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THE MEDDLERS

Part I

Chapter 1

Stolen People

“How many people were stolen?” Frankie De Los Gravis said.

“Twenty-five today, up from fifteen just yesterday,” Nancy Betman, the security chief, replied. 

Frankie looked out the window of Intelligence Headquarters in dismay.

“China hasn’t sent in numbers,” Nancy continued. “It looks to be as bad there too.”

“What do you suggest?”

“General Stapleton definitely has some ideas.”

“Okay,” Frankie said. “Bring him in.”

So far, they had been unable to stop the Sirius Federation’s increasing interference, which had now escalated to taking people, both at random and in huge bunches. The Federation was stealthy, fast and had obviously good information. They were always able to avoid police.

Frankie shook hands with the general as he came in.

“Any suggestions?” Frankie said.

“Nuclear assault is the consensus,” he said. 

“What? Where?”

“Right back at them.”

“But how do we know our people aren’t there?”

“We know places where we can cause economic damage.”

“What chance of success?”

“It has to work, on some level.”

“Are these manned expeditions?”

“Unmanned.”

“Interesting.” He turned to Betman. “What do you think, Nancy?”

“Yes, they must be put on the defensive. We certainly have shown we can’t defend ourselves. Only thing we can do is see how well they defend themselves.”

“Yes,” Frankie said. “That’s good. How do you envision this—perfect mode?”

“Unmanned attack, no doubt, that would be best. I’ve got an interesting report. A policy paper by one of our scientists,” Nancy said.

“Who?” General Stapleton said, becoming a bit unsettled. “Not that Benjamin guy.”

Nancy looked at the report. “Yes,” she said. “It is Benjamin.”

“Oh, my god,” Stapleton said. “He has no credibility. Didn’t he come up with that x-ray shield?”

“Yes,” Nancy said. “That was widely ridiculed, but just take a look at this. It is really original.”

The general snatched the report from her hand and looked it over. “This is absurd. Expeditions—manned by monkeys?”

“That is the key,” Nancy said.

“Monkeys?” Frankie said.

“Yes,” Nancy replied. “Not actually manned, I guess. More like monkeyed.”

“Monkeyed!” Stapleton said in a disgusted tone. “What have we sunk to?”

“Maybe we should get the other people in here—General Sefcic and Admiral Half,” Frankie said.

Nancy buzzed them in. In a moment, Sefcic and Half had taken seats around the large oblong table. They reviewed the written proposal.

“I like it,” Half said. “How can they deal with it?”

“How will they deal with it?” Nancy said. “That’s the question.”

“Seems like you may just knock off a lot of monkeys,” General Sefcic said.

“Yes,” Stapleton said. “That’s how I see it. We need something more forceful.”

“Later,” Frankie said. “Let’s put off that possibility for later. In the meantime, none of this happened. We didn’t discuss this.” He turned to Nancy. “Start preparations.”

“Okay, Commissioner. You got it,” she said, and quickly left the room.
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Chapter 2

TRIPLE-O SEVEN, OUTER SPACE SPY
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John Slic was lucky enough to get a parking space on Fifteenth Street right near the walkway overpass to the RPI graduate school buildings. He had just flown in from London for an appointment at the temporary UP Ministry Science offices in Troy, New York, his hometown, where he had been lucky enough to get a part time job. The university department where he had initially applied had shut down and moved out two years before.

He couldn’t figure out why he had been called in for an “interview,” whatever that meant.  

He knew, however, there was no point in worrying about it, since what he didn’t know, he couldn’t talk about, and he didn’t want to talk about anything. 

He pulled the printout of the directions to the office’s new location from his jacket pocket, and headed for the walkway. Crossing Fifteenth Street, he headed west, and as he was instructed, past a giant engineering building. After walking one hundred feet along an elevated sidewalk, the RPI football field came into view, and he now saw another twenty-story building on his left, his destination. 

The concrete foyer was deserted as he stepped inside and walked to the elevator. Eight flights up and out into the hall, and he had still not met anyone. He soon came to the door he’d been looking for. 

There was a small white piece of paper taped on it saying, “Temporary Ministry Headquarters, Science Projects.” 

“John, you’re late,” Lucy Farthing said, as he opened the door. She sat behind a keyboard and computer monitor.

“Sorry,” he said, and briefly kissed her on the edge of her mouth. She blushed slightly.

“Is C.B. in?” he said.

“He’s waiting for you.” 

At that moment, over the telephone speaker, came C.B.’s words, “Where the hell is he? Send him in!”

“Got to go,” Slic said, tossing his hat at a coat-rack, missing. 

He started to go over to get it. 

Lucy said, “I’ll get it. Just go in.”

“Thanks, Farthing. I’ll catch you later.”

Stepping into C.B.’s office, Slic stood there, expectantly.

“Sit down, John,” C.B. said. “You wanted to see me?”

Slic couldn’t believe this was about the message he had sent C. B. “Yes,” he said. “Thanks so much.”

“What’s it about?”

“The number—I’d like a new number.”

“What, you don’t like 4880?”

“No. I’d like something with a little more zip.”

“Like what?”

“Triple-O seven, is what I’m thinking.”

“Triple-O seven? Those triple-O’s aren’t used.”

“Really. So why did I have to come all the way to see you about this? It was just a simple question.”

“Well, Slic, you may be in luck. We have a little mission for you. Have you heard about Monkeyed?”

“No, I haven’t heard about Monkeyed.”

“Good. Your request is granted, Triple-O Seven. Here are your plane tickets for Florida. They’ll explain it to you there. You’ll be met at the gate.”
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Chapter 3

JUICE
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“Triple-O Seven?” 

Slic heard a young woman call out his code name as he exited the ramp from the plane to Orlando.

“Yes,” he responded.

“Right this way,” she said, in a business-like manner, turning on her heel to head down the corridor to the main terminal. She put out her hand. “Juice,” she said.

“Juice?” he repeated, while shaking her hand.

“Yes,” she said. “Juice Gilligan, at your service.”

“Oh,” he said. “That’s your nickname.”

“Come on,” she said. “We’ve got to hurry or we’ll be late.” 

Slic now watched her brisk pace, beautiful legs, high heels clicking.

She turned to smile at him. It was no effort at all to smile back. She was breathtaking, with her jet-black hair, and bright red lipstick.

“We’re right over here,” she said as they got outside.

She pushed a button on a small contraption she held in her hand and the lights flashed on a black four-door government-issue sedan parked at the curb. 

“Get in,” she said. 

She opened the front door and got in behind the wheel.

Slic walked around and got in the passenger side.

She already had her seatbelt fastened and the car going. She sped off.

“Always drive in your stocking feet?” Slic said.

Juice grinned. She knew he was talking about how she’d removed her high heels.

Slic also couldn’t help noticing how her miniskirt hiked up when she got into the car. She tugged it down a bit now.

“Yeah,” she said. “I can’t drive in those shoes.” 

“Do you know about this project?” Slic said.

“Yes, but I can’t tell you much about it. All I can say is that it’s been hugely successful. I’m to escort you to the ship.”

“You are?”

“I am.”

“And you can’t tell me anything about it?”

“No, I can’t. All I know is that they’ve run out of monkeys.”
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Chapter 4

SPACE CITY
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Strapped into chairs, Slic and two other men waited in a tense silence. They were on board the Star Shuttle Arctic One. A man in a gray metallic suit entered the room. He had a clipboard in his hand.

“Men, welcome aboard. Remember at all times that you are not in fact men, but monkeys. Do you understand that?”

There was nothing but silence. One of the men said: “Understood.”

“Excellent. Now, good luck to you.”

Once out in space, able to unfasten themselves from their chairs, they began to move about. One man introduced himself to Slic.

“Josh Rosney,” he said. “Botting, North Carolina.”

“Oh, hi,” Slic said. “John Slic, Piscawen, New York.”

“Where’d you see the ad?”

“The ad?”

“The ad for the job.”

“What, you mean this job?”

“Yeah. I’ve been out of work for ten months. The pay isn’t great, but what the heck. Except, what is this crap, being monkeys?” 

“I don’t know,” Slic said. He turned to the other man next to him. “What did you hear about it?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I’m just a monkey.”


Chapter 5

REAL TIME
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“Want to order a pizza?” Slic said.

“A pizza? We’re out in space. Do they deliver here?” Rosney said.

“I don’t see why not. Give them a call. Where do you want to order from? Is there a data resource here?”

Slic and Rosney looked around. They were floating weightlessly.

“No data,” Rosney said.

“Okay, let’s call information.”

Slic tapped a few buttons on the control panel.

“Hey,” Slic said. “I’m getting nothing here. Houston? Houston, can you hear me? Cape Kennedy, come in.”

“I think they changed the name on that,” Rosney said.

Slic turned to their other shipmate. He had a nametag. It said I. X. Nekers. 

“Nekers,” Slic said to him. “Do you know how to operate this? Get a channel?”

“I’m only a monkey. I don’t know anything.”

“Right. Suit yourself.”

“Hey,” Rosney said. “Did you hear that? I’m getting something.”

“Yeah,” Slic said. “I can hear it too.”

Very indistinctly, in their earphones, they heard, “Last call. Last call for Super Bowl tickets. Free Super Bowl tickets.”

“Free Super Bowl tickets!” Slic exclaimed. “Hey! Right here. Here we are!”

“Okay,” the voice said, with a slight Chinese accent. “We’re bringing you in. Lest and Lelactation.”

“Lest and Lelactation?” Rosney said.

“Rest and Relaxation,” Slic said. “I think that’s what they’re talking about. Right? Right Houston?”

“Light,” the voice said. “That’s Light. Just check into decompression chamber. We be docking in five minutes.”

“What is this crap?” Slic exclaimed, when they boarded the ship for the Super Bowl party.

“This is brutal!” Rosney exclaimed. “It’s nothing but bowling!”

A tinny voice came over the intercom. “Super Bowl. You don’t rike Super Bowl? Can get Lestring.” 

The walls now televised matches between behemoth Japanese Sumo wrestlers.

Slic and Rosney were distracted for a few moments, as they ate puffed cheese snacks that floated in the air.

“Want right beer?” the voice said. “Right beer?”

Soon Slic and Rosney were downing light beers, eating cheese snacks and watching wrestling.

Advertisements for Lucinda’s Luscious WebCam appeared on the screen.


Chapter 6

BACK AT THE OFFICE
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“We’ve lost them,” Betman said.

“How the heck can you lose them?” Juice said. She was at mission control headquarters in Orlando, under the Space Flight Theme Park.

“You know, I just don’t get it,” Betman said. “We’re picking up the audio. It’s all wrong—like the Chinese or the Japanese are behind this, but we know they can’t be. They’re having the same problems we are.”

“I’m going up there,” Juice said.

“You can’t go up there,” Betman said. “It’s too dangerous.”

“Sorry, but I don’t think I’ll be lured in by Japanese Sumo wrestlers. Get the ship ready. I’ll be ready to go in forty-eight hours. Call me as soon as you get countdown.”
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It was 10 PM at the Daytona Beach Towers. Juice had just dozed off on the couch while watching reruns of downhill skiing in the Adirondacks. The phone rang. She quickly picked up.

“Juice!”

“Scoutie, how are you?” 

She immediately recognized the voice of her old friend from flight school. It was two years since they had both been bridesmaids in Scout’s brother’s wedding. She hadn’t seen Scout since then.

“Listen, Juicie, there’s this Orbital Laboratory Alumni Cocktail party tomorrow night. Will you go with me? I need someone to go with me.”

“What happened to Mark?” Juice said. She was referring to Scout’s old boyfriend.

“Can you believe it? I paid for this aerobic awareness training for him in Scotland. He never came back.”

“You’re kidding?”

“Not kidding. So, can you go?”

“I don’t know. What time? I’m going up in space the day after tomorrow.”

“Really? With who?”

“Just myself.”

“Freakish vacation. So, listen, it’s at 7. Can you go?”

“Yeah, I think so, but I need to do some shopping.”

“I’ll pick you up,” Scout said. “It’ll be fun.”

The next night Scout picked Juice up at 6:30 and they stopped at the Daytona Mall before heading over to Cape Kennedy.

Inside the Brearton Department Store Juice looked over some dainties.

“Score,” Scout said. “Those are nice.”

Juice had picked out a tiger striped matching underwear set. Scout saw some lacy bright blue ones, and handed them to Juice. 

“I guess you remember—the only thing of your own you get to bring is your underwear,” Juice said.

“I remember it well.”

“Hey, Scout, are you working out? You look in shape.”

They started walking back to the counter.

“You know, I’ve been taking Busto.”

“Seems to be working,” Juice said. She’d noticed that Scout seemed to have gained a few inches topside, while still looking thin. 

“Juicie, you should try it.” 

Scout poked Juice in the ribs. She was as flat chested as could be.

“I don’t know,” Juice said.

“Only problem—the thing about Busto—jeez, I’m horny as hell! It takes a while to kick in—the side effect—if it happens—but when it does—wham!”

“Yeah, I heard about that.”

“It’s a cruel world, Juicie.”
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Chapter 7

ARTIFICIAL
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Juice docked and entered the space station. There was one man aboard.

“Where’d they go?” she said.

“Don’t ask me, I’m only a monkey.”

“Like hell you are. Now tell me, where did they go?”

“They went to the Super Bowl party. It docked here. They left. Didn’t you see it on video?”

“Everything’s jammed. Haven’t you noticed?”

“No. I’m just—”

“I know. Don’t tell me. You’re just a monkey. Come here Cheetah, and help me screw out the dark black box.”

Everyone knew about the black box, but the dark black box that screwed in, that was top-secret. It controlled nanodigital magnetic imaging of the inside and outside of the craft.

Houston soon had the flight path of who they believed were the Siriuns, responsible for the recent kidnappings.

It led to the far side of the Moon.

“Clever,” Juice admitted to herself, as she saw the mockup of the trail of the ship that had docked and had apparently taken two of their astronauts.

“Okay, Cheetah, see you later,” Juice said, as she climbed into her cruiser and locked in the trace of the path to the far side of the Moon, following the earlier craft’s exact run.

“She’s artificial,” was the next thing Juice heard said, in a disapproving tone. 

She was strapped down, clothed in only her brand new undies, on top of an uncomfortable flat metal table. 

She was in a brightly lit area that looked like an operating room. How the hell did she get there? That was her question.

The Siriuns had fixed onto her Cruiser as soon as she crossed behind the limb of the Moon. Two gigantic Fighter Ships pressed towards her. Juice quickly emptied her store of weapons to no effect. She had no backup—no communications with the ground. They tore through the outside hull like the clam borers they were, overpowered her, and drugged her into submission.

Now she saw the Siriun, a tall, thin, dark haired man, holding up a measuring device to the light. Traces of her blood coursed through the instrument. 

“See, Akbar,” the man said to his partner, standing nearby. “She’s artificial.” His tail flicked back and forth.

“I see,” the other man said. He was sandy haired and overweight. “Tainted?”

“Not tainted. There’s just something new. We can’t trust this. We can’t trust her. We need to let her go.”

Both of the Siriuns’ furry tails, sticking out of the back of their pants, slowed their metronome movements. They were thinking. Juice immediately recognized them as Siriuns. Their picture ID’s, hanging around their necks, showed that they were physicians. One said Dr. Akbar, the other, Dr. Huyton. Physicians, with tails, came from the Sirius system. Creatures of habit, they wore the ID tags, although there was absolutely no need to do so.

“Right, okay,” Huyton said. “She can go back with that Slic guy—in the two-seater—they’re both with the government.”

“You done with him?”

“Yeah. Finished up yesterday. He’s worthless.”

“He doesn’t have anything?”

“I wouldn’t trust him. Didn’t even bother checking the guy. That’s a two-seater?”

“Yeah, the Cruiser.”

“Oh, okay. Right. We’ll have to send them back in time.”

“Yeah. In time.”

Slic was brought in the operating room and told he would be sent back to Earth with Juice.

“Fine,” Slic said.

Dr. Huyton turned to Juice and said, “You’re free to go.” 

“Yeah. Thanks, doc,” she said.

“What did you say?” 

“You heard her,” Slic interrupted. “It stinks around here.” He turned to Juice. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go.”
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Part II
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Chapter 1

BACK IN TIME
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“We’re being sucked into the atmosphere,” Juice said. “I can’t hold it.”

“What?” Slic said. “What do you mean?”

“The lines... see how the lines... the lines are lining up...”

She grimaced, holding the gear now with both hands, trying to pull it back.

“What lines?” Slic said. “You mean on the screen? Those lines? That’s our course, right? Our projected course?”

“I can’t hold it,” Juice said. She had a tight grip on the control gear, pulling hard, beads of perspiration showing on her upper lip.

For the first time, Slic was concerned about the Cruiser, its tight confines, and its ability to get them where they needed to go... home.

All wires, lights, plastic and metal, the Cruiser rattled through space, and you had to call it a rattle, there was no other description for the sound. They kept their headphones on, but there was no communication.

“Give me a hand,” she said.

Slic grabbed the gear with his right hand and tried to pull it back away from the course something pulled them to.

“It’s the god damn Siriuns again,” Juice said. “I know it.”

She took her left hand away just long enough to run the back of her wrist across her eyes.

“Let me get there,” Slic said. “Let me try for a while.”

Getting a foothold on the instrument panel, Slic now held the control gear with both hands. Juice slid underneath him and into his chair, as Slic took her seat in front of the main instrument panel. 

“This is crap,” Juice said. “These co-pilot controls are no good.”

Slic pulled back as hard as he could on the control gear. The lines wobbled a bit on the screen.

“You’re getting it,” she said. “Here.”

Juice jumped on his lap, feet held steady against the instrument panel, and tugged hard against the control gear.

Pulling with all their might, the lines of their projected course wobbled back and forth on the screen, quickly, then began to slow.

“Still not enough,” Juice said. “We’ve got to back it up.”

“Can we do that?”

“That’s all we have left. If we run out of power, we’re cooked.”

Now there was nothing but a flaming glow through the portholes, as if they were on fire, at thousands of miles an hour, at fifteen hundred degrees. 

“Damn it!” Slic exclaimed. “I haven’t got any coordinates.”

Juice looked over the controls.

“Oh, my God,” she said. “Where are we heading?”

“If I could just remember,” he said. “Try Utah, I guess. Bonneville.”

If he had to touch down somewhere, it might as well be near his old home, where he knew the terrain.

Slic would have to reenter and try to land in the Bonneville Salt Flats, without any signals, and no way, apparently, to communicate with the ground.

“No hailing frequency,” Juice confirmed.

“I’ll need to eyeball it,” he said.

Slic and Juice landed just a few miles from Whiskers, Utah. They slowed the huge craft to a halt near the edge of the highway, Route 2003, and got out to stretch their legs. 

After about an hour of looking around, seeing no one, and being unable to communicate with headquarters, they decided they’d better hitch a ride with the first car that came by.

Finally, what seemed to Slic to be a beautifully preserved 2009 Chevy pulled to a halt before them. A skinny man with a wispy gray beard stepped out of the car and marveled at the spacecraft.

“Wow,” he said. “Where’d you get that?” 

“Where do you think?” Slic replied. “Montgomery Wards?”

“Montgomery Wards?” he said. “That’s been out of business for years.”

Juice spoke up, having little patience for such small talk. “We need a ride.”

“What, you broken down?”

“Yeah,” Slic said. “Something like that.”

Juice stuck her hand out to introduce herself. “They call me Juice.”

“Oh, nice to meet you,” the man said. “Bert Guyer.”

Slic now shook hands with him as well.

“John B. Slic,” he said. “Nice to meet you.”

On their way back to Whiskers, Slic got the first hint they were in for some trouble when he asked about the car.

“You restore this yourself?” Slic said.

“Restore it? Hell, I just bought it.”

Slic shot a glance to Juice in the back seat.

“Hold it,” he said. “Stop the car.”

After Bert pulled over, Slic got out and walked around the front of the car to check the registration sticker. Sure enough, it had a 2009 registration and inspection sticker.

Slic got back in the car.

“What is it?” Juice said.

“Yeah,” Bert said. “What’s up?”

“Nothing. Just wanted to make sure you were legal.”

No. Nothing at all, except that the sticker should have said 2039. Now, what was he going to do? 

“Listen,” Slic said. “Where are you headed?”

“Whiskers, just like I said.”

“Would you mind dropping us off? We have a little logistics problem.”

“No problem,” Bert said.

Bert was directed up Burdett Avenue, once they got to Whiskers.

“Make a left at Sage Avenue,” Slic said.

“Sage?” Bert said. “Where’s that?”

“Wait,” Slic said. “Stop here.”

Slic got out and surveyed the field that was soon to be Sage Avenue. And right off Sage Avenue was where Eaton Road would be—-8 Eaton Road, where Slic lived with his wife and kids. No, it wasn’t there. Not in 2009. He had to think where he lived way back in 2009.

He got back in the car. “Sorry Bert,” he said. “Mellon Avenue. Take us to Mellon Avenue in Sycaway.”

“Sycaway?” Bert protested. Sycaway was on the outskirts of Whiskers, on the other side of town.

“Hey, can’t I drop you off somewhere? I’m supposed to pick up my daughter for soccer. The wife will be furious.” He looked at his watch. “I’m already ten minutes late.”

Slic reached in a pocket and pulled out some cash. Good thing, he thought to himself, he always carried some money.

“Here,” Slic said, extending a 40,000 Yen note.

“What the hell is this?” Bert said.

“40,000 Yen. It should be plenty. Probably worth 400 bucks.”

“400 bucks? I don’t know.”

Reluctantly, Bert drove on.

They soon pulled in front of 7 Mellon Avenue. Slic got out and surveyed the scene as Bert drove off. A wave of nostalgia swept over him. Yes, he’d been happy there.

“What’s this?” Juice said, as she stood next to him.

“My old house.”

He went up and rang the bell. It felt funny, seeing as how he owned the house.

The door swung open and there he was, thirty years younger.

“Can I help you?” his other self asked.

“John B. Slic, at your service.”

In a moment Slic was back in his old living room, looking the place over.

“Say,” Juice said, “Do you have a phone? We’ll need to call headquarters. I’d like to call my mom too.”

“Knock yourself out,” Slic said, ignoring the fact that the question was directed to his younger self, who now said, cautiously, “Yes, come into the kitchen.”

The kitchen door opened and Slic saw her, wiping her hands off in a towel—his wife, thirty years younger. Yes, he now knew what he saw in her. She was beautiful, in a strange, unusual way.

Penelope came out of the kitchen, ignoring for a moment her present husband. She was squinting, still holding the towel. Slic gave her a hug. “It’s me,” he said.

He stared into her clear, green eyes and kissed her. He knew she was surprised, but she kissed him back, almost as if she was being polite.

Now, his newer self pulled them apart.

“That’ll be enough of that,” he said. “Just who are you?”

“I’m you, John. I’m you.”

Juice came into the room. “I can’t get my mother on the phone. I can’t get anybody.”

“Never mind,” the younger Slic said. “Just call the police.”
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Chapter 2

SHOW CAUSE
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Judge Bo looked through the mail, but saw nothing interesting, so he threw it on the conference table, to be opened by Jessings, his clerk.

A few minutes later, Bo was at his desk, going over his phone messages, when Jessings came in.

“You got an order to show cause here,” he said.

“So?” Bo replied.

“Well, if you think it’s okay, you can sign it.”

“You looked it over?”

“Sure,” Jessings said. “It looks okay.”

Bo was all ready to sign it, but the better part of
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