Teron: Home for the Future


By Dylan Blair
Chp 1 An Altruistic Big Bang? 
 



A mist of animosity engulfs the city. Fog quells what little illumination the streetlights provide, and the shadows of buildings line the sidewalks. The drifter walks alone in the darkness; his footsteps betray an eerie silence. Lights are out for most of the neighborhood residents, and even the scavengers are nowhere in sight on the streets. This part of Jatar consists of corporately subsidized housing, a highly crime-free area, except for the occasional scavenger arrest. Soon, the lights of downtown will appear on the horizon, a thousand times brighter and livelier than this drab nothingness. It's to this sea beacon in the night that the drifter is headed. For now, another block, more darkness.

Jatar is an unusual city. Situated in the northwestern part of the Mardok desert, it's home to over a million people and one of the few places in the world where gambling is still legal - but only for tourists. As with most everywhere else on Teron, the corporations of each town practically own everything and everyone. To allow the proletariat to gamble away its rent money (even though it all goes to the same place) is impractical, considering the corporations must then pay for law enforcement to handle the new scavenger population. But of course, the income generated by other corporations' people in Jatar's casinos is more than welcome.

The drifter is a tall, well built man, old enough to know how foolish this is, yet young enough to still care about the world. He hasn't shaved in about a week, but he did get a flattop cut just yesterday. It was the last thing he did before leaving. He has a chiseled face, a light brown with a hint of orange complexion (sort of a hansa yellow RN color).  A backpack strapped over his shoulders contains his only possessions. The clothes he wears are blue-collar, the suits left behind. He never takes a look back, only puts his hands in his jacket and walks. Every so often his fists will clench as he wonders what to do, and who and where to turn to. Maybe he should have thought this out more...Nah, there wasn't enough time. After a couple more rounds of this, the glitz and glamour of downtown Jatar appears in view, forcing him to bury his doubts and project a sense of confidence for what's ahead. 

Ah, what a wondrous place. To describe it or compare it to anything else would be impossible (Earth's Las Vegas Strip barely scratches the surface). All manner of pleasure, entertainment, horror, and pain is provided here. The streets of downtown brim with people, ATV's come and go (Note: ATV is an acronym for All Terrain Vehicle, the most common form of transportation on Teron. Has standard extendible wings for air travel), and the lights and billboards of hotels, bars, and casinos command every block, begging you to come in and spend, spend, spend! They'll take your last credit and not hand you a rag to wipe your tears. It should be noted here that while only tourists are legally able to gamble, many "other" services and goods are provided by entrepenuering Jatar citizens, and that corporate authority takes very little action in solving crimes downtown. Frankly, business has been so good here over the past twenty years that Setag Enterprises, owner of Jatar, will permit a certain degree of chaos (many believe that Setag Enterprises is slowly losing all control of downtown and is helpless in stopping it, but this is not the case).

The first thing to catch the drifter's eye is a towering fluorescent pink and green go-go dancer jiggling high above the street. Her arms and legs move more spastically than erotically, however, with only two frames of neon bulb animation. Flashing beside her is a sign for Suite Extraordinaire: Luxury Hotel & Casino. The building below the sign is a Rearden Steel( constructed wonder. Immense is size, lavishly decorated, with balconies on the higher levels looking over all of downtown, it's a money making machine. The drifter figures this a good a place as any to stop for a drink and get a room for the night, but it's far too dangerous to try and gain any information there. That would have to be done on the streets. ATV's are coming down in rapid succession now, making it hard to cross the street. Horns blast away at each other as the traffic gets more and more congested. The drifter waits for a landing ATV to pass and quickly walks to the center strip separating the two one way lanes. Hookers stroll up and down this strip, waving to the incoming tourists. The valets of each major establishment stand ready at the side of the road. People from all over Teron fly here nightly to gamble, eat at one of Jatar's many world famous gourmet restaurants, and see some of the best in live music and dance.

A short blonde in a tight red miniskirt (naphthol red light to be exact) comes up to the drifter as he approaches the curb. “Wanna date?” she says and places her hand on her hip. “Maybe later,” he responds. 

Immediately upon crossing the next lane a man on the sidewalk holding a pizza in one-hand bumps headfirst into him. “Uh...sorry......huh......sorry,” he slurs at the drifter, drool dripping off his chin and alcohol on his breath. The guy suddenly realizes his pizza is on the floor and stares at it with a dumbfounded, saddened look on his face. The drifter shoves the drunken man to the pavement, and the guy, unable to get up, decides this a fine place to take a nap.

A fat, scruffy looking, middle aged man sits on a stool beside the front door of the casino. His shirttail stops just short of covering his bulging stomach, and the fibers seem ready to burst at any second. The hair on his head seems to have lost a fierce battle with the hair on his chin, and now the troops are extremely one sided. His facial expression is one of bitter should-have-beens, perhaps he's a former billionaire who took the wrong path, or a man with untapped potential waiting to be unleashed. Yeah. The drifter approaches him, waves an open billfold in front of his face and keeps a forceful, impatient stance. After a few seconds of discussion, the fat man squints his eyes at the drifter in an intent stare, tugs his beard a little, and finally opens the door.

Upon entering the casino, it would seem to any common schmuck that a king's ransom could not keep this golden chariot of business running for very long. The red carpet stretches out before the drifter; down the stairs and immediately to the right lies the bar; the gambling tables, slot machines, and VRE's (Virtual Reality Environments) to the far left. Up ahead towards the end of the bar are elevators and a spiraling oak staircase. A small hallway on the right leads to the hotel clerk. The place is busy; some people (as evident by their taking a nap on the barstools) have been here a very long time. 

Music wafts through from an anteroom to the immediate left. Most of the vests (‘investor’, corporate stockholders) and their well-to-do spouses can be seen coming and going through there. The music is lively. The main melody has a pop element to it, while four other themes run contrapuntally. The bass and violin sounding melodies form the backbone, a distorted guitar sound (like Boss overdrive) forms the main theme, there is what appears to be an electronic ensemble (no proper translation), some brass, sparse percussion, and what…oh yes, a guitar solo - half diminished style. Cobain meet Hendrix meet Mozart meet electronica. If the drifter had gone in, he would have seen only two people playing, each with an orb-like instrument contained within a sceptre. Every now and again one of the men would wave their arm, and by that create a new waveform. Thus each stroke of their hand would create an entirely new sound, one that would emerge from the orb and be introduced into the music. But back to the story…       

After checking in, the drifter wades through the sea of overly dressed gamblers and alcoholics and proceeds straight to his room.

About twenty minutes pass, then the drifter exits the room and decides to check out the action downstairs. A man in the VRE section near the elevators is bobbing up and down frantically and screaming “You'll never catch me!” He has a headset strapped on, and just as the elevator door opens, he lets out a high pitched, effeminate yelp. The people in the elevator laugh, and it takes the man a couple of seconds to realize that he can turn the program off. He waits awhile before removing the headset in hopes that those who were laughing at him might leave without seeing his face. No chance. The drifter half smiles when he sees the man's face emerge from the headset calm and collected, as if to say “What are you looking at? That wasn't ME!”

The drifter then turns his attention to the bar, where a much more familiar and friendly form of escape can be found: a treasure trove of wine, hard liquor, and it's little cousin beer. There are a few open stools scattered down the length of the bar, and some of the riff-raff has been cleared out. The drifter takes notice of a beautiful brunette sitting, apparently, by herself near the center, and he decides to take a chance. “Hi,” he says and plops down at the stool next to hers. “Hi,” she responds in a promising, friendly tone and lifts her shot glass to him. 

“How do you do?” asks the drifter.

“Just fine.”

The drifter pushes the conversation forward, “It amazes me how even in this city, with all it's high-tech, costly entertainment and recreation, I still come back to the simple pleasures of the bottle.” The bartender approaches. “Can I have a black hole straight? And for you…I didn't get your name.”  

“Gloria”

“Gloria, what would you like?”

“Umm, another shot of Sunshine, thank you.”

The bartender nods and gets the drinks. Just before taking the shot of Sunshine Gloria says with a small grin, “So, what’s your story? You don’t look like a vest…I don’t mean to be rude, it’s just that that’s about the only people that come to this joint.” 

The drifter swallows his Black Hole a little strenuously and  responds, “Uh…well, I'm just here for one night…on a small time business deal. My name's ----. And what about you? You don't look like the run of the mill vests' wife, and you’re definitely too beautiful to be a vest yourself.”

“Thank you…but I'm here to see my brother. Only it appears that he’s not going to show up, sooo I'm just enjoying this hotel by myself.”

“Well then, we must do something about that. Bartender, another Black Hole,” and looking at her empty shot glass, “and another shot of Sunshine.” The drifter pauses, “So what does your brother do?”

“He deals with water regulation.” There was something suspicious in the way she answered that, the drifter thought. She sounded calm and self-assured, but her legs crossed when she said it, and she put her shot glass up to her mouth, indicating she was uncomfortable with the subject. 

“Oh yeah, for which company?” 

“Capital.”

The drifter watched with a tad of amusement as Gloria wiped her lips as soon as she said the word. He knew she was hiding something now. Years of experience taught him this. He just didn’t know what. “Really? That's quite impressive.”

“Yeah, well…oh God, I think it would be best for me to leave now.”

“Why, what's the…,” and then the drifter saw them. Three gentlemen in corporate business suits with masers drawn were entering the bar. “Damnit, They didn't waste time.”

“What are you talking about?” 

“Look. I don't have time to explain. If they see me I'm dead…,” the drifter frantically tries to come up with some way out of this mess. He’s got a bad feeling in the pit of his stomach about this, and ---- rarely feels bad about anything.

 
“Well I guess we have something in common. Follow me. Let’s see if we can escape through the back.” 

“Are you FWM?” (Free Water Movement)

“Do you want help or not?” answers Gloria as she tugs at the drifter. One of the gentlemen begins questioning the hotel clerk. The others scan the crowd, but have yet to pay close attention to the bar. 

“Wait.” The drifter pulls a small keycard out of his back pocket and hands it to her. “Take this. I have no use for it, but I came downtown tonight hoping to find someone who would. And if you’re running from them,” the drifter nods at the approaching men, “you’re as good as anyone. They don’t know it’s gone yet, so you may have a couple days…”

“Whatever, let’s go!” 

The drifter takes a last sip from his black hole and begins to follow Gloria to the back of the hotel. Just then a vest spots the drifter out of the corner of his eye and yells, “Freeze      ----!” The drifter tries to make a dash into the gambling table crowd. Too late. The vest already had his maser aimed and ready. A microwave blast melts through the drifter’s skin. Gloria quickly slides over the bar and grabs a maser out of her purse. Then she lifts her head just over the bar and fires a shot at the vest who spotted them first. Out like a light. The other vests already have their weapons drawn and aimed at the bar. They fire unabandoned, and the oak bar starts melting away. Gloria flies over the back of the bar and sprints to the elevators facing the wall of VRE’s. Everyone there scatters out of the way. Just past the elevators lies an emergency exit door, and Gloria fires a couple a warning blasts to make the tourists get away from that door. The vests don’t fire at her with people still in the way, and some of them rush out the front door to catch her around the corner. 

In the side alley to the casino, Gloria races to her parked ATV in the lot at the back, but keeps her head turned over her shoulder so as to see any vests coming around the front. Gloria remembers the valet ticket in her purse as reading B5, and she dashes toward the second row of vehicles. Luckily, she can see the ATV from here. She turns her head back towards the alley. A vest appears around the corner, and she fires dead on at the target. Before any other vests arrive, Gloria is already airborne.

