed to resemble lilacs, a weapon waited, and he picked it up. It was beautiful, a dull plastic object that spoke of incredible power, and to gain it all he’d done was let an old man, a very old man, touch his body.

Get over the wall, not a chance. Alex walked in beautiful trails of ground light and over the trimmed grass to the gate. An automatic defense system came on, gassed the guards instead of him, and he walked out onto an empty street. Moments later, he was out of the pylon area and into the nearby public area.

A few people passed in a comfortable night, all of them noticing him as he walked to the bullet. An older blond woman, her face trim with plastic surgery, stopped and pretended to watch her small mutt as the door of the bullet opened. As he entered, she removed her gaze and walked away, satisfied that this young man was protected.

Alex’s genetic code was registered, meaning the car would immediately imprison him. It did that, creating a moment of tech gridlock as various security systems went into conflict. In such a situation, several reports would automatically go in on him, though none did, as he had a siphon arranged to loop it all back to the car. His finger ID settled it, and together with bullet-car instructions, he was off and doing something that would never be imagined of an escapee. Alex was headed for church. His contact was a high priest, a man who was a fabulous lover of the young. An old man, who had done all that could be done to get him out and finalize his disappearance. If it really was a disappearance. He would never be missed physically or emotionally by anyone.

The bullet car shot down its fixed path of the night like a drop of the liquid darkness hidden in city shadows, glossed by the prophetic light of the comet and streaking for the holy fan of radiance, gating the accepted Church of the Millennium. But it was far off and in the mind; shot from a gun, the bullet went straight through the purple night-lights of an industrial area, ran a loop, and slowed as it entered the sky-high city that housed the wealthy downtown residents. The ride became dizzying; no up or down in such a complex city of lights. Sky high or underground, he knew one thing: he was headed for ground. Church entrances were nearly all at ground level, and this one had a magnificent façade.

The deceleration was instant and quiet, creating disorientation as the bullet car eased into its bubble exit on the street. The cross of laser beams marked the entrance, with light from the holy pyramid logo above. The rest of the church was hidden; something inside the astonishing tower rising on this corner. If a person looked up, there was a city in the sky; down, there was a journey below ground, where every level seemed street-level. Alex only had to walk straight over the sidewalk, up the steps, and into the church.

Two wheezes of decompression, and the bullet opened. Alex emerged and studied a few people passing on the street. Youth was the currency in this central area. Whether twenty or sixty, they were all slim and glossed with youth; fashion was their advantage, and in the night, with no flaws visible, a second stage of beauty.

One person didn’t fit, and Alex instinctively went on guard. The guy was under a fast food marquee - an SSU cop, but in the higher quality blue suit they wore downtown. Without complete darkness, they were all visible. And it didn’t matter. No one could shake the SSU. If the creeps in the blue suits made you, you were done. The SSU was originally the Socialist Social Union, meaning their cops. Many name changes had occurred, but no matter what the logo or sign on the building said, they were always the SSU to the people.

Alex had been made - if he crossed to the church, the guy would have all the evidence he needed. It meant he had to be on the run - and he did run, which only youths did. He was pursued and grabbed as he tried to gain an alley on a funnel street to a theater area.

Large grey eyes studied him. “We knew you were coming. To plant something in the church.”

“Really. Then who am I?”

“You ran, that’s who you are.”

“Why wouldn’t I run? You don’t look like the friendliest guy in town.”

“I’m blue, so you know I’m SSU.”

“Best reason of all.”

“Nothing to hide, no reason to run.”

“Name me one person with nothing to hide?”

“That’d be my name. But I’d be stretching it a bit. Cause I’m the dick I’m about to shove in your ass.”

“Guess you’re another fag.”

“Guess you don’t see the picture.”

“Which is?”

“First, it’s illegal to call people fags. Second, there have been threats against this church. You’re the only oddball that shows up - an idiot kid. So why don’t you do the talking? Who helped you do a scare here and cover it?”

“Yeah, so you got me. But I’m underage, pal - so how’re you going to screw me in the ass with a soft SSU legal dick?”

“Mommy will help me.”

“Shit, you're stoned, too.”

“Talking about your mommy kid. She’ll pay like all the rest when I tell her what you did. Then it’s lockdown time. It’s a beautiful world. An adult is usually worth about a kick in the head. Pretty boys pay the bills.”

“You’re a cocksucker.”

“A fag, too, but we’re following the bullet ride back to your house.”

“There is something I didn’t tell you.”

“Like what?”

“My house is near the Nestle Complex, and something happened there. Some bad things happened. A ride back doesn’t pop in with a payoff. Just ugliness and you’ll be the sap stuck reporting it.”

“I know a liar when I see one. Let me tell you a story. The more big bad wolves there are, the more money there is. We’re going for a ride back in time to the gold.”

“Son of a bitch.”

“Shut up and move.”

Alex had his plan, but still felt like a hostage as the grim SSU man breathed on him and the bullet shot backward into mindless night and a dead past. It whirred, it raced, banked, and could ride straight up, but the bullet had no mind. In a city of artificial intelligence, it was one of those things people had preferred to leave blind. Too many SSU guys trying to get a lock on you. Too many ways for them to do it without ever leaving the office. Better to have some machines that can’t answer questions. And this jolly creep worked the streets, even church facades, for extra cash. Maybe he was really bright. Got a confession, and something to hide, you aren’t hiding that well. And then he spots a kid and plays a candy-man game; back to mom for a cash payoff, and another kid is saved from the evils of the night.

Never a jolt, the bullet stopped silently, doors easing open on feather air and allowing him to step into the night air. Things were quiet to the point that only a cat could get a quick read. Alex had to get this guy into the Nestle grounds quickly before he took note of Marsdon.

“I ran through there,” Alex said. “Yes, I was taking off from home. But what I saw in there is worth more to you than a fee for collecting a runaway.”

“And you saw what?”

“Ever seen that crazy ancient man who walks into town with a sign?”

“Yeah, I know of him. So what?”

“I was following him into town. Wondering why you guys never stop him.”

“We don’t want him. He’s illegal and a freak, but like when an old elephant makes his last walk to the bone yard, no one arrests him or stops him. No money in it. And I hope you got more than him. If you think I’m going to arrest a bunch of violators that can’t pay, you’re dreaming.”

“No, it’s murder, and it was Nestlé's top people that hid the body.”

“Body. Take me to it, right now.”

Like the light of the moon, the light of the comet appeared everywhere in Alex’s mind. On city streets, things grew wilder, and in the dark grounds of the Nestle Complex, a banner in the sky seemed to celebrate some distant, unknown event. Something far off and disconnected from the untrimmed bushes and grass that marked a line at the back of the chocolate king; a line ending at the darkness of thick trees, embankments, and security fences that separated a wealthy section of downtown from a much poorer and nearly hidden neighborhood of mostly tenant housing.

They walked through the weeds and tall grass, the dark mass of leaves sponge-like and seething above. Alex was the most surprised when a hidden tunnel appeared. It was only because of the strange light of the night that he saw the path leading down to a narrow space. An old one, and forgotten, but a road between two neighborhoods. A tiny world hidden from Nestle security guards, as they never ventured this far beyond the sensors into the vacant edge of the property.

All alarms had been blocked by the SSU man, and he believed he had something - darkness, foul odors - surely a body and evidence that would pay off was here.

In the kind world he had worked so hard to end, the evidence would have been resting with the body in the weeds. But here in the real world was the tunnel the old man used, and Alex’s tiny laser expanding a beam into his back that burned him down in a second, turning his protection vest into an oven and leaving him a collapsed lump with a lolling and blackened tongue. And Alex thinking - bodies, there are no bodies - as he used the hybrid laser to slowly burn the SSU man out of existence. An ugly process that involved bubbling, hissing, and blackening blood as flesh and bone melted to ash that faded into the grass. A process that brought to mind the simple fact that an SSU man should have known better than to think a body would have been left there in the grass, with golden eyes in it, he could extract for profit. A DNA trace, maybe - but not from the piece Alex had gained. It was a gun that killed and left no evidence. Such a weapon caused few worries in a city where only a few elite players would have such a device, and an opportunity to use it undetected.

The pyramid logo of the Church of the Millennium had its own magic as beams of light fanned from it and guided Alex’s entrance. As late as he was, he would’ve been locked out if not for the tiny mark included on a bookmark that’d come with a thin paper copy of scripture he’d had smuggled into Marsdon. He held the book to his chest as he went through the doors and into the levels of the mind that would dictate his place in the millennium. Angels and demons gripped his thoughts as an overwhelming vision of his own guilt rose in haunting and gilded aisles of paradise. Yet nothing got a firm hold on him. He had the book, and its cover was holy. He could’ve entered and fallen on his knees, or walked confidently with a silver cube or many other objects. But the word of this god was in a book, and Alex had it.

Doorway to stairway and then the vanishing wisps of smoke before a great altar. He could’ve arrived at many spiritual states and places. But he was here with murder on his soul, and the silver-haired priest was waiting.

Smoke and mirrors, perhaps, but he couldn’t see anything at all other than the face of the wealthy and handsome man, there and studying him with adoration as though nothing else existed or had ever existed.

Alex would not be able to lie. And the priest said, “Why are you late?”

“I was delayed. Something I didn’t expect. Though it is not now a problem.”

“Our arrangement allows no error. Restate it and that you have done all as planned.”

“I have escaped Marsdon as agreed and arranged. A new life will begin here for me under a new identity you have created, though I choose the name, as your young disciple, also your young lover, which will always be a secret.”

The handsome priest smiled and placed a hand on his strong jaw. He pursed the full and truthful lips of one who had never been able to lie to superiors. “Something is not right,” he said. “I see it in your eyes. Answer this question. In our dealings, have you lied to me in any way?”

“Yes,” Alex said. “And I feel contempt. You always asked the questions day by day, but never the right question that would have exposed me. I had been prepared for it and was never tested. You made the mistake of not having me questioned by an artificial intelligence that would make no error.”

“Don’t you understand where you are? You can’t cheat us. We program artificial minds. I have covered for you and can, if needed, do so again. But this is not a game. We are offering you power in the church. As my disciple, you will inherit and be in command of mysterious realms.”

“That would be a long time off in the future.”

“The sensors say you have lied.”

“I have,” Alex said, pulling the small laser from his vest. “And now this liar is going to kill you.”

“I’ve known that all along.”

Feeling panic rise, Alex scanned the room. He’d been sure his plan had been perfect, but he knew the priest was being truthful. Dust drifted like the crumbling dust of moldered books of yesterday, and he knew this place was ancient and the future and beyond any time or plan. “But, I’m Alex, and you’re a pedophile. I’m going to kill you. Don’t tell me you knew that all along? Don’t steal my revenge, my hatred for my father, you bastard!”

Then the priest faded like melting wax. No answer as his body became liquid on the floor and then vanishing mist. A necklace remained, and a voice spoke quietly from within. “Take this up and keep it open, as it holds your new name. You are Daniel Manson, the name you yourself chose when you sought to lie to us and trick us. This is your church and future because you were selected.”

+++ 
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​Chapter 3: Inferno
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The streak of the distant comet seemed as boring as the doodle line a child would put at the bottom of a sketch-book page; one done because the rain had spoiled a rare outing to the countryside. Jack Michaels dropped his gaze all the way down to the haze of dirt blowing across the pavement from the camouflaged construction zone ahead. Private investigators worked mainly indoors and with surveillance, so for him, doing an investigation and tail was supposed to be a reward. Only this case was a bore without end, as were the players in it. A copyright case; no one was paying the drug money, there would be no bodies, and as it didn’t involve porn, no busty women to interview either. The player was a skinny young punk with a high Intel rating, even without the special enhancement drugs. Sure, he was a high flyer in the cyber world, but also a runner in the streets. You could kill a few people and no one would care, be a really crooked politician and people would cheer, but you couldn’t pass protected books and be noticed, or there would be a high price on your head. This guy used multiple names, but he was Randy this week. He was currently inside a condo complex that appeared to be nothing more than a strange, unmarked entrance at the side of a theater, sort of pasted into the bottom of a vast government office structure.

Jack assumed the condos were underground, but with today's building structures, many things could be in the same structure and yet remain isolated and singular to those traveling within. That, of course, meant that any person could emerge from a building through unexpected exits, and it meant little, as there was no real tailing nowadays. It was all surveillance. You could follow a person with a camera, satellite, or even special light detection of their footprints, but that was of no use. The illegal transaction had to be witnessed in person. That was the way in copyright cases.

Sure, most writers made very little and would give you their work if you’d read it and review it, but then there were writers like Amanda South who could sell a billion books a second after release. A guy like Randy with a draft of her upcoming novel, fake or not, and loaded on an e-reader with her entire collection, could do a lot of damage and draw in big-money guys that were doing it clean when they hired a private detective and not a hitman. The cops-and-robbers game was a scare game at the beginning of every case; if the scare didn’t work, it would get ugly, and Jack wouldn’t be involved.

So Jack pursed his lips. The money was there, and he knew he’d get Randy when he wanted him. But that didn’t take away the boredom and the lie. In this society, people wanted to live forever as children playing with expensive toys and gadgets. The religion held that the higher the price, the greater the prestige of ownership. Especially if it was illegal. It made Jack and all others who took copyright cases enemies of freedom. The freedom to play forever. And also the enemies of human dignity, subscribing temporarily to the money that made the world go round, perhaps at the expense of both liberty and creativity. Addicted to the currency of death and leaving all at the end to look up at that scrib of light called a comet, wondering if it could be much more than emptiness and the dull slash of an ancient pencil at the bottom of the eternal ledger. Gods were returning to collect; they’d been robbed and had popped by on the winds of space, in the darkness of night ... and if collection was punishment, it was a hard game when childish adults faced the silliness of their named crimes.

Catching Randy in the act wasn’t really an option; he’d have to be in with that inner circle of friends or pirates - a pal that would come forth with betrayal at the exact moment. That never happened, so it meant doing a scare with surveillance and collecting the cash for the job. Clever as Randy was, he didn’t fool Jack. Like a gumshoe of old, Jack was waiting in the deep shadows to the left of the razor-thin alley as Randy stepped out, turned, and began to walk down tall streets toward the purplish night of a grimier neighborhood.

It sure wasn’t a perfect town. Just outside the bright towers of the higher social scene, in nearly every part of town, dusty neighborhoods lay in darkness, filled with the sudden violence of hidden, desperate people. They testified to the anxiety of this so-called modern world when they left you hurt and beaten, maybe even crippled or toothless. All had been lost in the painful dreams of politicians and cops that could create a gated city ... and the final nightmare that it could only be evil front to back with the police state and firmly entrenched criminals thriving in the wicked glitter of it.

Tipping his hat up so his face came into view, Jack said, “Buddy, you got a light?” Causing Randy to steal a glance and flee - fast, like a sprinter off the line, tossing his small device on the road as he escaped.

“Guess like most people, he doesn’t smoke,” Jack muttered harmlessly to no one. Quick pursuit would be fun, but Jack still ran into the road and got the special e-reader - special because it was a black box in that no net access could be gained to it, and it reflected GPS locators to random points.

A small, eclectic car swerved and honked, but he didn’t sweat it as he ran off into the darkness, using instinct in his slow pursuit of a guy who was probably by now sure he’d gotten away.

A few blocks passed, Jack passing frightened shadows of the night. This being so much a world of old people faking youth that most couples had no courage other than the reflex to duck out of the way and not dare say a word. The strength and the power had become conformity and a numb form of cowardice.

Jack paused, slightly out of breath in the darkness. Dust so filthy it had fingers, probed his lungs. In this part of town, he had no chance of gaining a glimmer of hope. He was about to drift into a local mandated production area, where unlucky workers resided and produced a portion of goods that might be needed in an emergency if overseas slave factories failed. Then he found he’d been running after nothing and away from a much bigger event, as back in the lights of the city proper flames licked into the sky, followed by the roar of an incredible explosion. They came up almost instantaneously, and in Jack’s mind an idiotic thought flashed like a separate form of lightning, “When cities burn, the defenders are chasing a guy who stole a book manuscript.”

And then he thought again. Life is like that - the paymasters send you running, and then you’re running again. It’s the cash and the clever lies as you dash to the end with some money in hand, when you’re already nearly dead and damned.

Jack placed the fire and explosion at the center of town. He had no quick way to it under normal circumstances. In everyday life, if he did anything illegal, he’d likely be called to account and see his detective license temporarily suspended. But when things change, they change fast, and from this point onward, his investigation was into the fire and explosion. And that meant breaking some rules. A taxi was swerving around him, before he knocked a sign over in front of it with a laser flash. The shouting driver and an elegant female passenger, he forced out with news that terrorists were shooting from windows ahead, and he was a cop. After hurrying them into the darkness of an alleyway and gaining the control fob, he backed out and drove the cab toward the fire.

A metal barrier came up behind him as he pulled away; lockdown plans were in action, and that meant he had little chance of getting closer to the scene. Ahead, more barriers shot up blocking the roads, but he knew the alleys. Barely wide enough to get through, but he had a small vehicle. Turning to the first uptown alley, he put on all the lights, got out, and checked the passage. He keyed a siren to wail from the cab’s speaker, though he saw nothing but junk and trash bins. Getting back inside, he sped through with a clatter as the cab knocked some small obstacles aside
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