The Chan





PART 1





The dark, misty room hummed as if it were alive with the sound of the soft purring motor. A small flashing beacon slowly turned on, illuminating the shallow darkness. There was no smell in the room, only a dank, musty feeling; moisture in every corner, every crevice.


A small jet of water vapour silently misted out of an overhead pipe, bringing with it more moisture, adding moisture to the ever misty room. The small flashing light stopped flashing, and darkened a little, while it waited cautiously for the jet of vapour to stop. After a small while, the light beamed its narrow eye across the rows of tubes, illuminating each one in turn, aand inspecting it. The jet of vapour stopped as suddenly as it begun, and the light, slowly, began flashing again.


A small noise, just above hearing level, was made in one of the front rows. Only a soft click, it was audible enough for the sensitive secret microphones to pick it up, enhance it, amplify it, and then process it. The characteristic flashing light stoped flashing and momentarily blacked out altogether. Now the room was left in darkness, misty darkness.


The light now began a series of panicked beats - on and off, on and off - continuously. A loud siren wailed outside the small room, only to be heard by the plain white walls. A small metallic object, about half a metre high, rumbled to the entrance, and communicated silently with the door control faculty. The small hatch beside the main door slid open slowly, making little sound, and the little robot rumbled in.


The small noise heard before was now a mid level screeching. The robot probed with its ears on the direction of the noise. It rumbled towards the noise, faster now, sensing danger. As it arrived at the tube from where the noise was emmitted, it stopped, halted suddenly. A small miserable antenna ejected out from the robot’s head, and settled about ten centimetres above the mouth of the open tube. The robot did not move, and only when it retracted its antenna did it trundle off in the direction of the door. Its small delicate wheels made little rashing sounds on the hard metal floor of the room. As it approached the entrance, it slowly stopped, and seemed to watch something moving behind it.


The robot gave out a loud screech that halted all proceedings - the doors locked in position, windows secured - not even a single microbe could escape the closed environment. The small jet of vapour started to hiss again; the flashing light resumed flashing slowly, and the small robot trundled out of the cold, dank room.


Another small, piercing screech was picked up by the microphones, and the same, tirless robot trundled back in to check on the tube. Again it did what it had done before, but this time more carefully, more cautiously. Silently it slid a small metal needle into the tube, and extracted a small quantity of fluid. Cautiously, it withdrew the needle and the antenna, and rolled off softly.


A few minutes later it returned, but this time it was more frenzied - it rushed into the small room, located the tube, and hurridely pulled the whole tube out of the tiny rack, placed it carefully into a small compartment to the side of its metallic body, and then wheeled off.





“Ahh, give me two of them, please,” a man said, pointing at a small contraption on the top of the counter.


“Yes, sure. This will be twenty-five thousand dollars, thank you,” the shop assisstant replied, and took the CID card the customer was brandishing. “Thank you. Would you please finger here,” the assistant said, pointing to a small square on top of the large display counter. “Thank you sir. Have a nice day.”


The man walked out of the shop, carrying his purchase in a small plasitc bag, swinging it about him casually. He walked slowly and indifferently along the walking path, and stepped into a public commuter Hover.


Inside, he found a seat, and sunk into it. The seat engulfed him like the sea engulfs the fish, and opened his plasitc bag to inspect the goods. There was little noise on the off peak Hover, only the occasional chatter from in front. A soft hum came from the SDM as the Hover rounded a corner. Some passengers alighted here, but the man stayed on. After about an hour’s drive, a soft, pleasurely voice came from the speakers, saying “Thank you for travelling with us. Hop to see you next time.”


The man jumped off without trouble, and walked into a shaded side street. He dipped his hat and walked towards a small door. The door hinges whined as he opened the door, and he stepped inside to pitch darkness. Reaching over for the manual power switch, he felt a cold, soft hand grasp his own.





The vapour jets in this new room worked all day and all night, spraying the tubes with a cloud of gas. Half a dozen lights scanned the tubes for movement, and as usual, the room was moist and dark. However, this one was slightly larger than the prevoius room. A soft metallic click was emmitted from the door hatch, and the robot wheeled itself inside, took the tube out from the comaprtment, and placed it gently in another rack. Satisfied, the robot soflty trundled out, its wheels making slight noises on the padded floor. The hatch slid open and the robot disappeared from sight.


Minutes later, the lights in the small room started flashing repeatedly, and a large robot made its dramatic appearance at the main door. About three times the size of the previous, it wheeled silently in and searched the racks. Choosing about three dozen tubes, it stores them in his compartment and quickly trundles off.


Moving slowly around a corner, the robot approached a large door and disappeared inside the chamber. Several hissing noises were radiated out the door, and moments later the robot appeared again, this time with no tubes whatsoever.





An asteroid flew past the black hole, slowly getting sucked inwards by the tremense gravitational force. Not far off, a dozen or so projectiles are fired from a green planet. The jet black projectiles hurtle themselves out through space, towards an unknown desitnation, towards an unknown destiny.





“Surprise! Happy Birthday!”


“What in the damned world is going on here?” the man asked.


“Can’t you figure it out? Well, no time for explaining, lets get straight to the celebrations,” another person said, and led the man to another room.


“Did you get the goods?” one asked.


“Yeah, sure did,” the man said, and emptied out the two small packages onto the table. “Here.”


“Yes, very fine job indeed, Jack.”


“Yeah. Now we can find out what in space that torpedo is doing hurtling towards us at a light year a day.”


“Yes, but remember, today is Jack’s birthday, and so will must celebrate first, and then get down to the guts of the matter.”


“Yes. All in favour?”


“Well then, who the bloody hell’s waiting; lets go!”


The party outside the small room where they had talked was ear blasting. People were screaming at the top of their voices to be heard, and the commotion was extremely busy and excited.


“Hum. We must organise more of these parties more often, they’re quite fun, actually,” Jack remarked, drinking a mug of beer from the dispenser.


“Yes, we should,” another remarked.


“Yes. All in -” the man was cut short by a soft but audibly beeping coming from a back room.


“Did you hear what I heard?” one screamed to be heard.


“Yep.  We better go check it out.”


The small mob weaved throught the mob of people at the party and entered the quite but roomy back room.


Inside, a small computer screen was flashing red, and displaying:





Seconds to impact : 442





“Oh my crappy crap,” Jack burst out in astonishment. “If we had installed the MDVSP’s we could have been warned at least triple of the time earlier!”


“Damn. What the bloody hell do we do now?”


“The most sensible thing is to intall the MDVSP’s and check out what the hell that pie in the sky is.”


“All in favour, say -”


“Oh, shut up.”


“Righteo.”


Jack pushed the two small contraptions into the back of the main computer system. The screen flashed green to confirm the intallation process.


“Now, hold on to your butts...” Arnold remarked as he quickly typed in commands for the computer to process.


The small red menacing screen still flashed. It now read “Seconds to impact : 381”


“Shit. I can’t get any crap out of this bloody contraption. It just doesn’t work! Jack, you brought a dud,” Arnold said plaintively, obviously panicking.


“Arnie, don’t worry. Just try to work it out.”


Arnold typed furoisly at the keyboard, and finally made some sense from the load of computer language pouring out from the screen.


“Wait! Hold on a minute,” Jack interrupted. Arnold immediately stopped typing. “Can you print out the first four words of every line?”


“Yeah, sure. Just hang on a sec.”


The printed rolled out lines of letters silently, as the menacing red screen wrote “Seconds to impact : 312”


“Look,” Jack said pointing at the the letters. “If you read it now, it makes some sense; look,” he said, poiting at the lines of print.





THE CHAN IS COMI NG TO G ET YOU^ BEW AR E FOR YOU R LIF E^ IT I S IN DANG ER^ TH E CH AN WIL L COM E TO GE T YO U^ YOU CAN RUN BUT YOU CAN ‘T HID E^ BE WA RE OF TH E CHAN^ E ND TRA NSMI SSIO N^^^





“You see?” Jack asked entusiastically.


“Yeah, but who the hell is the CHAN?” Arnold asked.


“Sounds crap to me,” remarked Bob.


“Yeah?”


“Yeah.”


Still, the never tiring, menacing screen read “Seconds to impact : 239”


“Shit. We better get going, you guys. We’ve got a piece of space crap on our hands.”


The computer screen flashed with information concerning the projectile. Its speed, travel rate, time to impact, impact resistance, atmospheric reistance, all displayed on the screen. And most importantly, the screen also displayed “POINT OF IMPACT”.


“Hey, that place is just north of here, couple minutes drive,” Jacob remarked, the comment automatically rolling off his tounge


“Why don’t we check it out?” Bob asked, and everybody, silently, moved off to the car port.





Jet black projectiles hurtle through space near the black hole once again. This time, there was more of them, and they were travelling faster. The previous batch was approaching its destination now, reducing speed and tracing atmosphere. It had sent out a mysterious warning message, and was quite sure it had been received, because as it watched, a small tiny dot appeared from under a small building and started heading north.


The black blob, tore through the O3 layer, and the dpecially designed heat resistant surface slowed down the craft. The car was also slowing down, and it stopped as the vessel sped through the afternoon sky, breaking past final clouds, appearing into view of the surrying ants below.





Meanwhile, the counter on the screen back at base displayed “Seconds to impact : 158”





“There it is,” Jack said, curious.


“Ahh, where?” Jacob asked.


“There,” Jack replied, pointing out the small light black dot in the afternoon sky.


“Oh.”


“Hey, guys, I think you better tak a look at this,” Arnold screeched from the car which was parked amongst thick scrub.


“Yeah? What it it?”


“Um, it’s... it’s... it’s an alienated thing...” Arnold said, pointing to the displayed information from the screen that was being relayed from home base.


Abruptly, a small red light beside the console started flashing, and a soft tonal beeping could just be heard.


“What’s that?” Jacob asked.


“Oh shit,” Arnold said, and faded in astonishment, shrank back in his seat, and turned pale.


“What is it?” Jack demanded.


“Shit. Just bloody hell answer the @&#*ing question,” Bob screamed, and hit the car roof.


“We’ve got sixty seconds till impact, and the craft is showing no sign of friendliness,” Arnold finally answered, and gulped and lump down this throat.


“I see,” Jack said tentively.


“Well, maybe this thing won’t be hostile. I mean, think positively,” Jacob observed.


“But, in this case, you have to fear the worst. And the worst case scenario is that Doomsday is finally here,” Arnold said, shrinking back even more into his seat.


“Oh, come on! Can’t any of you think optimisticly?” Jacob asked, puzzled by their mixed responses.


Now, a shirll alarm sounded and the men all plugged their ears as a dialog box came up on screen and said “Seconds to impact : 10”





A small retractable arm floated out of the craft and caught on a tree branch, breaking the fall. The branch slowly gave way under the immense weight of the vessel, and it fell to the ground with a soft ‘plonk’.





The dialog box disappeared and the screen came back to normal.


“What’s happened?” Jacob asked.


Arnold replied, plainly, “It’s here.”





The jet of vapour hissed again in the cloudy room, and a small robot wheeled itself in quietly, achieved a dozen tubes, and trundled out. The door quietly hissed and slid shut, isolating the inside chamber.


The small silvery robot rolled into a large room with the tubes, and deposited half of them there, left quietly, and rolled to another chamber, placing the remaining tubes in steady metallic racks as gas hissed again.


Beside that single robot, another automatic arm moved between the rows, sealing the tubes and carefully tipping them upside down. The small robot trundled out, as the arm continued its work.


In another white narrow corridoor, a larger robot whirled steadily around a corner, entering a small isolated chamber. Inside, rows and rows of metallic buttons gleamed in the bright, dazzling light, and the robot wheeled itself to a console to the left of the entrance, and started communicating with the machine.


Strings and strinds of words, numbers and data flowed from the screen, and the robot obediently absorbed every data bit.


The screen rolled continuously with data, the large robot gleaming and scanning the lines of text. The screen read:





OPER AEUQJEKJKGF IRJKJTY==MKJKJOJ  FJJEJHQQTHEL JTHEMCK
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After learning, sensing the data, the robot disengaged gently from the consol, and rolls off to it’s duties.





“Um, what the @&*#ing hell is it?” Arnold asked, curious of the contraption that layed there on the ground before them, unmoving, undisturbed.


“Ahh, what the hell is it?” Jacob also asked.


“What the bloody hell is it?” Bob enquired, and leant forward to inspect the vessel.


“I don’t know,” Jack replied all three of them. “Looks like some alien’s arse.”


“Really?” Bob said. “Then maybe this is the crap coming out of it,” he said, and pointed to a fluid that was slowly oozing out of the shiny metallic craft.


“What the @^&#?” Arnold cried.


“Maybe we better take it back to base to have a closer look at it. What do you think?” Jack asked. Everybody in the small group agreed, all except for Arnold, who was tentative and cautious. They lifted the heavy craft into the back of their Hover, Arnold waiting impatiently behind the wheel, and drove off. The thick ooze remained on the ground where the chip had been.





The robot read the screen carefully, taking in every detail.





THE^ 598398TH983IS 4985IS989843 //*T*-32H996E W477RIT98ER


OOZE CA553LL9083ING^^ 284IF63 697Y0OU47 HA22354V3E FI68GU


HAS^ R83ED O05UT TH937IS 8DU4MB CO03DE A3L4RE828AD83Y Y95


SUCC O38U R 748V738ER83Y SM28A8RT6=3^^ TRA24NSL2988AT984I
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^**^ G4987 O3298N I3754N T832HI9048S^^ EN39080D TR923ANSM





The robot rolled away from the shiny console, and another took its place.





The metallic craft rocked gently and calmly as the Hover turned the final corner until the entrance of the Hover port. The Hover gently eased itself to the ground, making slight spacial adjustments automatically. It touched down without notice, and without any bump whatsoever. The journey had been smooth and untroubled, the craft in the back rocking slightly sometimes.


A large robotic arm reached inside the Hover and gently pulled out the craft. The arm, controlled by Arnold, moved steadily, slowly, and carefully. The craft was lifted out of the Hover slowly, and placed gently onto a large examination table, with tools and accessories beside in arm’s reach.


The four scientists crowded around the craft, inspecting every minute detail about its construction, design, and features. The fluid still continued to ooze from the same small opening.





Under the great tree north of the laboratory, the oozy liquid penetrated the soil. It dug deep inside, feeding on whatever came into contact with itself. Slowly, it dissolved the roots of the great tree, the soil, and the worms that were in vicinity.


The ooze by now had dug itself a large trench, big enough to hold a couple of dozen people. It slowly crawled out, seemed to sniff out the tracks made by the tyres, and headed off in the direction of the tracks.





“This thing won’t bloody open!” Jacob said, giving up.


“Hey, this might work,” Jack remarked, trying to pry open the cover with a small magnetic screw driver. “Nope, doesn’t -”


He was cut short by a short hiss, follwed by a loud clank, then a soft purr. The team of four inspected the noise, and observed the hard case being lifted off by some robotic arm inside the craft.


“What the hell is it doing?” Bob asked, and poked his small head towards the crack that was forming.


Suddenly a puff of clear mist puffed out of the crack, and Bob screamed in fright.


“It got me! It got me! It got me!” he kept on shouting, holding his eyes with his cupped hands, and jumping all over the place.


“Hold on a minute, Bob. Let me see your eye,” Jack said calmly, walking steadily towards Bob and holding out his hand to drag Bob’s hand away from his eyes. “Let me see it for a little bit.”


Bob slowly uncovered his eyes, and the three of the team looked at his eyes.


Arnold said, “Oh my bloody crap.”





The blob of ooze slowly manouvered it’s way amongst thick bushes, dissolving any that were in its way. As it moved, it grew in size, and as it grew in size, it gained momentum.


Now at a fast walking pace, the fluid followed the tracks, always growing, always hastening.


The tracks led onto a small deserted road, dusty and old. The ooze climbed up to the road, and followed the tracks once again.





“Are we there yet?” Jane asked her father.


“Nearly,” her father replied. “Just another ten kilometres.”


“Oh, great.”


Jane and her brother, Bill, played cards in the back of the Hover, as the Hover sped along the dusty, deserted road.


“Ha! I win! Sucked in, loser,” Bill remarked after placing down his final card.


“Oh, shut up, cheat!” Jane replied.


“Will you two stop that racket?” Jane’s mother said from in front.


“Yes mum,” Jane and Bill replied together, and exchanged a series of silent punches between themselves.


A soft bleep came from the Hover consol. Jane’s father bent over to have a look, but by this time, the detection was too late.





The fluid sensed a moving object nearby, and stopped abruptly. Then the object, a Hover, in this instance, came speeding up towards it. The fluid had no time to react, and immediately dissolved the Hover. The fluid grew in size, until it reached the height of a child. It then formed the shape of Jane, and resumed following the tracks of the persued Hover.





“Hey, turn that racket down, will ya?” Tim asked from behind.


“No way! I like this type of crummy music,” Alex replied from the driver’s seat. “Anyway, you should appreciate old country western songs, like this one.”


“Yeah, yeah. Sure, sure,” came the voice from behind.


Alex shook his head and continued to tap his feet with the rythm of the song.


A soft bleep came from the console of the Hover, and the Hover halted immediately. Tim was thrust forward, but this was compensated by the Hover’s spacial correcting.


“There’s a person in front of us,” Alex said. “Let’s see what in the world she’s doing out there.”


Alex commanded the Hover to drive up to the person, and slowly, and cautiously, the Hover regained it’s continuous motion.





The solitary being walked silently along the dusty deserted road. It heard the sound of a moving Hover behind, and sensed its movement. It started running as fast as these human legs could run, but was soon overtaken by the Hover.


A door slid open to the side of the Hover, and a man’s head peeped out.


“What do you think you’re doing, out here alone?” Alex asked.


“No. Thing,” replied the being.


“You mean nothing? Not from this place, are ya? Well, hop in. We’ll give you a ride.”


“Okay. You. Thank,” the being said slowly, and crawled into the back seat of the car alongside Tim.


The car door slid shut, and the Hover drove off into the distance.





“Ha Ha! Nothing! Told you!” Jacob laughed.


“Oh, shut up, you idiot,” Bob said angrily.


“What the hell...” Arnold said as he looked inside the craft. “Ha! Look! A test tube! How crappy is that?”


“Don’t be so sure it’s crappy, Arnie. It might contain some really dangerous stuff. I mean, you can never bee too careful, can you?” Jack noted.


“No, guess not,” Arnold said sheepishly.


“Well, what the heck to we do about it?” Jacob asked, and tapped Jack on the shoulder.


“I don’t know,” Jack replied plainly.


“Oh, when we need you the most, you don’t know that the hell to do?” Jacob said.


“Don’t blame me,” Jack said.


“Oh, you guys, shut the %#&^ up!”


Bob came to inspect the tube.


“Hey, there’s something inside the tube,” he pointed out a clear greenish liquid slopping around in the sealed tube. “It’s moving all by itself.”


“Hey, yeah! It is! Oh boy, is this the find of the century,” Arnold cried.


“Ahh, maybe not,” Jack said, and pointed to a small black box with a digital display reading:





Ø5¤8µ1Ð6×





“What the hell does that mean?” Arnold asked enquisitively.


“Don’t know. But whatever it means, it doesn’t look good to me,” Jack replied.





“So, what do you do?” Tim asked the being sitting beside him.


“Space. Fluid. Travel,” the being said.


“Oh, so you study space fluids, and you’re an astronaut! Wow!” Tim said, awed.


“Really?” Alex asked from the driver’s seat. “Is our friend an astronaut?”


“Yep. Sure is.”


“Wow.”


The Hover approached a main road in the residential area number 3290183, and the being sitting steadily beside Tim suddenly said “Here. Stop. You thank.”


“You want to get off here?” Alex asked.


The being nodded, and Alex opened the door and the being slithered out.


After the being was out of earshot, Alex remarked to Tim “Nice person, hey?”


“Nah. Not really. She seemed really strange, how she couldn’t talk properly but looked like she was a natural english speaker.”


“Yeah, that fact was strange, but otherwise, she was alright.”


“Yeah, maybe,” Tim said, and Alex drove off.





A small robot crawled into the compact isolation chamber that held three humans, a tree, soil, and lumps of think grass and bushes. The robot extended its probe towards the tree, studied and examined it, then turned around and headed out.


“Dad?” Bill yawned, stretched, and sat upright.


He looked around, saw himself in an enclosure, and immediately noticed something was wrong. He woke his parents up, and told them to look around.


The family was enclosed in a small dark room, but unlike the others, this room contained feasible air, and it was dry and cold. They sat on a cold hard metallic ground, and studied the surroundings.


“What happened? Where are we?” Bill’s mother asked.


“Don’t know, mum,” Bill replied.


Just then the small robot returned, and this time stuck his little probe out towards Bill. Bill squirmed as the cold tenticle touched him, and he let out a little screech. The small robot, at the sound of the screech, immediately stopped surveying and probed.


Then, Bill’s father raised his right leg and strongly booted the robot out the door. It shattered against the hard white wall, and a shrill alarm sounded outside. The exit/entrance door to the isolation chamber was immedeately closed and clicked shut, while other robots gathered around the broken robot, and started meticulously repairing it. After a few minutes, they had repaired the little robot, which was by far the smallest, and were glaring at the beings who were locked inside the chamber.


“I don’t think you should have done that, dad,” Bill said tentatively.


“Me too. Me too.”





“Hey! What the crap’s this stuff?” Jacob said as he felt the side of his lab coat, smothered with the ozzing goo.


“Dunno. Probably it’s the crap from this thing,” Jack replied humourously.


“It’s not funny,” Jacob said.


The small black box on the side of the craft jiggled and made a screeching noise. The digits on the display changed slightly.


“What the hell’s that bloody noise?” Arnold complained, blocking his ears with his hands.


“Dunno. Probably the way this thing says hello,” Jack replied smartly again.


“Oh, shut up. It’s really not funny, you know,” Jacob remarked.


A small probe popped out of the top of the box, and a tiny blue box ejected from the end of the probe. The box started revolving slowly, and when it had turned around and around for half a dozen times, it stopped, and the whole probe collapsed back into the box.


“What the hell?” Arnold asked.


Another short stubby probe protruded from the box. This time, a short and stout cylindrical tube materialised at the end of the probe. A thin stream of light passed along the walls of the room, and the cylinder started turning very slowly, each time the surface value changed, the machine emmitted a soft bleep. After surveying every minute detail in the room, the probe slowly moved back into the box again.





The robot rolled up to the console and started inspecting every line of code rolling down the screen. Soft beeps came from the tall shiny robot as it scanned the words patiently. Line after line after line, the metallic robot stood there, unmoving, unwavering, always scanning, always alert.
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More data streamed down the page as the robot continued scanning busily.





There was a slight knock on the back door leading from the garage. The four scientists cocked their heads and listened carefully for a second knock.


It came, soft as ever, and Arnold headed towards the door to answer it. The switched on the external camera, looked in the viewfinder, but saw nothing. He headed back to surveying the craft.


Another knock came shortly afterwards. This time, Jack went to have a look. Creeping slowly towards the door, he peeped through the eyeglass, instead of switching on the video. Outside he saw a thing he never ever had anticipated to see.





“Um, dad, I really think you shouldn’y have done that,” Bill said again as the robots glared at the beings locked inside the chamber.


“Yes, I know. Me too,” Bill’s father replied again.


The small robot wheeled itself off to another room, and disappeared within it, while the other robots guarded the chamber. One very large one stood by the door, its arms above the door, so it could bring them crashing down on anybody who might try to escape from the chamber.


The robots continued to stare, and Bill thought in the back of his mind “It’s not polite to stare at your food, you guys,” but quickly pushed the thought into the dark depths of his mind.


The small robot trundled out of the room, and lugged behind it a short but heavy pipe. It had various markings and a couple of small black contraptions attached to it. The large robot by the door helped the small robot lift the pipe into an opening above the entrance. The pipe clicked into position, and the large robot hoisted the little robot up so that the little robot would be able to see through the pipe.


Bill heard a loud piercing screech and then darkness decended on him.





Jacob reached down to dry his hands on his labcoat.


“Hey! What’s the big idea?” he shouted as the realisation that it was missing. “All right. Who’s the practical joker?”


“What?” Jack asked, and looked over at Jacob. “What happened to your coat?”


“Don’t ask me,” Jacob said. “One minute it was here, and the other, it wasn’t.”


“Must’ve been the goo,” Arnold noted. “You see, it was the goo that did it.”


“Itswa sthe Chando ingsom ebabst uffon youma n,” the being that Jack had let in said, and sat down on a chair.


“Got rhuematoid arthristis?” Jacob asked the being, watching her sit down slowly and uneasily.


“Whatdi dyousa y?”  it asked.


“Don’t worry,” Jacob replied.


The being watched intently at the four scientists working on the craft. Silently, it was communicating to the onboard computer inside the craft, in a hidden compartment, and at the same time, was relaying information back to home. All this was undertaken unawares of the four busy scientists.


“Let’s do a Chemical Hetreographical Analysation Noter on this thing,” Jack said.


“Yeah. A CHAN scan would be good,” Arnold replied, and instructed the robotic arm to move the craft over to the CHAN scan area.


“You know, a CHAN scan is not always successfull,” he said. “The spatial displacement motor of the Hover might be permanentely busted.”


“Just do it,” Jack said impatiently.


“Okay. Hold onto your butts,” Arnold said and turned the CHAN scan machine on.


It hummed softly and quietly for a while, and then switched off automatically. Jacob walked calmy into the garage and inspected the Hover for damage.


“Nope. All is well and working,” he shouted.


He appeared through the door, looked around, and nearly fainted.


“Oh my bloody shit.”





The small robot was lowered by the larger robot, and taken into the small room with the flashing consoles. The large robot hoisted the little robot up so that the small robot could read what was displayed on the rolling screens.
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The small robot communicated with the larger one, informing it of the happenings. The larger robot, on hearing the news, immediately rolled out of the room, and left the small robot standing there amongst giants of their own race.





“Bill?” his mother called.


“What?” Bill replied, only slightly hearing his mother’s voice.


He removed to thing that was smothering him, and found it to be a white lab coat with something heavy in the top pocket.


“Mum, look at this,” he said, and gave the screwdriver like thing for his mother to inspect.


“Paul, what do you think this is?” Bill’s mother said to his father.


“I don’t know. Looks like on of those magnetic screw drivers those guys use,” Paul replied, and rolled the screwdriver around on the ground. To and fro, to and fro the screwdriver rolled, making rattling soundson the cold, hard bottom.


Suddenly, abruptly, without notice, there was a loud clank and the front door slid open. The robots reared back, retaliating, and quickly sped off.


“Hum. Must’ve been the screwdriver,” Paul noted.


“Hey, we can breathe this air!” Bill said, swinging his arms around.


Bill, in all his glory and excitement to be out of the small, cramped chamber, hit the shite corridoor wall with his fist.


“Ow! That hurt! I think I’m going to have to get this examined,” he cried.


“Sshh,” Paul said and held his right index finger to his lips, and placed on ear to the ground. “They’re coming,” he said. “The robots are back. And there’s more of them.”


He pushed the family along the narrow corridoor and approached a door that looked like the main entrance to a steamy room. They crept inside and hid, while the rumble of the robots could still be heard.





The seat on which the being had sat on was gone, the girl was also gone, and all that remained was a bubbling pool of fetid goo.


“Grotty,” Jack remarked, holding his nose awkwardly.


“What the hell is it?” Arnold asked as the goo moved slowly towards them.


“I don’t know and I don’t care. All I know is that it’s coming for us,” Bob said, and started running towards the garage, trying to jump over the goo.


However, with all his weight, Bob stumbled on a cord and fell face first into the goo. The three left watched in awe as Bob dematerialised right in front of their eyes. Jacob then thought quickly and looked towards the tube in the craft on the CHAN scan counter.


“Oh my shit, look at that!” he shouted, pointing to the craft.


The tube was gone, and the same fetid goo was pouring out over the edge of the craft.


“We’de better run for it,” Jack said. “Jacob, you go via the car. We’ll meet you at the front. Now, go!”


Jacob hurriedly rushed into the Hover, as Arnold and Jack raced through the door and into the street. The Hover came rushing around the corner, Jack and Arnold stumbled awkwardly inside, and the Hover sped off.





A light started pulsing slowly in the small misty room the trio were hiding in. Gas vapour hissed out of vents and the pulsating light slowly, carefully, meticulously scanned the racks of tubes. The trio moved amongst the racks and tubes, carefully avoiding the searchlights and trying hard not to make noises that would be detected.


They crept along the rows of racks and tubes, father, mother, then son, each in close succession. The light swept the path in front of them, then passes away to scan another row.


They reached the end of the passage, and carefully turned left. The screwdriver Bill placed in his pocket dislodged partially and hung out of his pocket.


They turned another corner, and this time, the magnetic screwdriver fell onto the ground with a hard, loud clatter. It then stuck to the ground, and a loud clank was emmitted from under the creeping trio.


Then, the metallic floorboards gave way.





“What the hell was that?” Tim asked Alex as they passed the small alleyway where they had earlier dropped off the being.


“Don’t know. Probably some explosion,” Alex answered, and continued driving.





A loud bang came from behind the Hover, followed by a thundering boom, and then finally a huge shockwave that swept dust and wind under the Hover.


“Shit!” Jacob shouted from the driver’s seat, trying to regain control of the Hover.


“Must’ve been that bloody goo,” Jack said, looking back.


Another shockwave hit them, and this time it was too large for the spatial displacement motors on the Hover to compensate for. The Hover rolled over onto its side lightly, and the passengers were knocked down like mosquitoes in an atmosphere of insecticide.





“What the %@^# is this place?” Bob asked himself, as he slowly stood up onto his feet.


He was sitting on a loose lump of dirt, and a white lab coat similar to his was laying beside him. He picked it up, examined it, and read the name inside it.


“Jacob,” he wispered to himself. “What the $#@^?”


He turned around and noticed that the entrance to the small chamber he was enclosed in was open, and he slid through the gap. He headed along the corridoor, and came to the entrance of a dark, cloudy room. Mustering all his will together, he forced the door open and went inside.





“Ow, ow, ow,” complained Jacob as the shock of being thrown into the air, hitting his head, and falling back down again suddenly and finally came to him.


“Oooooowwwwww,” came a long, plaintive cry from the back seat. Arnold slowly turned around, one eye bruised, and forehead partially bleeding.


“Ow, that must hurt,” Jacob said, and looked around. “Where’s Jack?”


“Dunno,” Arnold said, and felt around himself for Jack. “Nope. Not here,” he said, and then noticed that the door that was not under the Hover was slightly ajar.


“Wow!” Jack shouted from outside. “Look at this hullabaloo out here.”


Arnold slowly climbed up the Hover and exited. Jacob did the same and crawled out of an open window.


When they were all outside, they gathered in a bunch and stared at the mushroom cloud in the sky.


“Wow!” Arnold said in awe.


“Crap!” Jacob said, and Arnold and Jack simultaneously turned around and looked at him.


“What?” they both said together, not understanding Jacob’s point of view.


Another shockwave blew out, but this time it was not as big as the ones before. However, the lab exploded again and huge chunks of flying debris dropped like bombshells all over the place. A loud boom emmitted from their Hover as a piece of scrapnel dropped onto it.


“Cool,” Jacob said, staring at the firing Hover.


“Crap!” Arnold and Jack said together.


The Hover blew itself into fragments and a huge cloud of bits and pieces flew high above their heads.


“Wow,” they all said together, and then together, as the cloud slowly descended, “RUN!”





“Shit,” Bob said as his sleeve caught on a corner of a rack.


He quickly pulled the sleeve away, but knocked over the rack that started a chain reaction.


The first rack fell, toppling over the tubes and spilling the oozy liquid over the flood. The floorboards started corroding, and Bob fell down into the darkness.


A shrill, high pitched alarm sounded outside, and half a dozen robots flooded into the room, staring in amazement at the havoc created.


A large percentage of the metallic floor had corroded away already, and only one fifth of the racks were remaining. The robots could do nothing but watch wide eyed, and seal the whole chamber. The chamber was then flooded quickly with an acting agent that destroyed the liquid in the tubes. The robots continued to stare in horror at the destroyed chamber, and then headed down to destroy the thing that caused it.





“Where are we?” Bill asked his father.


“I don’t know,” Paul answered, nursing his head which had hit against a curved structure.


“Ow,” Bill’s mother groaned as she slowly sat up. “What happened?”


“Don’t know,” Bill’s father replied.


“Beats me,” Bill replied.


“Ohhhh,” Bill’s mother groaned again.


A soft rumbling noise came from behind the family, and they turned around to look. A couple of search lights were surveying the ground in front of the robots, and the robots were systematically lined up in a row. They painstakingly searched the ground, and the family ran for their lives.


Sensing movement, vibration of the floor, and sound, the robots quickly rolled over to where the sounds were coming from, and found a floorboard lying on the ground, with soft, pale light coming from the hole in the roof.


The robots continued their inspection, moving forward slowly, getting faster as they heard sounds ahead of them.


The running family came to a dead end. Bill bashed against the metallic boards to find any secret compartments, but there were none. He then felt his pocket for the magnetic screwdriver. It wasn’t there.


“Oh no,” he groaned as he saw the robots approaching.





The cloud of debris hit the ground with a loud crash as the scientific trio huddled behind a parking ticket machine, but it was too late. Arnold, being slowler than the rest, was hit by flying debris and lay on the ground wounded by the bloody slash on his left leg, and even thoguh Jacob and Jack made it in time, The debris hit the machine and it in turn exploded, killing the two instantly. Then, a black curtain fell over Arnold, and he collapsed, took his final breath, and his head hit the cold, hard ground.





“Bloody hell,” Bob moaned as he picked himself up.


His right leg was broken, so he had to crawl along the cold harsh ground, and his head was pulsating with the pain of the fall.


He heard a soft purring sound coming from somewhere behind him, looked back, and saw searchlights scanning the ground.


“Shit,” he moaned, and collapsed.





The fluid rolled down the hill alongside its twin, and approached a long stretch of road. The ooze blobbed down the hill slower now, and came onto the road. A few cars passed, the fluids waited, and then crossed. Then, a huge oil tanker passed right on top of both oozes, and dimaterialised immediately.





The tanker appeared in the small chamber, and the chamber grew in size to accommodate the tanker. However, the slow growth rate compared to the fast transfer rate of positrons to the inside of the chamber made it explode, and the sparks so cuased ignited the gas inside the belly of the tanker.


The last projectile was fired from the planet, and then the whole place exploded. Huge fireballs were hurtled across space in every direction. The nearby black hole sucked in most of the light and the planet was now nothing in space. The matter from the explosion combined with the antimatter and provided a larger explosion that sent the whole gravitational force of the black hole into different variations. This massive changing gravitational force corrupted all nearby planets and stars, and all were blown into the centre of the black hole, never to be seen again.





PART 2





Hundreds and thousands of blinking LEDs flicked on and off on the large grey control panel. Digital displays danced up and down as various input signals of varying strength were sent to them. Speakers secretly embedded into the panel made soft clicking noises as the digital clock displays above the panel changed to ten past five in the morning.


The chair squeaked as the technician moved about, stretching himself clumsily. He was a heavily built man, with dark, pronouced eyebrows and a heavy moustache, and he lumbered over to the coffee dispenser, and yawned sleepily once more. The LEDs continued to flicker on the control panel and the technician resumed his usual seat in front of the boring panel, watching the LEDs and digital displays dance, as the minutes and seconds ticked slowly past.


A small red indicator lighted up for the first time, and the technician stared at it thoughfully. Respositioning himself lazily on the chair, he punched a four sigit security code into the keypad, more LEDs blinked, and a small screen elevated itself in front of the technician. The small red LED still illuminated, now pulsating slowly, tempo steadily hastening, as the technician worked at the keypad.


The red LED now flashed uncontrollable, and the technician involuntarily pushed a large blue button in the middle of the depressing consol. The digital readout on the panel now displayed:





CDE F SCTR G9D2





The technician busily tapped away at the keypad, as blue flashing strobes started streaming their hazy light outwards in every direction. A siren started wailing loudly, and several sleepy technicians poured into the empty room. They crowded around the main consol, and discussed the gravity of the situation.


Sirens continued their frenzied wailing, while the strobes continued their continuous throbbing. The scientists and technicians talked quietly, and then questioned the technician sitting at the panel, busily tapping away at the keypad, unawares of the happenings around himself, locking himself out to the outside world.





Blue mist surrounded the claustrophobic room, the gases present were asphyxiating. Yet, a small flurry of movement could be seen inside the chamber, and a curious security guard peeped in from outside the cubicle. Sirens continued to screech, while strobes continued to glimmer. Blue throbbing rods pulsated with pure energy inside the closed chamber, several LEDs dancing up and down on the consol outside.


In all, there were half a dozen blue photon rods contained inside the chamber, giving off pure radioactive energy in the form of gamma and beta rays. The walls of the chamber were pure lead lined with a special coating of leadious monacetate to prevent the fatal and deadly rays from escaping the chamber. The glass was coated with the substance as well, and so it was not clearly visible inside the chamber as the leadious monacetate warped the glass molecules and so made it turn milky white and hazy.


The two odd dozen generators worked busily making excessive noise around the back of the chamber to produce viable electrivity from the radioactive emmissions, as a small shadow lurked inside the confined chamber. The security guard outside could not see the shadow stealing across the hard metallic floor of the detained chamber.


A small yellow LED lit up on the panel adjoining the chamber. It started flashing cautiously and caught the guard’s attention. He shuffled around to the panel and inspected it. Turning on the interior surveillance camera and surveyed the chamber on a small backlit LCD screen accompanying the panel. The camera panned around its pivot and then the screen turned blank. Surprised, the guard pressed the camera button several times, and then gave up. He waddled over to the milky glass screen and peered steadily inside. He could barely see the camera, and could merely make out its shape, but he saw that it was hanging from its pivot by a couple of thin wires, dangling precariously above one of the photon tubes. He couldn’t see anything peculiar around the camera, and walked quickly away to sound the alarm.


However, before he could reach the large panic button, a small hole appeared in the side of the panel surrounding the chamber.


“What the -” he said, “Oh my shit.”





“Harold! Harold! Tell me what’s happening!” an associate screeched at the man sitting behind the control consol. “Harold!!!” he screamed again.


As if snapping out of a trance, the man suddenly sank back into his seat, and his eyes rolled back into his head.





Data continued to be transmitted to the home planet through the atmosphere of the earth from the unknown forces. The radar receiver hidden in the underground pipeline network of the city continued to receive the signals transmitted.
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The forces transmitted endlessly and awaited replies from the home planet. However, when replies did not come, these forces imagined the worst, and plotted a deadly plan of sweet, pure  revenge.





A small amount of fluid seeped out of the small but noticable hole in the side panel of the chamber, and the clouds of steam and deadly radioactive rays streamed out from the opening. A small puddle of liquid was forming on the metallic floor, and blue vapour poured out of the hole.


The security guard made every effort to evade the broth and gases, but tripped over the leg of his chair and fell into the ooze, face down. No scream was heard, and the panic button remained unpressed. The hissing continued as the guard vapourised and vanished, then the ooze started making a slow, steady move along the floor, towards the door, towards humanity.





Spatial displacement works in an unusual fashion; the space from point X gets converted to point Y, but what happens in between is something hard to understand. The space from point X is transmitted as pure black mass through space, and arrives at point Y. Then the space that was at point Y before collides with the particles in the point X space and would diminish each other in a matter of nanoseconds if the reaction is not controlled, thus providing a huge explosion of antimatter and matter colliding with each other, producing pure heat radiant energy, destroying everything around.


The spatial displacement transmitters consist of a power source, transmission, and converter. The power supplies power to the whole system, depending on the stage of transimission. At the first stage, the matter at point A is converted, via the converter, to black mass, which is partial antimatter and matter. This first stage requires about 250 mega-amps of current, at any supply voltage, for about two seconds drainage rate. The second stage is the transmitting stage, which utilises about 10 giga-amps of current at 600 volts or more DC to complete the transmission. If the transmission power intake is not enough, the point A matter will be stranded in mid-space, never able to be removed. If the power supply is too low for the conversion process, then the matter will be partially converted, and only partially transmitted. However, on the contrary, if the supply is too high, then firstly, the subject will be converted to black mass too quickly and so will turn into anitmatter, and then will collide with matter and provide a huge explosion as explained earlier. Secondly, if during the transmission process the power is too great, then the matter at point A will be transported too quickly through space and will either (1) arrive at the destination about two million years before present, or (2) arrive at destination only partially transmitted, or (3) be stranded in hyperspace because of speedof transmission, or (4) will be lost forever during transportation. While conducting spatial displacement, one wishes that one would not encounter these problems.





“Harold?” a soft voice said, shaking the unconcious technician. “Harold??? Harold!”


Harold’s eyes briefly popped open and started out openly towards the white ceiling of the emergency ward in the experimental nuclear science department. Then, as abruptly as they appeared, he shut his eyes again.


“Ah, I think we better transfer him to intensive care,” a colleague muttered, voicing his opinion.


“No,” another said. “We have to keep this thing quite and under the covers. We don’t want the whole bloody universe to know that this... thing... occurred.”


“Yeah, I think he’s right,” another remarked. “I reckon we should keep quiet about this. Anyways, our equipment is sophisticated enough to tackle this problem, ain’t it?”


“Yes, I think so, the first technician said. “Well, Harold, we’ll leave you to the machines.”


They quietly shuffled out of the small chamber and the sliding automatic door hissed shut behind them, pressurising the chamber. The scientists walked slowly down the white gleaming isle, pondering the ‘Harold Effect’.





“Hey, dad, what’s this mean?” Henry pointed at the strange reading on their digital satellite positioning readout. It said:





Ø5¤8µ1Ð6×





“Ah, probably just some signal jam,” Henry’s dad muttered, not paying much attention to the readout. “You know, the SatPos always mucks up,” he added.


“Yes, guess so,” Henry said, frowning at the display, which flickered on and off continuously.


As they drove past the nuclear physics testing department, the display suddenly shunted and went black, then went white. A sharp, piercing screech sounded from the radio as the hover passed the last building of the department. Then the SatPos display readout returned to normal.


“What the bloody hell what that piece of crap?” Henry’s dad remarked. “Oh, see? I told you, Henry, that this stupid compulsory SatPos thing would return to normal someday, eh, mate?”


But Henry wasn’t listening. He was thinking to himself how such an occurrence could have happened, while his dad started whistling happily.


“Must’ve been some pathetic attempt at creating some bizzare thingy,” Henry said, and stared back at the buildings of the department. “Something really strange.”





An electrical feminine voice announced “Major radioactive elements in sector G9D2. Major radioactive elements. Trace elements of radon and xygon.”


The technicians flurried to the panel where Harold used to be sitting and punched a few buttons. Then came up on a huge board the magnified screen view of sector G9D2 - broth strewn everywhere and bubbles floating up high in the air. A small bubble peeped over the bottom of the lense, and rested itself on the shifting arpeture. Then the screen turned blank.


“What the?“ came the startled replies of the scientists.


“Ah, I want a check on the last few seconds of footage. I want to know what that bubble did!” the leading physicist said loudly and importantly. “Hop to it!”


“Sector G9D2 has reached critical mass stage. Now begining emergency isolation process. No human intervention can be taken now. G9D2 has reached critical mass stage,” then same metallic feminine voice blurted out of the mini speakers. “Situation critical.”


“Shit,” came the voice of one person. “Even the computerscan’t save us now!”





A slight hissing noise came from the optoisolated chamber. The reinforcing isolation walls of the critical mass room were 45 centimetre thick lead coated thickly on both sides with leadious monacetate concentrate plus xygon to prevent the radioactivity from reaching the outside. However, unknown to the scientists who crowded around the wall, on the other side, the goo had melted through 3 centimetres of the wall already, and was making steady, untiring process.


A loud clank was heard as the whole bottom layer of the wall collapsed as the goo ate through it. Some scientists tried to run for their lives, but the asphyxiating fumes were too overpowering and intoxicated all of the scientists in seconds.


It slowly and cautiously spread through the corridoors and filled the walkways. Automatic mechanisms failed to keep the fumes and goo at bay. Slowly and steadily, the funes appeared out of an open window at level 3, and loud sirens and alarms wailed and blazed.


The whole of the department now had been filled with lethal fumes, goo and gases. Emergency teams arrived and declared the area a biohazard zone, but also failed to keep the fumes from advancing. It slowly covered metre by metre of ground, and as it did that, more and more was held at the mercy of, what is now known as, ‘The Fog’.





Since the chamber that Harold was locked inside was pressurized, the fumes somehow didn’t seep through. However, when Harold woke up finally in a giddy and dizzy fashion, he saw the small hole that was being etched and fumes appearing on this side of the door. He muttered his last words as the Fog engulfed him.





“We interrupt this movie to present to you an urgent news bulliten,” the news reader said.


“Aw, did it have to be during prime time?” Henry asked, looking meanly towards the screen.


“There has been a report of a critical situation with the nuclear engineering facility at Downsworth, where a ‘fog’ has been spreading uncontrollable. At this present time, scientists are unable to predict what the ‘fog’ will eventuate up to, but in the worst case scenario, the whole world could be destroyed. Scientists have always contemplated that the earth’s expiry date was drawing closer by the minute, but they...”


“Dad?” Henry said as they encountered a bump in the road which the hover was unable to comphensate for. “Dad, did you hear the news flash?”


“Yep. Those poor scientist buggers must be racking their brains for a solution to the fog, I reckon, eh, mate?”


“No, dad. I mean, didn’t we drive past that place a few hours ago?”


“Yeh, think so. Just give it a check in the TravCom, will ya?”


“Sure,” Henry said, and punched a few small buttons on a keypad. “Yeah, we did pass that place. Oh, yeah! It makes sense now! It’s this fog thing that caused the SatPos to scramble, remember, dad?”


“Yeh, but it was probably just some dumb coincidence, you know?”


“Probably,” Henry said.


“Now buddy, don’t you go wasting your time pondering on these hypothetical matters. Think on something else, like what’s for lunch and dinner today. Okay mate?”


“Sure,” Henry replied. “Whatever.”





“Now updating our ealier report on the foggy situation facing nuclear engineering scientists. There has seemed to be some improvement on the condition of the fog. That is, it seems to be disappearing into nothing. The technicians that were in the building at the time are still unaccounted for, and a rescue task force will be sep up right away after the site has been cleared by nuclear officials.”


The newsreader paused, and looked down, then up again, then adjusted the small communications module in this ear.


“Um, I’ve just received news that the site has been cleared and a rescue mission has been organised and started. Sources say that they are onto the ground floor, and dispatching units to scan the higher and lower floors, while other crews standby in case something goes wrong.”


He adjusts the earpiece again.


“Ah, now, the report has been confirmed that the fog has dissappeared and all regions are same again. The technicians have been located using tracking devices and they are in the second storey basement. Wait, there is another detection, weak however, in an upstairs chamber. The crews have entered and are searching for survivors. We will keep you posted throughout the day, and now return you now to your regular feature.”





Unknown to the human race, and undetectable, the fog, invisible, strengthened and stealthy, creeped acorss the country and then slowly advanced across the oceans and seas, reaching other countries in a matter of hours. It reached the polar bearsin the Arctic to the penguins in the Antarctic, from the snails in France to the chopsticks in Asia. It spread all around the world, poisoning innocent victims. Some developed complete immunity to the fog. However, others are not so lucky.





PART 3





“Woooow! What a bloody aphid!!!” Peter remarked, looking under a leaf of a ready to harvest silverbeet. “Hey! Kay! Come and look at this bugger!”


A short skinny child dressed in standard school attire bobbed over, and peered over Peter’s head.


“Where?” Kay said, eyes scanning the surface of the leaf, hand resting on Peter’s head. “Where? I can’t see it. Are you having me on?”


“No! Do you think I would? Now, get your stinking hand off my head will ya?” Peter said angrily, prying Kay’s hand from his head, ruffling his unkempt hair. “Here! Look! Stupid,” he remarked and pointed to a big creature on the underside of a white veined leaf.


It was about 8 centimetres long, and 5 centimetres wide. It had huge, bulgy eyes attached to a small, fragile-looking head. It had six legs connected to its thorax, and it rounded oval abdomen was wiggling about in the air. It turned its small head a little, abdomen still twitching, and placed its mouthpart on a vein. Then it projected a thin, long tongue into the leaf. The two boys watched, dazzled by the huge insect.


“Must be a world record!” Kay said, reaching out to touch the aphid’s abdomen.


“All right now! Ah, it’s time to pack up! Let’s see all the tools and stuff back in the shed and get you guys off to lunch!” Mr Krans shouted to the class doing practical agriculture on the school farm. “Comon, lets get a mooooove on!”


“Ah, excude me, Mr Krans?” Peter said behind the teacher’s back.


Mr Krans slowly turned his big, thick body around to face Peter. “Yes?” he asked, and cocked his head, his deep set eyes boring large holes into Peter’s mind.


“Ah, I want you to take a look at this,” Peter said, and held out the aphid.


“Hey! Pete! Meet you up at the logs, okay?” Kay shouted in his general direction, and plodded off.


“Well, hello,” Mr Krans said to the aphid. “Mighty big fellow you are, aren’t you?” He played it over and over his big hands, and finally handed it back to Peter. “Great bug you’ve got there. Might be able to keep it as a pet! You know, at this guy’s size, you’ll probably have to feed him a couply of thouand cabbages a day! Well, good luck with him,” the man said, and walked off towards the staffroom and his awaiting hot coffee.


Peter slowly walked up to the oval, clutching the aphid in his hand, pondering about its little (???) friend.





“Say when,” a metallic feminine voice said to George as he pressed a button on the coffee machine.


Brown liquid started to issue freely from the tube, and when the level was just about to halfway, George said “Now.”


The machine didn’t understand the statement, and continued pouring coffee into the nearly overful cup. “Now!” George said again, and looked around frantically for a stop button.


The coffee poured over the edge of the cup, browning the edges and running down the sides. “Stop!!!” George shouted and kicked the machine.


“Come on! When -” George was cut short in his sentence as the machine stopped pouring. “Thankyou!” George said, and kicked the machine a final time. “Stupid machine,” he muttered, as took a sip at his coffee. “Ah! Too hot! Oh crap! Forgot to add sugar and milk. Shit!”


He walked clumsily back to the machine and gave it a big kick. “Bloody piece of stinking crap,” he said under his breath. He put two overfull teaspoons of brown sugar into his coffee, and poured some milk into it, staring at the surface swirling and turning white, then light brown. “Ah, shit!” he said as the coffee spilt over the edge again. “Bloody hell!”


Now the every head in the cafeteria of the office building was turned towards him. Somebody giggled, and then George roared “What? What the hell is so funny about a damned machine that doesn’t understand english??? What’s so funny?” he demanded.


Nobody answered, and he walked solemnly over to his collegue sitting alone as a table for three. He plopped down onto the seat.


“Bad day?” his collegue asked.


“Don’t ask.” George replied.


“Well, guess what I did today?”


“Watched the grass grow and the paint peel?” George replied, and sipped his coffee again.


“Nah. I wouldn’t do that, would I?”


“Maybe, Phil. I mean, your life is so void of excitement that you -”


“Oh, thank you Mr Imformative for giving me a much needed ego boost,” Phil said sarcastically, and played with the food on his plate.


George took another sip of his coffee, and wiped his mouth with a paper napkin. “They’ve gotta get that machine fixed,” he said, turning his head slowly towards the machine.


“Haven’t you used a public coffee dispenser before?” Phil enquired, played with a pea, stabbed it, and put it in his mouth.


“Nope. Always use the simple dispenser on my desk. Simple operation; push a button for go, and push a button for stop. Easy! However, these stupid machines only respond to voice comments, and only respong to one voice comment. Even when I said stop, it didn’t do that! Ha! Talk service industries nowadays and mordern technology!”


“Well, you gotta follow what the fellow says,” Phil said, and popped another pea in his mouth. “It says ‘Say WHEN,’, you gotta say WHEN for it to stop. Think about it.”


George scratched his head, and looked at Phil square in the eye.


“Yes?” Phil said, and popped another pea into his mouth, and sipped some water.


“You’re a very slow eater, aren’t you?” George observed.


“You have a problem with that?” Phil retailiated.


“No, no,” George assured him, “Just a routine observation, that’s all it was.”


“Oh,” Phil says, and continues to pop peas into his mouth one by one.


Once Phil finishes with the green garden peas, the starts to lazily attack the mashed potato, while George compiles the midday news reports. As George ends his lenthgy report, Phil is just about done eating, and sips some water.


“Done?” George inquires.


“No, not yet,” Phil replies, “There’s still desert to go.”


“By the time you’ve finished that, hell would have frozen over already,” George remarks cruelly, and resumes culling information.


“Hey! Anyone here called Mr Shass?” a messengerboy announces at the top of his voice, as he stands at the door of the cafeteria. “Calling a Mr Shass?” he shouts again.


Phile stands awkwardly and slowly, positioning himself with the table, and walks over to the boy.


“Yes?” Phil says quietly.


“Are you Mr Shass?” the boy asks.


“Of course. Why would I come up here then?”


“Sorry. Look. There’s this parcel waiting for you on your desk. You need to sign for it,” the messenger says bluntly, and holds out a clipboard and a pen to him. “Sign here,” he says, pointing to the vacant space on the clipboard’s screen. “And place your personal administration code here,” he says, and points to another space.


Once Phil has finished signing the form, the messenger exits the cafeteria quickly and Phil resumes his seat opposite George, who by now has finished culling his information and is staring blankly at Phil’s desert.


“When are you going to finish that?” George asks Phil as he grimly sits down.


“Don’t have the slightest idea,” his friend replies.


“Well, you know, Phil, we only have a half hour meal break with these new stingy bastards as heads of the company,” George says, and looks angrily up at the ceiling. “Stingy little turds,” he muttered under his breath.


“What?” Phil says, and takes a small portion of his desert and places it gingerly into his mouth. George looks at him. “What did you say?” Phil reiterates.


“Oh, nothing,” lied George, and watched Phil eat.


“Yes?” Phil inquires, and places another small portion of the desert into his mouth.


“Boy, are you a slow eater!” George says, finally making up his mind.


“And do you have a problem with that fact?” Phile asks angrily.


George stares up at the ceiling for a moment, lost in thought. Phil interrupts his though pattern. “Well? What’s your problem with my slow eating?” Phil asks again.


“Haven’t we had this conversation before when you were eating the peas?” George thinks out loud.


“Yes, quite right, my lad. We have. Now, will you -” Phil is cut short by the short beeping of his IDCall. He removes it from his belt, and reads the display. “Well, sorry, laddy, but I have to go now,” Phil says briefly to George, and exits promptly.


George gets up from his seat, stretches his back, takes his belongings and paces out of the room.








