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ACHIEVER

by
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When I first saw Jenny I knew neither who, nor what,
she was. And I certainly couldn't guess what a volatile catalyst
she would become in changing my whole life. Hindsight is always the
best vision. But I was flying forward so completely blind.

My assignment appeared unremarkably routine. As the
law firm's most junior member, I was dispatched to get a document
signed by one of our oldest, most prestigious clients.

Horace Atherton's estate lay ninety minutes drive
past the city limits, and I had already gotten lost twice in the
surrounding hills. It was nearly dark now. Almost frantic, I
glanced at my faux Rolex and vehemently cursed my tardiness.

Abruptly an immense wrought iron gate loomed before
me. While I identified myself to the speaker grid, I shot a quick
glance into the rear view mirror. My short, wavy brown hair was
fine, although I frowned at the thinning patch on top. Much too
soon, I thought, for a mere twenty eight year old man to be losing
his hair. I hastily adjusted my Thai silk tie and hoped I looked
more presentable than I felt. Distress and pain do have their
rewards though, as my anxiety had driven the pain of Linda's
recent, abrupt departure completely out of my thoughts for
once.

I heard no verbal response as the automatic gate
swung ponderously opened for me. The sprawling, heavily wooded
estate is completely walled. I figured it had to be this far out of
town just to accommodate its overly grandiose size. As I drove up
the long, serpentine driveway, my thoughts reeled about how my own
inexperience and lateness might reflect negatively on the entire
firm. I tried to plan out some damage control, but it was probably
a lost cause already. Such a simple task, and I knew I had botched
it so badly.



When she opened the front door, I might have thought
her a domestic maid. Then I felt a vague disquiet, although I
couldn't say just why. She wore a plain black frock, without any
adornment or jewelry. It was mid knee length, and I noticed she had
bare legs and flat heeled plain black shoes. Her stark black attire
sharply contrasted with her pale, smooth skin. She looked about
five feet six inches tall—that magic height that seems neither
short, nor tall. Later, I also realized she was neither heavy nor
thin. She was almost too right to be real, except for her
manner.

Keeping her chin and eyes lowered, she struck a
rather servile pose. Her dark, lustrous hair hid her face like
black velvet stage curtains. I stared at the top of her head, while
she seemingly looked directly at my shoes. Several seconds passed
in tableau, until the moment was shattered by a loud, rude command
from somewhere inside the mansion.

"Jenny!" commanded a distant male voice. I thought I
saw her flinch just a little. "Bring that man in here now!"

She—Jenny—glanced up for just an instant, revealing
deep dark brown eyes. Then she lightly touched my arm as a natural
gesture to enter, and I stepped into another world.

As the door closed behind me, Jenny stepped forward
to lead me down the hall. I realized I had crossed the boundary
into incredible wealth. I strode over fine Persian rugs over marble
inlaid floors, past rare Renaissance paintings and ancient Greek
sculptures that seemed more museum pieces than home decorations.
And everywhere there was dark wood, utter silence, and the smell of
fine cigar smoke and rare old brandy. The very walls themselves
exuded it.

Jenny walked ahead of me, as silent as the house
itself. She turned right into a large room lined floor to ceiling
with bookshelves. A fire burned briskly in the stone fireplace at
the far end. Behind a large mahogany desk a stern old man sat
facing me; seemingly well into his seventies, with a hard craggy
face, thick main of white hair, and a clearly once muscular
physique. A fresh cigar was burning in an exquisite glass ashtray
whose value I wouldn't attempt to estimate, despite having made
careful studies of the things I myself hoped to own someday. A
depleted Baccarat crystal decanter sat beside a large, empty
snifter glass.

"Mr. Atherton?" I ventured.

"Of course!" he snapped at me. "Who else?" Swiveling
in his leather chair, he curtly addressed the girl. "Get out!"

Quietly she left the room. I realized she hadn't
spoken a single word to either of us since my arrival.

"Don't just stand there!" he barked at me. "Give me
those damn papers!"

I sensed I was in far over my head in this
situation. Instinctively I emulated the girl and silently
approached his desk, handing over the portfolio.

I ceased to exist as Atherton quickly read through
the pages. I involuntarily tensed when he growled over a couple of
passages. At one point, he glanced up at me with an unreadable
expression. I suspected he was either going to offer me a seat, or
else he was trying to find the most vulnerable spot to put the
knife into me. In the end he did neither, merely returning his
attention to the remaining pages. I studied a large collection of
antique fireplace pokers he kept near the burning hearth—priceless,
no doubt.

Grabbing an ornate fountain pen Atherton finally
scrawled his signature on the documents. I saw him briefly struggle
to hold that writing implement, as if perhaps his right hand was
cramping in arthritic pain. It didn't slow him down as he thrust
the portfolio back at me commenting, "I want my copies back by
Wednesday. You know your way out. Goodbye!"

And that was the end of that. I was slightly
disappointed that Jenny did not appear as I left the house
alone.

* * * *

I think it would all have meant nothing, except for
the blatant ribbing I got the next day back at the office. During
mid morning break the predatory dynamic duo, Mark Jacobs and Bob
Kaufman, caught me unaware in the coffee room.

"So, how was the old curmudgeon?" asked Bob
cheerfully while he refilled his cup. Behind his coke bottle lens
glasses, his bulging blue eyes pinned me like a hapless insect.

I failed to notice his old pal Mark stalking up
behind me. "Who?" I asked, confused.

"You know who!" Mark abruptly hissed in my ear.
"Horace Atherton, of course."

"Uh, fine...I guess," I muttered. "I really wasn't
there long enough to find out." They stared at me as if I were an
innocent freshman pledge, soon to be hazed by my older frat
brothers. I shifted my weight uncomfortably, trying to figure out
this private game of theirs.

At that moment, our office manager, Sally Lester,
waltzed into the room. She had an unmistakably British accent,
while being quite tall, amber haired, and still considerably
attractive. Having taken this job immediately after her graduation
with honors from Harvard, her position had always been completely
secure with the firm, and she knew it.

With a quick glance, Sally surveyed our three-way
standoff, evidently noting that I was poised on the losing side.
"Ooh, and just what are we nattering about today, children?" she
asked archly. She had this glorious way of getting to the heart of
any matter.

"Uh, nothing much, Sal," Bob replied. He relaxed his
gaze and busily poured creamer into his coffee. Over his shoulder
he nonchalantly added, "Danny boy here just got his grand
initiation by the Ghoul."

Sally frowned slightly at the disrespectful remark,
but then asked, "Is that true, Daniel? Did you meet Mr.
Atherton?"

Before I could respond, Mark gleefully chimed in,
"He sure did! And if he's like the rest of us, right now he's
probably worried to death that he's managed to insult our firm's
most valuable client."

"And definitely counting down the minutes to his
termination," added Bob, with nasty relish.

Sally glared at them, and they seemed to wilt like
old lettuce. "I think you two are overreacting. I'm sure Dan has
nothing to worry about."

To my amazement, Bob sighed. "Yeah, Sal's right."
Some of the wind was going out of his sails. "Atherton's done it to
all of us sometime during our tenure here." He half-heartedly
slapped his meaty hand on my back. "Welcome to the club, kid."

"He does this to everyone?" I mumbled, not feeling
all that much better.

"Sure," Mark nodded. "Whenever he needs some
personal service, he always asks for the newest member of the firm
to do it."

I stared at them. "Why?"

"Didn't they tell you to never ask 'Why,' Councilor?
Well, there are two current theories," Mark continued without
waiting for an answer to his first rhetorical question. "The first
one is that in order to keep his business private, he never wants
to see the same person twice."

"And the second one," Bob jumped in eagerly, "Is
that despite all his wealth, absolutely no one wants to deal with
that crazy old hermit. This is possibly the only way he ever gets
to meet anybody new."

Without thinking I blurted, "But he wasn't
alone!"

Bob and Mark looked at each other, mystified. "A
guest?" Bob ventured.

"Fat chance," Mark countered, shaking his head.
"Maybe a servant?"

"A family member?" I suggested.

"Impossible," Bob replied. "We do the estate
planning, and there are no family members. Trust me."

Mark scratched his balding head. "Oh, God. Could she
be a Sim?" He looked directly at me, bushy eyebrows raised almost
to his receding hairline.

Now I was flustered. "I don't know. How can you
tell?"

"Well, it's not so easy these days," Bob admitted.
"The definitive test is always the identification number on the
bottom of their left foot."

Mark chortled, "But asking them to show you isn't a
very good idea! If you're wrong, that lady is going to be
very insulted."

"Hey, Danny, can't you tell real from fake anyway?"
Bob teased me, causing my status symbol watch to burn on my wrist
until I wanted to rip it off and throw it as far away as
possible.

I was rescued by Sally, who had been silent during
that exchange while preparing her lunch at the microwave. Now,
however, she spoke up sternly. "No, she is absolutely not a Sim.
He's prohibited from owning any more of them."

"And just how do you know that, Sal?" Mark asked
instantly, looking as if he desperately wished he could recall
those words a moment later.

"It's our firm's business to look out for the
personal needs of our clients. And also for their privacy. You'd
best never forget it." With that she turned and strode towards the
door.

Bob cleared his throat. "Uh, Sally, just one more
thing? Is the story true that Atherton actually saved the boss's
hide during the war—and later loaned him start up money for the
business? And that Atherton pays four times the standard rate
because no other firm will touch him?"

Sally peered at him for just a moment. "No comment,"
she said crisply, and walked out.

* * * *

In the following weeks, nothing more was said about
my Atherton visit. I put it out of my mind and assumed that the
whole episode was forgotten by everyone. There were a couple of
restless nights, however, when I lay awake in bed alone and
fantasized about the townhouse I wanted to buy. That train of
thought always led me to further contemplate the various trappings
of wealth including Sims. To most of us, they represented the
ultimate status symbol. Like the fastest Italian sports cars,
private jets, and opulent English style country estates, they were
the very exclusive toys of the ultra rich. Something far beyond
what I could aspire to myself, at least anywhere in my near, likely
future. Even a junior lawyer doesn't approach having that kind of
money.

Sims—simulated humans—are truly rare masterpieces.
And yet, despite their high prices, the owner was always said to
get his money's worth. Each one is said to be molded and trained to
excel in the arts and passions of its owner. Like Fabergé eggs,
they were revered and ensconced away in private mansions, such as
the distant world I'd only glimpsed briefly that one past
afternoon.

* * * *

It was late afternoon on an annoying Monday. I
rubbed what were certainly bloodshot eyes by now, and grunted
obscure curses at a tangled trust fund document. Those five idiot
relatives had undoubtedly made my remaining hair prematurely grey,
and I hated them for making this task so much harder than
necessary. Hearing a tentative knock, I snarled, "What?" Our newest
associate, Rick Baskin, looked ready to flee as he stood in my
doorway.

I instantly felt guilty. "Hello, Rick. Welcome to
our firm. What can I do for you?"

"Sorry to disturb you, Mr. Delancy. I was hoping you
could help me..."

"Call me Dan. What do you need?"

"My wife was just in a car accident," he blurted.
"Nothing serious; only a fender bender. But she's five months
pregnant and they took her to the emergency room for tests. I
really need to go to her, Mr., uh, Dan. But I'm supposed to make a
delivery right now too," he wrung his hands, "So you see, I'm kind
of in a bind here."

Quickly I told him, "Give me the package and go to
your wife." I badly needed to take a break from the trust fund
morass anyway.

Rick raced back to his desk, and returned with a
plain wrapped, shoebox sized parcel. After he'd thrust it at me and
disappeared again I glanced down at the label. Startled, I saw it
was addressed to Mr. Horace Atherton—obviously another rookie
errand. I also noticed it still had the courier delivery label with
our firm's address. Apparently it was being laundered through us,
since I would not be allowed to testify in any possible hearing
afterwards that such a delivery had even taken place. Grimacing, I
knew the old coot wouldn't be too pleased to see me again, as I
dutifully headed north out of the city.

The days have been getting longer as we move into
summer, and I arrived well before nightfall. To my surprise,
Atherton himself yanked the front door open. I peered over his
shoulder, hoping to see Jenny inside the darkened manor.

"You again?" he spat. "I told them to send someone
new. Doesn't anybody know how to follow orders anymore?" His
flushed visage was an unsettling sight. A frustrated general
without a war to fight, I thought to myself.

"There was an office emergency," I said simply. I
didn't tell him that it was only a five-month pregnant wife in the
emergency room. He certainly would not have considered that an
acceptable excuse. "I felt you'd want this as quickly as possible.
I'm sorry."

"As well you should be!" he growled.

Not feeling very sorry at all, I stood outside on
the porch while he tore open the wrappings and quickly checked the
contents. Again, I noticed his impaired right hand clawing at the
sealed ends. It wasn't possible for me to see what the box
contained, but his gruff face actually cracked into a smile as he
inspected the contents.

"Good. It's all here and intact." With that he
turned away and rudely shut the door in my face.

I just stood there for a moment, door in my face,
knowing the world that existed on the other side of this door.
Somehow that world was going to become part of my life. I couldn't
accept that a couple inches of wood could be allowed to forever
keep me out. Then I had to repress a silly grin, and the urge to
stick my tongue out at it, before returning to my car. I felt like
a lucky veteran who had just survived a raging battle.

* * * *

The second rule of business is always to do your
homework, and know your customer. Twice I'd been to Atherton's
estate, and I still knew virtually nothing about him. Nothing
except that money and manners clearly didn't have any direct
relationship to each other in his life. But he possessed something
I wanted; something vague that I couldn't quite put my finger on.
It wasn't just the money. It was something else that he had, which
called to me with a siren song.

Our company retains two very good—and very
discreet—private detective firms. As a long time client, we had to
have a thick file on Atherton somewhere. Sally had virtually
confirmed it with her comment about him and Sims. For weeks I
plotted how I might gain access to that file, which had to reside
in the main safe under Sally's direct authority. I didn't want any
awkward questions about this. In truth, it became a favorite
obsession of mine to speculate about what dirt we might have on the
reclusive Mr. Atherton. When I'd daydream about what I might find
in those files, some of my fantasies were wild indeed.

* * * *

It had been a quiet Thursday afternoon, until I
received an unexpected summons to the senior partner's office.
Despite my overall good performance, I must admit I was sitting on
the edge of my chair facing Robert Worthman's impressive bronze
desk. He was pacing behind it, not looking directly at me.

Worried, my mind raced over the myriad
possibilities. Things had been going well for me here at the firm.
At least, I felt they were. I was now at the point where I had
enough clients of my own that I was working exclusively from
referrals, instead of out looking for new business. I couldn't
imagine the reason for this summons.

"Well, Daniel," Worthman finally sighed softly. "I
want to speak to you about something very important." He paused
meaningfully. "It involves one of our most esteemed clients, Horace
Atherton."

I almost fainted right there. It was all finally
coming back to haunt me. I fidgeted uncomfortably, far too unnerved
to reply.

"You look to be one of our fast-rising stars,"
Worthman continued. "I've been watching you closely these last few
months."
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