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Preface

While this novel is a work of
fiction, much of the information concerning NDE’s (near death
experiences), past life phenomena, precognition, and advances in
technology is based on published research in science, quantum
physics, and metaphysics. Readers rooted in metaphysical
connections, are more likely to relate to the deep nature of the
story. More physically grounded readers will enjoy the adventurous
sci-fi concepts contained in the story. We invite all readers to
research the subjects to discover more.
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The cuneiform language symbol on
chapter headings derives from the ancient Sumerian civilization
(4000 BCE) and the Assyrian civilization (2000BCE) of Mesopotamia
(modern day Iraq). The character represents the Interface between the divine and earthly realms, a
principal theme of interconnecting the two clouds in this
novel.

The dilemmas and challenges for
the characters in this story are as ancient as the oldest of
humankinds.

ii


 


 


 


“The distinction
between the past, present and future is only a stubbornly
persistent illusion.”


Albert Einstein

Theoretical physicist
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Chapter One

 


“Come on, Evan! Get on frequency!”
the confined space of the military communications van filled with
Linc’s voice, as his partner heard the demands through
military-issue headphones.

“Hold your horses, cowboy! I don't
have them yet!” Evan adjusted his position on the thinly cushioned
metal seat.

He reached to turn one of the
multitudes of dials on the board occupying the wall in front of
him, causing the static in the headphones to merge with the squeal
of the metal stool.

Evan winced at the noise.
“Billions of dollars on state of the art modern tech, and they
can’t get us a comfortable chair that won’t squeak.”

Sleek monitors mounted above eye
level flickered to life, before reverting once again to static. The
snap of an image caught Linc’s eye before it was lost in a haze of
pixels and scrambled data.

“That was it!” Linc straightened
his lanky form in his seat. The energy of the moment coursed
through his tattooed arms. “We’re almost there!”

Another flicker of images, and
both men sucked in a breath. Anticipation and adrenaline coursed
through Evan’s rigid form.

Linc wiped his palms over the
camouflaged pants of his uniform.

“Hands on the wheel, man.” Evan
grabbed at the dials.

Linc gave the comment a brief
grin. His hands struck the keyboard stationed in front of him,
fingers flying.

Code and commands screamed across
the faces of the monitors below the flickering screens. Evan’s eyes
flitted between each of the four main viewing channels. The images
and data streams were joined by a garbled audio feed.

“Yes!” Evan locked in the dials
within his reach. “Okay, okay, I’m in! I got it! I got the
link!”

Linc’s smooth shaven face ripped
into a broad smile. “Yes, you do! Right next to you, brother!”

Evan’s gaze tore from the screens
long enough to roll his eyes at the comment.

“Whatever, man. There! Decryption
set!” The screen directly in front of Evan blossomed with encoded
text. “Let's get this!”

Linc wiped his face on the sleeve
of his uniform. “Enemy tank battalion closing forward line. Grid
six, tango-five-two. Is the drone in position?”

Evan’s hands surfed across the
board below the monitors. “It is now. Ready to jam when you
say.”

Evan glanced to his side at a
small Army Cyber Command motivational poster taped to the front of
a door panel. He smiled as he recalled its words:

Einstein never guessed the weapons
of World War III would be information, data, and control of the
Infostrada.

Evan keyed in another myriad of
code.

“Okay... Now! Block 'em out.” A
flicker of dots scattered across the screen as Linc whistled.

“Done! Look at those dots bounce
the battlefield. They have virtually no electronics. They're blind!
Total confusion!” Laughter echoed off the walls of the
communications van.

“Shit. They’re all over the
place.” Evan smirked.

Linc shushed Evan with a wave as
he sent a verbal all-clear through the headset. “Red Rover Four,
this is Snoopy Three. The battlefield is yours.”

Another voice filled both Evan’s
and Linc’s headsets. “Roger. We can probably hold jamming for
twenty. We'll tell you when they finally knock down our bird. Clean
'em up while you can. Out.”

Linc’s eyes flashed as he accepted
the go-ahead for the real prize. “Let's get back to the data. I see
the signals. You are dead on frequency now.”

Evan’s eyes locked on the screen
in front of him. “Crypto key cracking routine... set! Let's grab
these data streams. They’re in a panic out there and trying
anything! Their guard is down. Transmissions are sloppy.”

“I've got your data sample! The
routine is cracking on the keys on four, three, two, one, busted!
Got their crypto keys,” Linc called out over the headset.

“Good.” A smile plastered Evan’s
face. “I've got the first data streams downloading. Shoot me the
keys.”

A long pause sucked the air from
the small cabin. “Okay.” Linc’s voice was barely a whisper.
“Decrypting... decrypting... Yes! Clear text. I can't read their
characters, but it’s clear text. Let's send it all home!”

Chinese characters flashed across
the screen.

“The decrypted keys are on the way
to Intel at G-2.” Linc slammed the return key at the corner of his
board.

“Packaging enemy data streams.
Ready. Link established and three, two, one, data streaming is
on-line.” Evan tagged the keys of his board and relayed the command
through Linc’s screen.

“Full download complete!” Evan
whirled his stool to another monitor and keyboard station to his
left. “Now, we have to send it home!”

The new monitor sprang to life
with the same streams of code and text sync echoing in the other
screens. Evan glanced at another memo above his station:

Ours is a war of devastation equal
in mass to a nuclear bomb, yet with minimal toll on human life. A
war of minds and data; a game of codes and keys.

The two young men, sweating in
full military uniforms, slumped their shoulders only a moment
before spinning their stools to face one another.

“Heroes again.” Linc sighed as he
stretched in his seat. “Coffee break.”

“I wish they hadn't fried all the
satellites months ago or we wouldn't have to be so damn close to
the front line,” Evan lamented as he returned to watch the dots
bustle on the screen.

Linc laughed. “Oh, but this makes
it more interesting. We're not rear echelon monkeys sitting in an
office in Nebraska.”

“True enough.” The slap of their
hands meeting in a double high-five echoed through the small space.
There was barely enough room for the pair of communications
soldiers within the tangle of wires between screens, keyboards, and
various LED spotted electronics. Linc pointed at the small poster
above his station and jabs his finger in the air:

We are Spartans of the mind, elite
warriors with a keyboard and screen.

“Yeah! That's right! Never a
problem when you've got the Linc on your side!” Linc wove his
fingers together and stretched his arms over his head.

A series of audible pops followed
as his tired back realigned.

Evan twisted on his stool with the
same result. “Damn straight! Communication is key to modern
war!”

Evan took in the steady stream of
data flowing from one screen to the next. Linc’s gaze rose to the
images on the monitors. A team of soldiers slammed a battering ram
into a door. The camera angle, poor image quality, and lack of
color obscured their faces. He felt another rush of adrenaline,
different than the thrill of the hunt.

Linc turned a haunted gaze on his
partner. “Evan, man, you have been on your ass in here longer than
me. Why don't you go take a break? Don’t you need to take a piss or
something?”

Evan shrugged. “Meh, there’s still
a glitch or two in this stream to work out.”

Linc lowered his eyes to the
monitor over Evan’s shoulder. “Let me give it a go.”

Evan smiled at the suggestion.
“Serious? I thought cleaning and gutting the beast was the boring
part for you?”

Linc waved off Evan’s jest. “I
gotta learn. Someday, I might not have you by my side to do the
tedious stuff.

Linc kicked the base of Evan’s
stool, rolling both man and seat aside. Evan caught himself on the
far wall.

“Well, okay. The ship is in your
capable hands, sailor.”

Linc waved Evan off, totally
focused on his work.

Evan glanced up as he passed
through the narrow hallway of cables and shelves to a small metal
hatch:

The spoils of war are
simultaneously infinite and infinitesimal. The secrets of nations,
the wealth of empires, all controlled by invisible streams of data
coursing through wireless echoes and oceans. He who controls
access, controls the world, even from an ivory tower.

He stole a moment to look back and
smirked at his friend’s hunched form furiously striking at keys
before he turned the latch and pushed through the door.

He squinted and shielded his eyes
with a salute to the high sun. As his pupils adjusted, he took in
the clear, pale blue sky. His combat boots crunched the gravely
beige earth as he dropped from the metal steps of the
communications van. Desert brush did little to camouflage the
dirt-colored vehicle.

Evan gazed out over the
surrounding hills as he stretched his aching limbs. The heat of
midday brought a glisten of sweat to his brow, even as he breathed
a sigh of thanks for the weak but present breeze. The van’s air
conditioning was to protect the equipment, not the soldiers. Vents
were mandatory, windows were optional.

He walked up the rise of the hill
that sheltered the van from sight. It only took a few steps before
Evan crested the ridge far enough that he no longer had a direct
view of the van.

***

A strange aura swept the sky. A
flash emitted from above and a violet bolt of electricity struck
the tallest of the steel array of antennae protruding from the roof
of the communication van. Electrical striations of colorful
magnetic threads pulsed in all directions surrounding the van and
its antennae.

Within the confines of the van,
Linc rubbed his eyes to clear away the strain pressing at his lids.
The screens suddenly flickered between light and darkness in a
rapid, random succession of energy. His headphones hummed an
unbearable droning pitch. Linc groaned and gripped the device
connecting him to the network of cables and electronics.

Before he had a breath of a chance
to remove the head gear, the screens crackled. Wires deep within
the walls popped against thin metal shielding. The whole of the
cabin came to life in a sudden surge unharnessed electromagnetic
energy. As equipment voltage meters rattled, needles violently
pegged the warning zones. The smell of heat and electricity burned
into Linc’s nostrils. The inside of the van burst into a vibrant
fireworks display.

***

Evan clutched his temples, clamped
his eyes closed as he stumbled over the plateau toward the van. He
fell to his knees, doubled over and grasped the back of his head.
The ringing in his ears, the throbbing inside his head became so
intense that he folded over in the fetal position. As calmness
returned, the ringing remained in his head. He slowly rose and
wiped a thin line of blood from beneath his nose. He stared for a
moment at the red smear maring his hand. In a daze, Evan meandered
toward the van.

The violent rings of magnetic
vibration left the earth surrounding the van rippled, small rocks
and debris scattered away from the tires. The entirety of the
episode hardly lasted more than a heartbeat.

Evan’s gaze caught the glint of
light on metal as the door to the van squealed open below. Evan
stumbled toward the vehicle, still uncertain what transpired, yet
knowing full well he needed to get out of the open field.

***

Shafts of light splintered the
darkness within the van as Evan swung the door wide. The smell of
hot wiring assaulted him as he lingered in the entry hall.

“Yo. Linc.” Evan’s shadow cast the
space into darkness. “I felt the weirdest pulse out there.”

Evan picked his way into the van,
covering his face with his sleeve, stifling the acrid smell filling
the confines of the space.

“Linc? What the hell, man? Why is
it so dark in here?”

Evan fumbled for the touch lights
adhered to the ceiling of the vehicle. He tapped a dome once,
twice, a third time. He pressed as hard as he could. A wire popped,
snapping a flicker of electricity near enough to his arm to singe a
few hairs.

As he passed into the primary work
space of the van, he squinted into the shadows. “Linc?”

Evan struck another plastic dome
with his fist. A pale glow illuminated the wall of monitors. Liquid
crystal screens burbled melted images. In the half-lit glow of
mangled tech, a blue-grey glow illuminated the cabin.

The air was thick with the odor of
electricity, fire, and something else, something Evan feared to
recognize. The smell for a moment reminded him of home and weekends
and summer barbecues, but the sick scent mingled, turning Evan’s
stomach to darker thoughts.

Unprompted, Evan’s gaze fell to
the empty stools set before the decimated workstation. Evan fought
to will his eyes to travel no lower, but his body refused to obey.
His gaze settled on the smoldering mass crumpled on the floor.
Charred fabric, still red-trimmed with dying embers. Flesh
blackened at contact points - the fingertips. Molten remains of
headphones and charred flesh around what were ears formed a
seamless mold.

Words refused to form on Evan’s
gaping lips. In their place, a breath caught in his throat before
the scream of anguish and confusion released into the van and
escaped the twist of sparking wires out across the barren wastes of
the desert.
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Chapter Two

 


Evan straightened as he adjusted
the lines of his dress uniform. The memory of the attack which
stole Linc away two months ago haunted his eyes as he scanned the
screens mounted along the wood-paneled walls. He had not looked at
a screen since the incident. Even the sight of the mobile devices
carried by the medical staff in the infirmary drew a sickening lump
of dread in his core.

Evan had ignored the therapist’s
suspicions until several weeks into the sessions. Technology of any
sort caused his mind to go blank and his heart rate to skyrocket.
The first time was in the recovery room days after the attack. A
nurse clicked on the wall mounted television. His vision went dark.
He vaguely remembered jumping from the bed, grabbing a chair and
launching it at the screen.

The therapists insisted it was
PTSD. They suspected he’d wanted the shards of plastic in order to
harm himself. Several sessions later they connected the incident to
the television itself and diagnosed him with severe
technophobia.

The doctors made it clear Evan
needed more specialized care. It was also clear it would be some
time before he could return to the field. If he ever could.

The men, most in decorated
military dress, and a pair in the white coats and suits Evan had
grown accustomed to seeing, seated themselves along the far side of
the large, U-shaped table. Evan noted the table served as a fine
barrier between himself and the board. His thoughts, however,
flipped instantly to the touch screens as each man set his black,
handheld device into a dock on the table.

Evan found himself counting
breaths as generals and doctors settled into their seats. He hoped
he had not been speaking the numbers out loud. As he took in the
expressions of the men, reality settled on him. At this point it
did not matter if he was talking to himself or not.

“It has been a long time since we
have had any casualties in a war.” A general with grey hair and
more medals on his breast than the others, slid a weathered hand
across his screen before raising his eyes to Evan.

Evan winced as a familiar pain
fired through his skull.

“Well, that’s a fine thing to make
the history books for?” Linc’s voice groaned in caustic annoyance.
“First to cook their carcass in the all new, all tech
battlefield.”

“Yes, sir.” Evan nodded, ignoring
the din inside his head.

His lips felt drier than they had
in the heat of the desert sun that day. He swiped his tongue over
them.

“This blame is not on your
shoulders, soldier.” Another man, this one with fewer medals and
far less hair on his head, offered a soft expression, though his
words were level. “This was an oversight.”

The commanding officer cut the man
off with a flit of his fingers. “It was outside of our standard
strategic plans. This new information is being reviewed for future
missions.”

“Translation, they will slide this
whole shitstorm under a plush government carpet. Class act all the
way.” Linc’s words hissed in Evan’s head.

“Of course, sir.” Evan maintained
a stoicism, allowing him to step this far out of his hospital
room.

“The EM─electro-magnetic─assault
on our communications vehicle was not something our intelligence
had made us aware of.” The commanding officer glanced back at his
tablet against the glossy black of the table.

“It is not a new technology,” the
officer to the right, his shoulder bearing the ropes of a
communications squadron, inserted. “But it was something we thought
exclusively in use by our allies.”

“The world is still changing as we
continue to colonize the Infostrada.” The commanding officer
nodded.

“Colonize the Infostrada, geez!”
Evan’s head began to ache from the strain of containing Linc’s
words. “You would think we were sticking a flag in the damned
cyberspace or some shit.”

“What was once considered high
technology is now commonplace, and while the methods of fighting a
war have allowed both sides to see far less bloodshed, when an
otherwise backward group of extremists gets their hands on a new
weapon, it is hard to say where they will make first use of
it.”

Linc’s voice persisted against
Evan’s skull. “Bull shit. They knew all about the crazy faction and
all their new toys helping them track our asses. They’re lying,
man.”

“I understand, sir.” Sweating
palms were a sign Evan had become familiar.

He knew the tremors would start
soon. If there were some way to hurry this along, he would have
given anything to make it so.

“Sirs, if I may.” Evan breathed
through his nostrils, forcing calm over his raw nerves. “Is there
anything further required for our report?”

The commanding officer’s eyes
narrowed. A look passed between the men at his side. Looking down
at the tablet before him, he waved his hand over the screen.

“You are free to go, soldier.” The
commanding officer nodded, his eyes still locked on the tablet
screen.

Evan saluted as he rose to his
feet. He hoped the momentary waver in his posture was not enough
for the men to take notice.

“Medical will need to see you
again, Lieutenant Gabriel. You will report there as soon as you are
able.” The voice was so flat Evan was unable to discern which of
the men spoke the words.

Evan took the moment to face the
panel of men once more. He offered another curt salute. He wavered
yet again before continuing on his way.

Most soldiers only saw Medical for
standard appointments anymore, even those could be performed
remotely if the right equipment was available on base. Of course,
it had been quite a length of time since any soldier had seen a
battlefront not locked in the frame of a computer monitor. Drones
and field robotic soldiers did the dirty work. Death on the field
more often than not was due to suicide, or rare accidents.

Those deaths went all but
unnoticed, or unreported. It was all part of the job. No one had
seen what destruction war could do in more than a decade. Evan was
a new case in the modern battlefield. A study.

Sterile, white walls, the scent of
antiseptic alcohol on cold metal, and the raw taste of the wood
tongue depressor did nothing to ease Evan’s nerves.

“When did the shaking start?” The
examiner rolled her wheeled stool across the white linoleum
floor.

She stopped short of the
paper-covered bench where Evan perched. Her deep, grey-green eyes
flitted over the information on her tablet screen.

Under normal conditions, Evan
would not have hesitated to ply the blond nurse for personal
information or convince her to join him for dinner or a night on
the town.

These were not normal
circumstances.

“Oooh. She is a pretty one. No
rings on her finger either.” Linc’s voice snickered in Evan’s
ear.

“Shouldn’t I be telling the
doctor?” Evan avoided the woman’s pale eyes as he leaned away from
the digital thermometer she aimed at his mouth.

“You will, but I’m supposed to
ask, too. For the record.” She rose from her stool and made certain
Evan understood she was in charge at the moment.

“Right.” Evan mumbled around the
plastic stick jutting from his mouth.

The nurse removed the digital
thermometer and recorded the digital readings into her tablet.

Evan caught a glimpse of the
chart. Below his name, a series of notes and numbers filled the
screen. One set of letters stood out.

“PTSD.” Linc’s voice tutted the
diagnosis. “They are pegging my death with making you nutty.”

“I’m not emotionally unstable,”
Evan assured the pretty young nurse.

“I’m sure the doctor will take it
into consideration.” She jotted a few more notes with the stylus
and set the tablet on the counter. “Have a nice day, Lieutenant
Gabriel.”

“Did you see? She didn’t even bat
an eyelash at you. You’re losing your touch, man.” The scorn in
Linc’s voice was tempered by a convivial sarcasm.

“Yeah,” was all Evan could muster
in response to either party.

The silence surrounded Evan once
the examination room door closed behind the nurse, leaving a vacuum
of thoughts and rising anxiety. Evan dropped his feet to the floor
and crossed to the tablet resting beside the small sink.

“Do you want to see the whole
shopping list of medical mumbo jumbo?” Linc’s voice fluttered at
the back of Evan’s neck.

Evan reached out, hands shaking,
not wholly from the implications of his impending diagnosis.

He tapped the tablet and brought
up the information screen. He read.

“Possible physiological side
effects of electromagnetic exposure. Possible PTSD. Possible
neurological dysfunction.”

“Possible. It’s not positively
bad.” Linc’s voice attempted a reassuring tone.

Evan slammed his fist into the
cabinet above his head.

He was so engaged in his
conversation with Linc, he did not hear another person enter the
room.

“Hey, now, that’s government
property.” The doctor’s voice shocked Evan out of his anger. “And
so are the cabinets. We just had those fitted.”

“Busted,” Linc’s disembodied
snicker taunted.

“Sorry, sir.” Evan handed the
tablet to the doctor and returned to his seat on the padded
bench.

The doctor offered a gentle smile.
The loose cut of the man’s greying hair and his relaxed demeanor
betrayed his civilian credentials.

“Evan.” His name fell like a sigh
as the doctor lowered himself to perch on the wheeled stool.

The man’s years were clearly lined
across his brow as he looked over the records displayed on the
tablet screen.

“Tell him to get to the point
already.” Linc’s voice interrupted the silence of the moment.

“Tell me what the burst did to
me.” Evan wiped his palms on the dressing gown. “Then please let me
get back out in the field.”

“You wouldn’t go back out there
without your partner, would you?” Protest filled Linc’s voice.

“You aren’t going back out there,
son.” The doctor’s demeanor shifted to a more stern tone.

“What?” Evan’s brow creased.

“Evan, Lieutenant Gabriel, look.”
The doctor raised his attention from the screen to the young
soldier seated in front of him. “The official record of your
condition will be post-traumatic stress.”

Evan shook his head. “Fine. So? No
one has had a case since the early forties. So what?”

“But this is more than PTSD.
Something happened to you outside that van. We will be
investigating the effects of electromagnetic pulse on the human
body. But, until we know more...” The doctor sighed once again and
set the tablet aside on the table.

One more sigh and I’m going to
get annoyed. Evan was uncertain if the protest was Linc’s or
his own.

“Evan, look, I know you military
guys are stoic, and you are your work.” The man removed his glasses
and rubbed at the bridge of his long narrow nose. “If I had the
authority, I would begin testing on you right away.” He paused. “If
you were open to it, of course.”

Evan put his hands out. “Of
course! I’m up for anything. MRIs, CAT scans, whatever it takes.
Don’t send me out of this office saying I’m crazy or shell-shocked
when I know that’s not the case at all.”

“Guinea pig.” Linc’s voice was
accented with a snort.

“I have to.” The doctor replaced
his glasses and rose from the stool.

He walked to the door of the
examination room and set his hand on the lever of the door. “I
truly am sorry, Evan, but this is not my call.”

Evan’s breath caught his protest
before he could speak it. The doctor opened the door to leave.

“Get dressed, Mr. Gabriel. You are
relieved of duty. Welcome back to civilian life.” The doctor’s
closing left no question on how final the decision was. “I’m
prescribing some medications, sleeping pills, and something for
your anxiety. The Veteran’s Directorate will continue to monitor
your physiology in addition to your stress issues.”

“Wow. And he doesn’t even know
about the voices.”

Evan did not register the doctor’s
exit until the click of the door cracked the silence.

“Well. Shit.” Again, Evan was
uncertain where the words derived , or if they broke the silence of
the room.

Evan stared down the closed door,
willing it to open again. Willing the doctor to return with a
sudden change of heart. He stared, then he slammed his fist into
the padded examination bench.
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Chapter Three



The incoming call alert rattled
the mobile device resting precariously on the bedside table. In the
year since his medical discharge from the Army, he had grown lax
about jumping out of bed in response.

From beneath a tangled pile of bed
covers, Evan groaned. His hand jutted from the folds to silence the
device.

With one eye open, still bleary
from sleep, he read the caller ID blaring across the smooth screen.
“Mother”.

Evan groaned again and swiped his
thumb across the screen to meet with the red phone icon. The
thought passed his weary mind as to why they still chose to use the
icon at all. No one alive had ever used a handset phone.

The alert silenced. Evan tossed
the mobile device onto the bed stand once again. He rolled over and
buried his face in the pale yellow locks of the woman sleeping on
the far side of the California king bed.

A secondary alarm chimed
menacingly, notifying Evan of a waiting voicemail message. The
chirp lit his last nerve. Evan flipped over in the bed, sending
tremors over the full surface of the mattress and causing his
bedmate to grumble. He dropped his feet to the cool wood floor of
the bedroom and rubbed his palms over his face. Snatching up the
mobile device he finally noted the digital readout on the lock
screen, ten a.m.

The woman beneath the covers
lolled her head to face him. Her delicate features had seduced more
than Evan’s interest. The young model was well recognized as the
newest face of GlobeNet’s Wired Women campaign.

Her eyelids fluttered open to
lazily reveal a pair of stunning blue eyes. Evan’s thoughts had
wandered far from the woman, yet her waking princess routine was
such a part of her programming she failed to notice his lack of
attention. A silent yawn parted pale pink lips. And a pair of
slender, perfectly tanned arms extended from beneath the blankets.
It was only as her palms fell on the empty space beside her she
realized Evan’s absence.

“Where do you think you’re going?”
She propped her head on her crooked arm, momentarily forgetting
herself.

“Work beckons.” Evan picked his
way across clothing scattered over the floor.

Recovering from her annoyance the
woman fluttered her lashes as Evan turned to her. “So early?”

The words could have been
recorded, so eloquent was their execution.

“It is past ten.” Evan
offered.

He fastened the button on his dark
slacks.

He wouldn’t make it into the
office until well after noon by this point, yet he should make the
effort of an appearance at the downtown office anyway. It also made
a good excuse to escape the apartment of his latest conquest.

“Shit.” The woman kicked herself
free from the plush comforter to reveal a pair of equally slender
and tanned legs. “I’m always late when I spend time with you.”

Evan disappeared into the adjoined
master bathroom, leaving the door open.

“Ugh.” The woman flopped onto her
back letting her hair pillow beneath her head. “Must you leave the
door open while you pee? At least put the seat back down.”

Evan thunked the lid down, and
returned to the bedroom following his basic morning rituals.

“Did you use my toothbrush again?”
The woman loosely knotted the belt of her pastel satin robe. The
garment barely served to cover her breasts, and the bottom hem
stopped long enough to be revealing.

“I think we’ve shared enough
fluids for it to not be an issue.” Evan scoffed at the question.
“But, no, rest assured I used my travel one this time.”

“Happened to have it with you when
we bumped into one another at the bar last night.” The woman
crossed the studio apartment toward the kitchen, and though Evan
could not see her face around the dividing wall, he sensed the
sarcasm in her voice.

“Boy Scouts taught me to always be
prepared,” Evan called out.

“You could leave a few things
here, you know.” The woman sidled up behind Evan as he drew his
grey button-down shirt onto his shoulders.

“That’s not necessary.” Evan
sidestepped, as he fastened the last button on the shirt and tugged
the cuffs of the sleeves.

He turned his attention to the
scattering of clothing on the floor and spied more of his garments
intermingled with a black slip dress, sheer stockings, and black
lace that belonged to his current annoyance.

“You could call in sick.” The
woman tugged playfully at the waistband of Evan’s slacks.

“Nope.” Evan drew her hands to his
lips and kissed her knuckles before stepping out of her reach
again.

He looped the ends of his deep
blue silk tie around his neck like a scarf. Taking a quick
backtrack toward the bed, Evan snatched his mobile device from the
bedside table. In a smooth, practiced motion he dropped the device
into his shirt pocket and hooked his finger through the collar of
the jacket slung over the nearby chair.

“I started coffee.” The woman cut
into his path of egress.

Throwing the jacket over his
shoulder he danced around the pretty obstacle.

“Evan?” He paused at the door but
did not turn to face the woman. “When are we going to discuss this
relationship?”

He smiled to himself at the idea
of discussing anything of substance with this woman. “Later.”

Evan was out the door and in the
hallway of the apartment building without so much as a second
glance over his shoulder, his “date” left standing in the midst of
her disheveled apartment, arms crossed. It was a pose for an
audience no longer tuned in.

The metal doors of the elevator
slid open as sensors observed Evan’s approach. They closed once he
fully entered the carriage.

“Lobby.” Evan ordered the machine
in a tone casually accepting yet firm.

Slipping his device from his
pocket as the elevator lowered, he checked the time. As the doors
opened, Evan strode through the opulent entryway of the building. A
quiet ambiance of music filled the otherwise quiet lobby.

The doors to the street opened and
closed as they sensed movement.

Evan was buffeted by the sudden
din of the world. The street bustled with late morning traffic. He
adjusted the jacket on his arm before weaving through crowds of
similar business attire. Sighing through the chaos, he shook the
need to pop one of the pills stuffed in pocket.

His late model Tesla sport coupe
waited at the corner. The vehicle had been a hand-me-down from his
uncle. To hear the man talk of the thing, one would think it a high
quality machine. Evan was almost ashamed to claim it.

Parking the night before had been
fair. At this hour, though, the large engine and out of date tech
was certain to set off a global positioning system or parking alert
as soon Evan offered the start command. He released the charging
dock from the vehicle.

Evan popped his mobile device from
his pocket and slid his fingers over the screen. A series of codes,
applications, and effects streamed beneath his nimble digits. The
headlights on the Tesla blinked to life. The horn sounded two short
bursts. He winced at the audible click of electronic locks as the
driver’s side door released.

Evan gripped the slim door handle
and manually opened the door the rest of the way. He sank into the
plush comfort of grey leather seats.

Uncle Fred had taken great care of
the vehicle even though it was technically worthless.

Evan lobbed his jacket into the
empty passenger seat. He glanced a moment at the space and sighed.
Another typical night--the string of clubs, bars, and restaurants
the past week afforded as entertainment.

“GPS activated. Location, GlobeNet
office, downtown Phoenix.” Evan uttered the command in controlled
monotone. The car’s equipment was nowhere near as nuanced as the
elevator doors.

Evan repeated the command once
more before screens on the centermost portion of the dash
illuminated.

A scroll of recent searches
flickered past as Evan touched the start button beside the steering
column. The list of women’s names with attached addresses, five
star rated clubs, restaurants, concert halls, and event locations
streamed in full color. The data finally paused on the requested
location and set directions into the mapping program.

“GlobeNet Offices, 103 North
Central avenue, Phoenix, Arizona. Distance to destination, twelve
miles. Estimated drive time in current traffic, thirty seven
minutes.” The sensual preset voice emanated from the surround-sound
speakers within the cockpit of the vehicle.

“Search alternate routes.” Evan
dropped the car into gear.

“You are currently on the fastest
route to your destination. Estimated drive time, forty-two
minutes.” Evan thought the tone of the robotic female as irritating
as any human woman.

“Fantastic.” Evan whipped the
wheels of the sport coupe toward the street and dropped his foot on
the gas.

The nose narrowly missed
connecting a passing car as he burst into the flow of traffic.
Horns blared, tires screeched. Evan cursed the out-of-date safety
and alert system on the aging vehicle. The incident did nothing to
slow his maneuver as his focus remained on the road ahead. A mile
later he blessed the failing tech as it allowed him to hit the gas
and sneak under a traffic signal as the light flipped red.

“Satellite radio. Station 17785.”
Evan relaxed into the seat. Music blared from the speakers.

The global positioning navigation
application chattered turn by turn directions, interrupting the
beat of the music whenever the soulless computer deemed it
necessary. Evan followed the system's orders, never considering the
turns for himself, nor committing the information to memory.

Streets and pedestrians blurred
past, as Evan focused solely on the traffic as it affected him, the
next direction his only concern.

The music cut out again, this time
an alert sounded in place of the navigation.

Evan glanced at the monitor nested
in the center console of the vehicle. An image of his mother
appeared, a picture from some family picnic Evan had long forgotten
the purpose or date of. He made mental note to update the image in
his contact records.

“Call recognized, send to
voicemail.” Evan commanded.

“Rerouting navigation. Make a
U-turn at the next intersection.” The voice of the navigator almost
sounded perturbed at having to reassess its task.

Evan grumbled. He did as ordered,
whipping his vehicle around the median at the next
intersection.

With the system content again, the
next direction followed.

Evan pulled into the parking
garage of GlobeNet’s campus. He cruised into the level-one space
open despite the line of cars moving through the narrow path within
the garage.

In the dim confines of the parking
garage headlights illuminated the metal placard mounted to the
wall. The reflective lettering read: Evan Gabriel, Technical
Consultant and Special Security Projects Manager, Level Seven
Clearance.

Evan tapped the starter switch on
the dash of the vehicle. The engine cut out, followed by the
radio.

His mobile device activated before
Evan stepped out of the parking garage. Tracking activated the auto
update on messages and calendar data exclusive to his security
clearance. Algorithms, mostly ones created by Evan and his team,
also checked recent histories for anything potentially
suspicious.
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Chapter Four

 


Safety and security of millions of
users depended on Evan. It was little different from his military
service. Evan entered the building. His mobile device emitted an
alert as each door recognized Evan's security level, confirming
identity with an imperceptible flicker over his retina. Scans had
greatly improved over the past four years, allowing more expedient
ingress and egress during emergency situations.

“Evan.” The receptionist seated in
the security offices lobby leaned over her desk. “Are we still on
for lunch this afternoon? I booked a booth at that new cafe off
Central.”

Evan responded with a quick tilt
of his head and little more than a brief pause to his step. The
receptionist rolled her eyes and returned her attention to the
infrared keyboard illuminating the stark surface of the desk.

Evan wove within the lab-like maze
of cubicles lining the security floor of ITower’s GlobeNet offices.
He passed busy cube workers chattering via headset to customers
across the United States and the world. Physical boundary lines
meant little in the age of ITower’s Infostrada empire.

He caught snips of complaints and
client requests, ignoring names and unimportant personal data. He
could gauge his day by clips of half-heard conversation.

In terms of global control of big
data and the Cloud in the Infostrada war ITower had won, but in so
many ways, Evan and others like him were still fighting. The
industrial revolution drove humanity into an era of mass
construction, movement, and expansion in the physical reaches of
the globe. The digital age had created a new space to explore and
control, a new era more akin to the golden age of exploration and
colonization.

ITower controlled all cloud access
and the data stored therein, yet a constant battle of code,
passwords, biometrics, and grid maintenance was required to retain
a seat of power.

Few employees raised their heads
from the business of consulting GlobeNet clients to notice to Evan,
and fewer still enjoyed making eye contact with the young man.

Evan remained a soldier, albeit a
far more well-paid one in the private sector. Hired gun might be a
more suitable title.

Evan's reputation for being less
than friendly to cube rats was far reaching. Dealing in office
politics was not in his job description since moving down the hall,
and into deeper levels of Infostrada security.

A light above the keyless entry
handle framed the door to Evan’s office in a faint glow. It blinked
green as Evan approached, activating the inner circuitry of
magnetic locking mechanisms. Passing the couch against the wall,
Evan allowed the door to close and latch behind him. He strode into
the sparsely decorated space and glanced through the glass door to
ensure the light had returned to it’s previous red glow.

He tossed his jacket onto the dark
leather couch. The windowed wall across the room overlooked the
sprawl of the desert city. Adjacent, a nearly wall sized LCD screen
rotated a multitude of certificates, awards, video clips of
presentation ceremonies, and event photos, a constant reminder of
how far Evan had come since military dismissal.

It meant nothing.

Propping his mobile device into
the docking station at the corner of his desk, and his body into
the plush seat of his chair, Evan sighed at the enveloping silence
of the office.

“Video screen, image night
lights.” Evan ordered.

The rotation of honors flickered
to a cityscape at night, complete with lights and passage of time
demonstrated by subtle changes.

“Smart glass, transparency zero.
Color grey.” As the words left Evan’s lips the large window became
opaque and the glass shifted to match the walls of the office.

Had anyone entered without prior
knowledge of the layout of the room, or time of day, one might
think Evan was working late into the night.

The lighting within the office
adjusted to appropriate brightness ideal for working. Evan sighed
into his chair and tapped the keyboard in front of him. He still
enjoyed the haptic response of an analog keypad. The large screens
mounted to the desk blinked to life. Data streamed over one to the
right while a series of tabs revealed e-mail messages, open
websites, a digital calendar, and a feed of the latest news.

Within the square of open
programs, the left screen centered a small frame to reveal a man’s
face, blocking Evan’s view of sites and applications behind it.

“Mr. Gabriel.” The audio on the
computer popped to life. “Building data says you arrived only
fifteen minutes ago. I hope you are late for a decent reason this
time.”

Evan smiled cordially at the man
on the screen. “My mother called, sir.”

The man’s image nodded. “Right
then. Not a problem, Evan. But what have I told you about calling
me sir?”

“This is not the military.” Evan
nearly saluted the man who was, for all intents and purposes, his
superior officer.

“Calling me sir makes me feel like
an old man, and I don’t need any further notes on that file.” The
man laughed.

Evan held a vacant professional
smile on his face as he waited for his boss to continue.

“Ahem.” The man in the chat
composed himself. “Have you been updated on the current state of
the outages?”

Evan allowed his smile to fade,
grateful to shift the topic to business rather than foolish small
talk. “I was about to check stats and media reports on the issues
when you called, s─Mr. Marshal.”

“Good. I will leave you to it.”
Mr. Marshal coughed. “Contact me as soon as you have a grasp on the
extent of the damage; technically speaking as well as on the public
relations machine.”

“Will do.” Evan dismissed the man
with a salute-turned-curt wave.

Mr. Marshal returned the gesture
before the chat window dropped from view.

Evan confirmed audio as well as
video link had been severed before sighing at the stress of the
interaction. He replaced the cardboard squares over the cameras.
Some of the old tricks Uncle Fred taught him still had uses. The
authority of the man wasn’t offensive to Evan─no matter what Mr.
Rod Marshal thought his rank was within the company, Evan held the
real power. He and his team did the groundwork. It was a solid gig
no matter what the big guys in the boardroom tossed around.

Evan tapped the keyboard and
brought up the news feed. A wave of tempered concern flowed through
him as he scanned the morning list of files and links including
outage reports, security leaks, and assumptions of terrorist
activity. Marshal had been correct, the media misinformation
machine was in full cog-buckling mode, freaking out the
ill-educated masses.

It had been the same for the
entire era of GlobeNet's take over. Once all information and
networking shifted into a global array, people with less
understanding of how their old cellular phones worked began spewing
conspiracy. No one understood the power and freedom of complete
connection to all networks.

Stronger signals, increased
bandwidth, the potential decrease in overall cost, including
security, networking, and service from the bottom up.

It wasn't about
monopoly--financial or political. The Global Network was a tool for
the world to harness together.

Evan’s anxiety piqued, however, as
he clicked a site focused on the inner workings of tech industry. A
site Evan himself subscribed to, primarily because it wasn't known
for hype and circumspection rallied by weak sources.

He scanned the text, absorbing the
first few lines of information. He expanded the link with a click
to the full article.

Outages linked to breakdown of
cellular signal and process. Are the rules of cellular
communication changing? Numerous public health concerns due to
extensive exposure to cellular frequencies may require a shift to
safer communication transfer. As the reliability of safety also
comes under fire with the latest attacks by the group calling
themselves Wave7, many seek a new answer.

Evan chewed the cuticle of his
thumb. This site's discussion of system breakdown might actually
signal a threat to job security.

Worse, another war between ITower,
world governments, and hacker gangs like this Wave7, over the
rights to data and connections.

Evan minimized the articles and
info sheets and tapped a new video chat command connection.

When the window opened, Evan was
surprised to see Mr. Marshal was not alone.

“Mr. Gabriel.” Mr. Marshal’s tone
was nowhere near as jovial as the earlier meeting. “I trust you
read through most of the information sent to you this morning.”

“I have.” Evan swallowed the lump
growing in his throat.

The profiled faces filling the
board room were cut off by the edges of the screen, yet Evan could
tell none appeared to be particularly pleased.

“The issue with cellular
frequency.” Evan almost hesitated to ask, though it weighed the
back of his mind. “Has any of this information been substantiated
by our more reputable sources?”

“The last article by the journal
was not reputable enough for you, Mr. Gabriel?” Mr. Marshal’s tone
took on a special tenor in the presence of the GlobeNet board of
directors.

“Of course. I'm not certain what
it means to my position.” Evan dared to allow his voice to match
his superior’s. “A frequency glitch is not something security is
set up to handle. Ultimately, the level of fallout is the
responsibility of networking and signal representatives at ITower
main station.”

“Mr. Gabriel, if you are
suggesting the issue is not something your team can handle, the
board is in a position to question the reach of your security team.
As well as your position in it.”

Evan sensed a rapid decline into a
serious case of scapegoating with him as the goat.

“Not at all, sir.” Evan didn't
bother to correct the title. “I am simply saying as we work on the
problem on this side, it may be advisable to take a step across the
way to consider where our partners in the Ivory Tower are
standing.”

Evan hadn't realized he had
dropped the pet name of the superior company until a new face
replaced Mr. Marshal’s on the screen.

“Mr. Gabriel.” An older
gentleman--and gentleman would be the best descriptor for the
well-coiffed, white-haired man. “If you have some idea of what
those of us in our Ivory Tower might do, we are open to
suggestions, but save sarcasm and petty remarks for those at Mr.
Marshal’s clearance level. Are we clear?”

“Yes, sir.” Evan knew a military
man by the tone. There was no doubt this weathered face was more
than a line-man in his day.

A man in his position today would
not have been a fool before the GlobeNet era. His demeanor was
nimble-minded tech buff, with more than a dash of sharp-edged
soldier.

“We will be sending a higher level
clearance packet shortly. Despite your youthful missteps, the
ITower board feels you might have potential to save GlobeNet from
complete collapse. Mind you, failure is not an option. In case you
were unclear.”

“Yes, sir. Of course, sir.” Evan’s
breath caught with every word as he struggled to push through the
remainder of his final military mission.

The video chat cut without so much
as a flicker back to Mr. Marshal. Evan didn't bother to check the
audio feed. He rose from his chair and paced. His arms arced over
his head in an attempt to open his breathing and squelch the waves
of anxiety gripping every heartbeat.

“Damned Ivory Tower thugs.” Evan
coughed. “I'd rather be back on the front lines.”

Evan knew the lie in his words, it
wasn't the point. He dropped onto the couch and drew his jacket
toward him. He rifled the pockets for the blister pack of yellow
pills.

He sneered at the small round pill
before firing it into his mouth and swallowing. Pride went down
with it. Authority figures never bothered him before. Even in the
military, he never balked at a barking drill sergeant.

The communication van incident
changed everything.

It was not merely the loss of Linc
that shifted his emotions and reactions. People, being around them,
felt different. Evan shook off thoughts of Linc and the past. He
needed to focus on the issue at hand. This new war was sparking. He
would need to tap into his old self to get through it.

Evan summoned the receptionist
from the front desk through the video chat. Her bright eyes and
bubbly smile appeared on the screen.

“Hey there.” Evan plastered a
smile across his face as he greeted the young brunette. Her name
escaped his memory.

“Hey there, yourself,” she
bubbled. “Did you decide on lunch? Or, I mean, is there anything I
can assist you with Mr. Gabriel?”

“That’s sort of what I am calling
about.” Evan feigned a frown. “I am going to have to rain check on
our lunch. Casualty of this mess we're in up here in security.”

The woman’s pout was genuine
enough to cause Evan to stir. “Oh poo. Well, I guess if it’s for
the security of the company and nonsense. We both need to keep our
jobs, after all.” She paused in her thoughts. “If I see you waltz
out of here at noon with some other woman on your arm, your rain
check is so cancelled. I remember what you did to me last time,
Evan Gabriel.”

“No lies this time. They got me
working to the bone on this one. In fact, I would love a special
delivery around the hour of lunch, if you feel so inclined to make
a quick drop off.”

“Whatever, Evan. Text me your
order.” Her tone was terse, but Evan knew she would come through on
delivery of a quick snack if nothing else.

“Damn it.” Evan rubbed his eyes
for the hundredth time in the last hour.

There was little accomplished
through the streaming data on the screen. Though the untouched
lunch bag and stacks of error messages popping across the windows
should have meant otherwise.

Tapping screens to shut down
systems wasn't the therapeutic action Evan needed after this day.
He wanted nothing more than to punch the streams of data and
code.

"Begin close of day save
protocol." Evan commanded the computer. "Dim lights. Initiate."
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