Michael Berglund


We Call it Jeff’s Lab


I hate this time every year. We get together, try some new food and pretend we’re not going to have that argument again. Yesterday we were friends, tomorrow we’ll be friends again. Today though, we’re adversaries.


Vito rolled his old beaten sedan up to my place at about seven or eight, already honking irritably. I guess as much as I dislike arguing, he dislikes playing referee even less. I hopped down onto the old brown threadbare seat and threw a bag of groceries in the back. Vito romped on the accelerator, taking off almost before I had time to close the door. I sighed and buckled my seatbelt as he hit the surface streets and started weaving between cars, driving like he’d been drinking. Come to think of it, maybe he had been.

“Stop translating being pissy into your driving” I finally groused at him.

“We couldn’t have had the food at your place?”

“Two trips if you take me out to Jeff’s place. Four trips if you bring him to the city.”

Vito just grumbled, tipped his hat back, and slowed down a little.


Vito and Jeff are both mysteries to me still, despite having known them for several years. Vito is comparatively more mundane, and that’s saying something about the company I keep. He works as an investigator in the city, but it seems more like he works for the department of nineteen thirties recreation. The first thing everybody notices about him is the felt fedora and tied trench coat. Below that are invariably short messy brown hair and a starched work shirt with a simple tie. His whole notion of what being a private eye means seems to be rooted in too much film noir, but he proves more sane and capable when he’s on the job, having done some good work for Jeff and I in the past.


Jeff is more bizarre; for starters, he lives in a cave. He’s an unassuming guy when you first meet him, a blond messy mane of hair hiding glasses and stubble. He dresses simply, the jeans and a sweatshirt type. He’s been places though, fantastic places he’s never given me the full story about. All I know is, while he was out there he either made or found technology almost nobody else on Earth has. The only other people we ever met who had access to near the same level of advanced equipment had a vicious agenda. The dark suits and business conspiracies type. I was… held out of action for most of the encounter, but suffice to say, whatever Jeff did they never bothered any of us again. Thing is, it left him darker. However he got them, I think he originally viewed the gadgets with detached curiosity. He was a consummate tinkerer or craftsman interested only in understanding his trade and shaping it to perfection. He wasn’t necessarily uninterested in business, but selling the occasional piece here or there to afford supplies or spare parts for his rusty deathtrap truck took a back seat to the hours he would pour into making his devices function the way he wanted them to. After dealing with the goons in corporate clothing though, he changed. He still worked on the devices with the same ferocity, but rather than showing them off as proud accomplishments when he was done, he hoarded them as if preparing. His quoted philosophy to me after that was reduced to a simple ominous declaration that “people aren’t ready” or “Earth isn’t ready” for whatever he had made. He was a hermit before, but now he seemed to leave his lab up in the foothills less than ever.


I on the other hand, am a businessman as well as a scientist. I see each and every piece of Jeff’s amazing technology as the chance to revolutionize some industry. I could have just stolen bits, but the devices and schematics are ultimately his property and I respect that. I suspect he could force me to respect that if he ever thought I was stealing. To avoid going crazy, we spend one day a year hashing out some new little things to put to good use in industry and make some money to cover Jeff’s few expenses. The same revenue makes me a living and keeps Vito on our payroll. 


Vito was well out into the country and on the empty two-lane country highway that lead out to the lab. Twilight was gathering by now, and dirty headlamps flicked on beams breaking the growing dusk. By force of habit, he put on his blinker even though there were likely no cars for a mile in either direction. We turned onto the old dirt trail that we called “Fyber’s driveway” after a particular nickname Jeff had picked up and which we still found ourselves using despite his insistence on using his real name. Headlights were essential now, marking our path between large pines and up into the foothills. It’s not a terribly long drive, maybe an hour from the city, but it’s always nice to see the back of the jutting cliff like rise that forms the housing for Jeff’s lab. We pulled around the rear side, and dropping into a lower gear ascended the hatchback like series of ramps up to a small plateau area with only more sheer cliff face greeting us and the view of the highway in the distance over a sea of treetops.


Vito dropped into an idle and honked a couple of times.

“It’s a hologram” I chuckled “You know that”

“No way.” He answered, face drawn tight “What if I’m not lined up and it’s the actual cliff face?”

“Then you’ll hit it with your bumper at like 2 miles per hour, big deal.”

Either he was still just expressing a bad mood or he cared more about that old sedan than I thought but we sat for a moment in the cooling mountain’s night air. Finally, the cliff face in front of us flickered, took on the texture of water running down the cliff and finally faded to nothing, replaced by a two or three car garage space, where metal walls and a mesh floor lined spots of natural craggy brownstone cave. Jeff was standing there to greet us sort of, really more just fiddling with the controls of the amazing hologram generator seated into a side alcove about the size of a mini-hot water heater’s closet. Gathering my bag from the back, I stepped out and went over to shake his hand, juggling groceries in the other.

“Hey Boris, been a few weeks.” He said, finally noticing us and rising to shake back.

“Wish it were under… better circumstances. Brought some good stuff,” I added shaking the bag “did you ever get that kitchen of sorts built?

“Decided there wasn’t enough room back in the bedroom to partition if off, so I just set up some space in the temporary storage room in the back instead. Might as well use it for something while the lab equipment I have still barely fills the main room.”

I laughed; it had been ‘temporary’ storage since as long as I’d known him. He often stated before, when I didn’t know much about him beyond that he was the hermit type living in a cave on his family’s land, that he wanted to turn it into a full lab back there someday. I didn’t see it ever happening now, at any rate.

He went over to jaw with Vito for a while, and I walked myself over to the large metal security door at the back of the garage that was left open, swinging a tiny bit on its hinges. I elbowed it open trying to hold onto all the contents of the bag and hobbled into the hallway, lights on the fritz again and only the main room around the corner illuminating it. The lab is actually something of a sight to behold. Jeff takes computers and machines seriously, but I guess like anybody that way, is predisposed to leaving them all over the place, half completed projects and functional devices alike littering the tables. The main room is circular, with the entrance hall coming in from one side, the storage on the opposite, and another door off to the left between them that holds a bedroom and some other basic facilities any building needs. I’m not exactly sure how Jeff got, and got rid of, the water the place used, but I’d showered there before and it seemed clean enough to drink from the sink. The crowning jewel of the room though, is the great round table in the center, with seats and equipment all around it. In the center is a great metal column with evenly spaced green tinted windows running up at regular intervals and something constantly pulsing with mechanical rhythm inside. I suspect it generates the power he uses, but as with all Jeff’s advanced toys I only understand if he breaks it down for me. Making my way around the room, I opened a much more mundane wooden door that seemed almost out of place amongst the metallic plating all around. It reminded me of seeing the inside of a battleship or submarine, with every wall and floor made of the same gray sheets of steel. The back temporary storage was unfinished, about half played with metal and half exposed pipes and wiring lying over rocky natural flooring. 


I laughed at the basic sink, heating coil and countertop that Jeff had obviously whipped together quickly, and wondered if maybe I shouldn’t have goaded Vito into taking four trips instead of two after all. Rather than stand lost in thought, I got to quick work on the food. I wasn’t much of a cook, but I was probably better than the cave dweller or the guy who ate at a diner every night for authenticity. I had a couple of recipes downloaded and was stewing up tomatoes and browning chicken like I knew what I was doing fairly quickly. 


Finally Vito buzzed in, the smell obviously placing him in a better temperament. 

“Fyber’s doing well, nobody has been out snooping for the lab lately.”

I tried to avoid acknowledging his train of thought “It’s Mediterranean, supposedly.” I blankly answered, watching him stick his nose into the various steams rising off the food.

“He’s worried that some of the Arvix higher ups are going to try reforming an underground movement.”

“He’s always worried about that.” I answered, trying to cut this off before it started.

“He’s seeing devices out there that aren’t supposed to have been released.”

“Look, Jeff thinks anything made after 05 is actually his advanced stuff. Sometimes people just invent things. Heck, it’ll be 2010 in a couple of years, time just marches on.”

“All I’m saying is he might have a point and you should be ready for that.”

“If it comes to that, we’ll deal with it.” I noticed the chicken start smoking a little too much and quickly flipped it, frowning at the charred spot that had formed. “Get outta here, you’re making me burn this stuff.”

Vito scooted out, out of respect again. Truth is, skinny as he is, he’s still probably got more muscle than Jeff or I and I doubt he could be forced out. We’re an odd little triumvirate; we’ve each got a tool to exert force on the others but we don’t use it. Mine is the least direct: money. Sure either of them could probably beat me up if it served them, but they like a good meal and money makes that happen.

Finally, the spices made the room smell less like a cave and more like a kitchen. I was ready to feed everybody and hopefully have a bit of a pleasant time. We all sat along a bench table seated along the curve of the main room. Lots of words were used but not much said. It suffices to say that the chicken came out fine if a little dry, and that zucchini and tomato stew is actually much nicer than it sounds, especially with the right oregano and just a touch of something to give it just a hint of sweet to balance with the saltier spices.

Finally Jeff excused himself for a moment and I sighed, taking the dishes back to the back, and throwing them in the quickie sink for Jeff to clean later. When I got back, Vito was already sitting at the main lab round lab table. The two foot thick column rising in the center makes it impossible to see somebody sitting directly across from you, but you can be sure Jeff and I were as close to directly across as possible now.

There was just silence for a moment as I took my seat. Like waiting for the dentist to start drilling, you’re not sure what to say or even if you need to say anything, just that something unpleasant is about to happen. I took a deep breath hoping for some order, Vito starting us off fairly would have been nice.

“So.” I finally said, rubbing my eyes.

“So.” Jeff answered, Vito nodding. 

There was no need for pretense or overbidding ones side here, Jeff and I knew each other too well at this point to make this into a bidding war.

“I think we should release some computer miniaturization and power generation efficiency devices this year. Both are hot in industry and wouldn’t look too advanced to be anything other than normal advancement.”

“I don’t think we should release anything this year.” Jeff folded his arms, his face a scowl. 

“You gotta eat Jeff, and it isn’t fair to hold this stuff all back.”

“It’s perfectly fair. The Zen- I invented it.” Vito raised an eyebrow. Some day we would really try to get the full answer about where ‘Fyber’ picked up all his gizmos.

“Besides,” he continued “You’re still making good returns from the stuff last year.”

“I’m not in this for the money only, that’s just how it helps you. It is your right to decide but you have to know that somebody else will invent this stuff eventually anyway, why not make things better for people right now? It’s not like I’m proposing we give them the hologram generator.”

“How about a coil gun then, mmm?” Jeff retorted, hitting too close to home. I had been building a coil gun as a personal project ever since I got my hands on Jeff’s technology, at least for playing in the lab mostly. A coil gun, in simplest terms is a lot of electromagnets that propel a magnetic slug forward at high speed, rather than a chemical explosion pushing a bullet forward. It already worked mostly before I met Jeff, but was nowhere near small enough to be carried. His advanced compact power sources like nothing else on Earth allowed me to make a real man sized version instead of a mass of mechanics on a lab table somewhere.

I snapped back from the accusation “It’s my personal toy, just an experiment I always wanted to do that your power generators make possible.”

“We give out a little of that technology and any other physicist can suddenly do the same thing.”

Vito put his hands up trying to back him off a bit “Boris is only suggesting a little bit of the schematic, not the whole advanced shebang.”

“Boris would hand coil guns to cavemen.” Jeff answered bitterly. “You have to see, that’s who we’re dealing with here. A few friends in industry are fine, but it always spreads, always gets copied, until the cavemen have better and cheaper weapons too. Then they come gunning for us, the supposed benefactors.”

I was losing this year, Jeff obviously had something else that was really bothering him to even be refuting Vito.

“What do you know?” I finally asked him. “What’s happening lately that has you so concerned?” He responded by waving Vito over to one of the large terminals on the wall, as if getting up personally would lessen his point. Eyes still intently focused on me, he pointed as a slide came up on the monitor. It was a picture of a heavyset man in a black suit with cheap shades.

“That’s Bluster, the noisy one with the Hard Light generator from when Arvix Inc. tried to come after us.” Another slide appeared of a skinny man I knew the face of too well “Scaffold, same.” Another slide, this time of a beautiful woman in business attire, that we knew to be vaguely psychotic in terms of violence. “Need I go on?” Jeff asked.

“It’s not like you killed them?” I asked, then suddenly and very quietly added “right?”

“No, but the thought crossed my mind. They have copies of your gun Boris. Somebody took pictures or got a look at the parts sometime and now they have a powerful versatile silent weapon.”

I don’t know how that would have happened, my mind racing to determine when it had ever been outside of my sight somewhere since I left it at the lab most of the time, along with anything of Jeff’s we weren’t intending to sell.

“And they’re meeting together to share or charge for it along the old network. Coil guns for cavemen, you see what I mean?”

I sighed and put my head down. “We have to release something, miniaturization won’t be directly useful for a weapon anytime soon.”

“You’re impossible” he finally growled at me, but slammed a small stack of papers down on the table before walking out of the cave. He’d probably been intending to give them up the whole time, but the object lesson they came with was a heavy price.

I collected them like the booby prize they were and waved Vito on.


Thirty minutes later, down the road back to the city, the ache in my stomach hadn’t subsided and I was exhausted. I know Jeff wasn’t being personal, and every single point he raised made perfect sense, which was the damnedest thing about it all. Dangerous people were doing bad things with the big ideas and little pieces of machinery and electronics I wanted to use to help improve the world, and maybe the crazy guy living in the cave in the mountains had it figured out better than any of us.


I sighed and reclined the seat, closing my eyes and remembering the worst of the original Arvix incident I was around to see. The metal plated shielding dropping out of place on the core above the meeting table in the lab and all the equipment in the room bursting into a shower of sparks and electric lightning. It was probably the most terrifying thing I’d ever had the displeasure of being through and the only solace is that it served to win the greater war against the illicit thugs the cooperation had employed.

As I drifted to sleep, I felt the car handling more smoothly, Vito obviously feeling better, relived that his part to play had been small and not as nasty as in previous years. Maybe he was less bothered by what we’d seen because he distrusted people in general. After all, he regularly saw the worst of society in his job. Whatever had happened however, his tooth drilling was over and he was free from guilt and worry about it.


  I woke up at home, and blinked a few times finally feeling better. Vito hurriedly shooed me out the sedan door before driving off into the night. ‘Fyber’ was right about a lot of things, but somebody also had to look forward. If I wasn’t going to look past the bad nature of a few, nobody would. At this point I was just happy just to look forward to the prospect of relieving the stress ache in my shoulder and especially to the fact that tomorrow I could talk to Jeff again about all the little safe enjoyable things in life, as a friend.
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