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      After a while, the vaporous music fell into the background. It had to compete with twenty conversationally loaded café tables and six massive glass-pane windows overlooking a busy street. There was never a moment when the constant stream of cars and trucks let up.

      And the café staff played some dreck over their sound system, making it all worse. It played loudly for them, not the customers. That was obvious.

      But before him on the screen, there was soft music from his device’s tiny speakers. And an image on the laptop’s screen, hovering, awaiting the escape key. Something had loaded into the shell, perhaps? The damn laptop wasn’t even connected to the café WI-FI. A small, inexplicable miracle.

      Music looped, repetitive, uplifting, and melancholic. It felt like a snippet of good life recalled walking alone through Hachinohe backstreets years ago.

      An aching, penetrating, melodic tune that induced such nostalgia that Geoff let it drone on, despite the sudden impulse to smash the escape key.

      A smoky, grey, foggy, white photo duplicate hung on the OLED panel. Stark, flat black, an image of a bridge’s tower rising over glassy, smooth water. Nothing distinct, a work of art photo. Geoff loved the distant glow of white lights like sprites and spirits floating on the distant shore. Buildings huddled in the fog of the deep background.

      When his cappuccino arrived, Geoff was so fixated that he didn’t notice it was Molly. Most of the staff barely acknowledged anyone over thirty existed, but Molly, young as the rest of them, was actually good with people.

      “Is that the Brooklyn Bridge?” Molly said.

      Geoff turned the Air so she could have a better look.

      “It is, but this image is ancient. I love it.”

      “Me too, that would make a cool poster.”

      Obviously, she had work to do and was headed back for the counter in a moment. Still, that was a high level of social skill compared to her peers.

      A message came with the image.

      Have they arrived yet?

      The night I set out to get this long exposure, there was a massive fire. It was blocks away, but the light gave the towers an odd quality. Ethereal, that’s the word for it.

      To be honest, I’ve been smoking a cheap cigar, and I think my whiskey flask is leaching mercury at the seams.

      That, or I’m going a little dotty with the vapours.

      Geoff clicked the reply button, and the email vanished. Not deleted or archived. It was gone as if it had never existed.

      Someone was fucking with him, and it was brilliant stuff. A skillful hack that transcended his meager understanding of the matter.

      This kind of thing was rare on a Mac, that much he knew. Getting an email to deliver without an active Wi-Fi connection, or at least showing as no Wi-Fi active, that was a subversion of device security that deserved some respect.

      Should have taken a picture of the image and the odd email. It hung there on the screen, no app involved. A message and an image floating ghost-like.

      Geoff picked up his phone and checked his texts. Nothing of consequence, which was typical.

      His News app had an intriguing story about a possible cluster of interstellar, not local, asteroids passing very close to Earth.

      The report said they would be visible to the naked eye at night for several days.

      As he walked home, the exact wording of the odd message was already fading amid the barrage of brainless imagery from his cell.

      Home was where Geoff wanted to be. Three flights up, he climbed the heavily painted and re-painted black fire escape that led to the back door of his apartment atop the massive Victorian brick pile.

      This place, he loved it. Tall windows, high ceilings, and not many people knew how to get up here with instructions. It was a haven within a small bustling town.

      Odd cut polished wooden floorboards creaked under his feet; his kitchenette’s strip of endlessly waxed linoleum was probably as old as the Armstrong floor plant that had made it. Progress had finally resulted in that place being razed. We were always erasing the best history.

      There were fewer people all the time. No one missed the old things being torn down around them. What a shame they didn’t care more. Cities bled character and charm with every smashed brick, block, or shattered board.

      The future felt like a good place to leave behind.

       

      He had a choice: eat or pay rent. His stomach won the bout. His landlord would understand the shortfall in pay. She was used to it.

      Geoff had charm and youthful good looks on his side, for now. Hopefully, he’d have a better job by the time they fled.

      When the cheap spaghetti sauce and noodles were boiling on the four-burner Amana kitchenette stove, his phone rang.

      It was always odd to get a phone call. So old-fashioned and uncomfortable. Geoff answered the call, holding the phone and hitting the speaker button.

      “What’s up?”

      “Log on to your laptop, Geoff. We have a message.”

      He didn’t recognize the voice. Did they mean the royal “we?”

      “Scam calls were declared an act of war a decade ago. You'd better hope my government isn’t listening.”

      “Unless they can reach back to me, they’ll have no target.”

      The line went dead.

      Geoff set the food to simmer and headed over to his laptop. He could feel the worry and concern growing within. The floorboards popped and creaked as he walked over them. Some asshole had hacked his laptop, maybe his phone?

      When he flipped the panel up, the screen showed an image of the New York skyline from 1910.

      “What the actual fuck is going on here?”

      There was the music, faint and distant. It was old-timey, fuzzy, and laden with static, an instrumental with a happy melody and beat. The musical sound warped, climbed, and dipped like a car zooming over country roads.

      It sounded ancient; it was vinyl recorded and replayed. Compressed via this upload. That was easily obvious.

      He watched the image fade, and words materialized on the screen.

      Geoff, is this you? It’s a relief to find you again. Ok, I found me. Should I say “us?” You need to get your butt in gear and get to the slip’s nexus.

      Don’t break the loop.

      I know this sounds nuts. Where you will be shortly is far worse. You need to come here.

      I called you from 1945. We age very well, all things considered. 1910 is waiting on you.

      This was a bizarre, if entertaining hack. At least they weren’t robbing his bank account. Not yet anyway.

      His phone chimed with a text message. With a glance, he saw it was Federal I.T. Management. What the hell did they want? Drilling down a level into the message, Geoff nearly gasped.

      Geoff Craftner. False positives are hitting your node on the approved networks. We’re sending a tech for hands-on diagnostics and analysis.

      You will not be charged unless this aberration is caused by unlawful or suspicious activity on the node.

      For Christ’s sake, they were sending a tech on a Saturday. It wasn’t right to interrupt his reading day.

       

      When the tech arrived, it wasn’t the usual scruffy, dour, neck-beard one found haunting I.T jobs. Not even close.

      Geoff opened
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