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To Felicia, who encouraged me to keep writing
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Get a free copy of the wacky time travel adventure Time Burrito, then I’ll send you funnies in the email.
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WITH GREAT BURRITO comes great responsibility.

Pete’s food truck at the University of New Mexico isn’t going well. Seniors dare freshman to eat his burritos. Frats use them for pledges and pranks. Rumors fly around campus that they are chupacabra ground up with rat.

Pete needs a change, and it comes in the form of a physics experiment gone awry. After being sucked into the past, he stumbles across an ingredient that goes great in one of his creations.

First, there was Marty McFly. Then there was Bill and Ted. And now Pete—
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1 - Caroline
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Caroline dragged her dog from her ghetto fourplex apartment on the southeast side of Albuquerque, New Mexico, to Burton Park a few blocks away. Her parents named her after the Neil Diamond song, but she preferred a much darker tune of her namesake by a band called Espers. The temperature was already pushing the boundary from warm to hot because the winter finally decided to abate. Albuquerque had only two seasons, summer and winter. Fall and spring went by so quickly that Caroline didn’t notice her first year. The sky was overcast one moment then clear the next. The air was freezing then blazing hot. Since Caroline pushed her third year in Albuquerque, she knew she needed to take advantage of mild temperatures while they lasted. The summer would crush her before she could shove her winter clothes into bins and hang her summer wear in her tiny closet.

Caroline didn’t like extremes. She hated the weather when it was too cold and when it was too hot. However, as a girl of mixed European descent who grew up as the daughter of hippies from San Francisco, she wanted every city to have the same ocean weather patterns of the Bay Area. So that’s why when the temperatures reached triple digits, she would sequester herself in a swamp-cooled house. When they dropped below freezing, the blankets came out, and the heat came on. In Albuquerque, she had a very narrow window of outdoor weather to her liking, so she went outside as much as possible during what she liked to call “spring week.”

As a California native, she never really dealt with extremes, so she spent most of her graduate school planning her move from the Southwest. However, Albuquerque possessed the ability to swallow people and keep them. A friend of hers said that Albuquerque was “a rest area where you decided to live.” She didn’t understand why anyone would want to stay in a rest area until she found a boyfriend named Cody who persuaded her to stay awhile in the land of entrapment. He didn’t want to leave New Mexico. She wanted to experience new locations. Eventually, he won the argument. She decided to stay and explore the possibilities of their relationship and accepted a post-graduate job to support herself. The worst part was that the job loved her, and Cody only loved Cody. Now she was stuck in Albuquerque, her plans for the world on hold.  

Caroline picked Albuquerque because she decided the University of New Mexico was a great place to get a Master’s in Spanish. She could immerse herself in the Spanish language. The newscasters used the formal pronunciation of Spanish, most people she met were bilingual, and there were no shortages of restaurants that could provide a Spanish menu upon request. It was such a good place for practice that she had to “un-whiten” the Spanish she learned from California. Her aunt lived in a seaside Greater Los Angeles sprawl called San Pedro, with an “e” sound like the synonym of urinate. Caroline had confused an Albuquerque native when she asked directions to a street called San Pedro. The resident replied with a, “You mean San Pedro,” stressing an “a” sound, like the candy bar some employers would hand out every other Friday, much to the dismay of a person with a peanut allergy.

She cursed her high school Spanish teacher for teaching her the “white woman” Spanish as she struggled to correct herself in her Master’s level classes. She earned herself a bit of a reputation at school for being the quiet one when her silence was more of an embarrassment avoidance mechanism than shyness. The other component in her lack of Spanish pronunciations skills was that she had an English undergraduate degree with a focus on Latino literature. Caroline read and wrote in Spanish and never got to practice much until she immersed herself in a community where Spanish was more prevalent.

Her post-graduate job was with a non-profit organization that helped build up poor communities by providing entrepreneurship training. Her ability to read and write in Spanish put her on the preferred qualification list for some part-time work as a Master’s student. When a soft-spoken man named Cesar, with the help of her organization, created a very successful taco truck with his family’s secret recipe, the funding of the non-profit almost tripled the next year. Caroline was asked to go full-time as soon as she graduated. Her work was rewarding but didn’t fuel her urge to travel. 

The most traveling she did was walking her dog around Burton Park, because even though her dog hated the park, it transported her out of the ghetto and into the exotic million dollar home neighborhood. Her side of the park had small but middle-class houses right on the edge of the park and with each street further south, the income dropped dramatically until she was in the ghetto four streets away. When she originally moved to Albuquerque, she learned of an area called the “war zone” and thought she was living there. Since moving into the fourplex, she had experienced a neighbor passed out with legs inside and torso outside the front door, another neighbor with foot traffic only a drug dealer could have, and a prostitute who propositioned people on the sidewalk in front of her house. Her Albuquerque friends informed her that the “war zone” was officially a little east of her location, which made her wonder if the “war zone” was an actual war zone with R.P.G.’s and machine gun fire. 

She dubbed her apartment location the “near war zone” and never thought about moving. The people in her fourplex may have had problems, but they were people. In her opinion, the only difference between a crime-infested part of the city and a middle-class one was the opportunity to develop the inhabitants in legal businesses and give them choices besides crime. What started as a naïve choice made by an out-of-town girl while looking for a cheap apartment within biking distance of the University of New Mexico became a deliberate attempt to help the community improve their living situation. Cesar parked his taco truck only a block from her fourplex, so she got to see the good she was doing. She felt that if she left for safer living, she would be abandoning the people her non-profit work was trying to help.

Despite her high-minded reasoning for staying in the ghetto, she still took walks around Burton Park because the park was a transition from the plight of the poor into the luxury of the rich. Albuquerque was not only a city of extremes with the weather, but her neighborhood was also a place of the extreme class divide. The park had some sort of city power station in the center that divided the rich and poor. After about forty feet of grass was a fence overgrown with vines and plastered with HIGH VOLTAGE KEEP OUT signs. A drab windowless brick building interrupted the fence on the eastern side of the inner complex. Her dog detested the perimeter of the government facility in the middle of the park, which surprised her because she figured he would love sniffing all the vines. She liked walking the perimeter because there was soft grass instead of the hard sidewalk. When she got to the section of fence that gave way to the brick building with a single access door, her dog would become especially nervous. Caroline chalked his behavior up to some piece of machinery inside the building that she couldn’t hear. Caroline read somewhere that dogs could hear way more than humans. She even heard they knew the sound of their owner’s car from far away. Or maybe that was cats? Her dog’s need for escape from the park was fine by her because she was almost to the million dollar neighborhood. There was a home with an estate-sized property with a giant house hidden in the center. Another house looked like a Grecian temple more than a home. She pictured Greek gods in togas and wreaths lounging away in their Albuquerque summer home. It was different than her side of the park. 

The transition from wealthy to poor was abrupt and strange. She could not understand how some humans could live on piles of money when a few blocks away people struggled to find a meal. The power plant in the center of the park seemed more like a barrier to keep the two elements of society divided rather than serve any utilitarian purpose. She figured some rich person didn’t want to see the poor side of town across the park, so they used their financial sway in local politics to create the power station. A few vines turned the razor wire, chain link fence into a forest. It was a perfect way to ignore the ghetto in sight of their homes. Maybe her dog didn’t like it because it was an easy way to ignore the social problems facing the city. Also, she sometimes made her dog sound a lot smarter than he was, as social problems for a dog revolved around a little dish of food emptying and filling.

Caroline’s dog bounded through the grass to the street, happy to be away from that awful area. The Grecian mansion came into view, and Caroline saw her ex-boyfriend, Cody, walking down the street with an arm full of flyers. He wore black skinny jeans, a black shirt, and had thick, black plastic glasses. She didn’t even know what she thought when she first dated him. They met at a coffee house too hip for its own good. At first, his militant veganism was adorable, but then it got irritating as he peppered people’s houses with flyers about their animal killing ways. Not wanting to waste any more of her life with false-courteous conversation, Caroline turned back toward the vine-entangled fence before they made eye contact. Though she was pretty sure, he saw her, because he yelled, “Hey.”

She pretended not to hear anything and yanked her dog along. The dog was a little irritated about having to go back to that dreadful place. She shuffled the dog around the corner to the brick building side of the power station compound. Another, “Hey, Caroline!” could be heard a little closer than before. The side of the brick building didn’t offer much in the way of a place to hide, so she ignored the employee’s only warning sign on the single doorway. It was unlocked.

She opened the door and stepped inside into a hallway. It was so long that it seemed to stretch forever and disappeared into the dark. There were pipes and wiring on the ceiling. It reminded her of the steam tunnels below UNM. A friend of hers who worked at the Student Union got her inside. They had crawled through these tunnels full of the guts of a building too ugly to show to the world. All the sewage and wiring snaked through the ceiling. An ugly tunnel was better than a long-winded speech about how she was killing the environment with her lunchmeat. Besides, Caroline bought cage-free and organic! He had nothing on her. Her dog sat outside of the door. He whined and refused to go in.

“Come on! There will be a biscuit for you when this is all over,” she attempted to persuade him, and eventually yanked him inside. She tried to shut the door, but a sandaled foot prevented it from closing all the way.

“Ow!” She heard a yelp from outside. Her dog shook in her arms and whined. The door swung limply ajar, and she could see Cody on the other side rubbing his foot and hopping up and down on the other. Caroline was already irritated and let loose on him, “Why did you stop a door with your foot if you were wearing sandals?”

“Because I thought it would lock when you closed it.”

“I opened it just fine!”

“But it may lock from the inside. You know, like the doors that lock from the outside.”

“Have you ever heard of a door locking from the inside but not the outside?”

“I got stuck in a building at UNM once.”

“Those doors lock from both sides with a key.”

“Why were you in there in the first place?”

“I was trying to avoid you,” Caroline said as she stepped out of the building and instantly regretted it when Cody’s eyes teared up. He was always too much of a pansy – not that she wanted him to be so macho that any emotion was a sign of weakness. It was more that he let his emotions get the best of him. Being the daughter of hippies, she understood that men didn’t always have to fit the stereotypical mold of manly men. But there was a certain level of pitiful Cody exuded, and Caroline found out she did need some degree of masculinity in her men, even if the real macho types disgusted her.

“I thought we were still going to be friends?” Cody said, fighting back tears.

“No, Cody,” she explained. “It’s not that we aren’t going to be friends. It’s that I didn’t want to see any friends right now.”

“Oh. So we’re cool?” Cody seemed to straighten up fairly quickly. He was such a mood-swingy guy. Caroline didn’t know what she ever saw in him. Despite her lack of love for extremes, extremes seemed to seek her out.

“We are cool,” she lied. So much for her conversation free of false courteousness.

“Oh great,” Cody said, back on track. “So, what are you doing?”

“I was going home,” Caroline lied again, losing a bit of her soul.

“Could you pass out some flyers along the way? The meat packing industry ruins the life of illegal immigrants...”

Caroline tuned out the rest of the diatribe as she took some flyers she intended to deposit in the nearest trashcan. Her dog wagged its tail and jumped on Cody’s leg. At least Cody had distracted her dog from whatever he hated about the building. Caroline thought of ways to extricate herself from the conversation. She turned back and shut the door to the government building, and as it closed, she caught something out of the corner of her eye. It looked as if there was something in the hallway. She swore there was a pair of eyes watching her from the dark. She attempted to open the door again, but it was locked. She dismissed it as a figment of her imagination. Cody didn’t notice. He was too busy changing the world.
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2 – Santa Monica
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Rashid tapped the old CRT monitor. The picture was blurred out with fuzz. The government equipment was old and crappy. The plain drab room had not been upgraded since the eighties. There were instrument panels, CRTs, giant bulky headsets, and faded beige keyboards. A Satellite Coffee to-go cup and a laptop haphazardly covering a control panel were the only objects aside from Rashid that indicated a time that wasn’t when Matthew Broderick defeated a super computer with tic-tac-toe. The headset was too big for Rashid’s small head. The chair and desk were too big for Rashid’s lithe body. Anyone who didn’t know Rashid would suspect a child was playing with his dad’s old computer equipment. However, Rashid was twenty-two and had several degrees in advanced physics and math.

Rashid’s parents were also geniuses. His parents fled from Iran and were welcomed by the United States because of their contribution to aerospace and geology. Rashid’s acceptance into Columbia at thirteen years of age wasn’t a shock to his parents. It was expected. His whole life was an educational whirlwind far from his home in Santa Monica. He had little time for play and exercise. While scientifically he merely possessed genes to make him look small, everyone assumed that he spent too much time studying, so it stunted his growth.

Despite his young appearance, he was brilliant and quickly recruited by the federal government after his second Master’s. Rashid wanted to get a PhD, but the man who recruited him was way too persuasive. The man found what would pique Rashid’s intellectual interest, and Rashid couldn’t resist. Since the project was highly classified, he could only tell his parents that he was taking some time off school to work for a while.

Rashid fought with his parents the last time they spoke. They didn’t understand his decision to quit school with only two Master’s degrees. Rashid told them that most people don’t even get an associate’s degree. They said that he wasn’t just anyone, and the argument circled over and over. Rashid wished he could tell his parents about his real job, but the tiny little click he heard every time he made a call assured him that the government was listening to every word.

Another part of what kept him at the job was a colleague named Erin. He had been corresponding with her via email and messaging since she started with the project. Since most of his time was spent watching and waiting, he often chatted with Erin over an internal messaging client. She was a consultant of sorts, but he always seemed to know more than she did. Even though he couldn’t tell her everything, she knew enough to be a person who he could confide his innermost thoughts too, edited for secrecy of course. Rashid knew the bug would track every conversation and email too.

He wasn’t irritated or afraid of the bug. Due to the nature of his work, he knew that he gave away his privacy the moment he said yes to the job. What irritated him about the bug was that the person listening to the fights with his parents probably had a better computer system than he did. The control room was an eighties super computer, and the laptop was a stripped down Windows 2k. His computers would never be upgraded. His boss always said, “It isn’t in the budget.”

Technically, Rashid worked for a “consulting firm,” but he actually worked for a part of the government that didn’t exist, the Threat Analysis Division or TAD for short. TAD was so secretive that when Rashid first arrived at Albuquerque International Airport, he was greeted with a note from a person paid to hand him a meeting time and location. Rashid had to pay a taxi cab with his own money to take him to a place called Flying Star. He was beginning to think that it was a joke when his future boss sat across from him. 

Despite the amazing reality of his job, his Facebook profile told an account of consulting in some office high-rise in downtown Albuquerque. Anyone who knew Rashid thought he had sold out to corporate interests when he was slated to pioneer the next great discoveries in physics. Some of his cohorts from school saw through the lie on his Facebook and claimed that he was doing cryptology for the government. Despite being friends on Facebook with some of the smartest and most coveted college students in the country, none of them could even come close to guessing his real job.

By all outward appearances, Rashid’s real job looked like it was some dead end job in a government basement working on a long forgotten project. However, he was on a mission about to make the single greatest discovery by humans, and there was a chance that no one would ever know his contribution, not that it mattered to Rashid. He enjoyed the science more than the recognition. When the media spotlighted him for being the youngest person to break academic records, he hated the attention. Perhaps the government recruited Rashid because they knew he had no desire for fame.

Rashid was fed up with the malfunctioning CRT, and smacked the side of the screen. The fuzz stopped, and Rashid saw a woman walking briskly with her dog along the brick side of the building. She opened a door and went inside. Rashid sat up in his oversized chair. He knocked over the coffee cup, and the lid popped off. Coffee poured everywhere. It covered the keyboard and dripped onto the floor. Rashid didn’t notice the mess. He was fixated on the screen. A woman had walked into the building!

Another man came around the corner shortly after and they began to quarrel. He seemed to be able to look inside the building too, though the security cameras were old and there wasn’t any sound. There wasn’t just one person but two people! Two people could interact! Rashid trembled as he picked up a large red, corded phone off the wall. There was only one button on the phone. Rashid tore off his headset and hit the button.

After a few rings, Rashid noticed the mess of coffee on the desk. He attempted to wipe up some of the mess with a pile of papers. The phone continued to ring and ring.

“Come on,” Rashid said. He tossed a wad of stained papers aside. He realized that he forgot to record the incident. There was a red record button on the keyboard. He hit the button, and the words “record” appeared on the screen. The man and woman parted ways, so he didn’t get much, but it was enough. He froze the screen on a profile of the woman and typed in more commands. A dot matrix printer whirred to life.

The forlorn phone finally clicked over.

“Hello,” a male voice said on the other line.

“Why have the phone if you don’t monitor it?” Rashid commented.

“It was buried under a pile of papers. You are lucky I heard anything. It was faint, and I wondered if I was going crazy.”

“Someone went inside,” he cut him off.

“You finally cracked it! I knew you would.”

“I didn’t crack it. A person came in from the outside.”

“From the outside?”

“The brick wall on the outer perimeter.”

“That’s impossible.”

“But that’s not all. Two people were able to go inside.”

“Two! I need to make some phone calls. Find me all the information you can about these people!”

“I’m already on it,” Rashid said and hung up the phone. He ran to the dot matrix printer in the corner of the room that hid by four old server towers with large dials and blinking lights. Rashid pulled the blurry screenshot of the woman’s face from the printer. He dashed out of the room, leaving the equipment running and the coffee spill half-cleaned.
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3 – Sharp Dressed Man
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The dust kicked up behind his rental jeep as Murphy drove down a forgotten road. Murphy knew the jeep would break down since he was as far from a town as he could be in the wilds of North Dakota. Murphy’s Law always seemed to apply to him even though he wasn’t the Murphy named in the law. The worst possible outcome always seemed to present itself. He had a career in an agency that no one would ever know about. Everyone had thought he would run the place one day. Murphy even went so far as to have his existence wiped from the rest of the world in service to his organization. His friends and family thought he died somewhere in Iraq, tortured and alone. The reality for Murphy was that he had never been to Iraq. Murphy was the last man of a forgotten outpost with one shot at gaining it all back, so he took a drive through North Dakota.  

Rashid’s news was the break he needed to get the project rolling again. It was time to assemble the team. While Murphy may have failed to become the director of TAD, he was good at recruiting. He was the covert ops equivalent of a talent scout. His ability relied less on scouring resumes and achievements, but more on reading people. Most of the talent for TAD was gathered under alternate methods. Murphy thought that he applied for a job with the FBI when in reality he was one of the several promising candidates for TAD. The FBI got the rejects, and TAD got Murphy.

Since Murphy joined the ranks by unconventional means, he understood the only way to make a team worth the recruiting effort was through near spying methods before even approaching the subject. Most members of TAD had a record of surveillance before the agency even approached them. Murphy watched Rashid for about a year before ever approaching the kid. Rashid was included as a potential candidate because Murphy saw him on some newscast about the youngest person ever to receive some science-related prize. Murphy knew that he had found a member of the team when he saw that hopeful kid accept the prize.

Rashid was a good choice because he didn’t have any of the problems that plagued most people. There was no quest for personal glory, demand for a high salary, or any difficulties. Rashid was more concerned with the work than worrying about what people thought.  Rashid didn’t want any fame or recognition for his work. In essence, Rashid would never talk, complain, or cause problems, and Murphy liked him for it. 

A farmhouse appeared in the distance. From Murphy’s viewpoint, it looked like a typical farm fixed with a new exterior next to a rotted barn ravaged by time. The fixed up house illusion only lasted until Murphy’s jeep got close enough. The paneling that looked like it was painted a nice earthy green tone, now looked like it was some sort of organic matter. The rotted barn was less of a barn and more of a mound of crisscrossing tree limbs that only looked like a barn from far away. They writhed and breathed like they were a mass of tentacles.

There was something very strange about the house as well. When Murphy got close, he found that all the railings were made of the same tree material growing in mass near the house. The windows were made of a dark silver material that didn’t cast a reflection. The roof was dotted in shingles that were textured like pieces of bark. 

The house looked like it was made out of living material. It felt like it could come alive and engulf an unsuspecting person. Murphy wasn’t fazed by the oddity. He jumped out of the jeep and straightened his black suit and tie. Murphy didn’t like the standard issue TAD suits. People could spot a government agent by the suits. Everyone knew what a CIA, NSA, or FBI agents looked like. A TAD agent shouldn’t look like any of them. Murphy believed an agent should look like everyone else. If baggy jeans, a sports jersey, and a backward baseball cap were the latest fashion, then the agents of TAD should dress like it.

A suit and tie was an icon of a dead era, and if an employee came to work in a death metal tee shirt, then TAD would be a little more secretive because who would suspect the metal head of being a spook? A suit and tie taking a journey down a dirt road was an advertisement for secret work, whereas overalls and a cowboy hat would be a guy traveling to his friend’s farm. Despite Murphy’s dislike for the suit and tie, he wore them anyway, and they were always in regulation.

He climbed the steps of the house and looked for a doorbell. Before he could find one, the screen door swung open. The owner was expecting him, as evidenced by the shotgun poking from a slot in the heavy wooden front door.

“What do you want?” an old voice croaked.

“I’m looking for Professor Gravestone,” Murphy said without a hint of fear.

“Who’s asking?” the voice interrogated.

“The more appropriate question is not who but what. Tell him TAD is here to see him.”

“I don’t work for TAD no more,” the voice commanded.

“We may have a lead on your father,” Murphy said.

The person inside seemed to consider the statement. There was a long enough pause to make Murphy sweat. While Murphy had been threatened and even shot in the line of duty, he never thought much about his death. The strange house and the gun put him just enough on edge to break through his stoic exterior. He had a passing thought about what it would feel like to be peppered with shotgun rounds. 

Murphy blinked, and the moment was over. The gun recessed back into the slot. There was the sound of various locks unlocking, and the door finally opened. A large marijuana cloud wafted out from the house, and the owner of the shotgun was revealed to be a tiny young woman with a beautiful smile dressed like a hippy on her way to the farmer’s market. She beckoned Murphy inside.

“Come in.” Her voice sounded old and cracked. She smiled, and her voice became age and sex appropriate. “Pretty cool, huh? I’ve been practicing my Crotchety Old Man. It’s a useful impression in these parts.”

“You sounded convincing.”

She showed Murphy into the house. The interior was a lot like the exterior. The moldings and the beams looked like tree trunks. The windows were clear on the inside. The walls were not so much painted but looked like they were alive somehow. Murphy felt like the house had a presence. It was familiar yet distant. He dismissed the feeling and set about his task.

She led him to a sitting room with antique furniture. The room also had the strange floors, walls, and ceiling. She sat on a large comfortable chair and offered the couch for Murphy. A slew of marijuana paraphernalia rested on the coffee table. The woman took a hit from a large water pipe. She coughed and smiled. She offered it to Murphy, but he declined.

“So, what’s the problem?” the woman asked.

“I’d prefer to speak with Professor Gravestone directly,” Murphy cut to the chase. While a normal person would have questions about the house or her, Murphy sensed that she enjoyed his confusion. She’d probably been waiting to use her impression for a while. She was young enough to think of life as a game. Children of the intelligent and socially awkward were more awkward than their parents. Murphy called their behavior “The Los Alamos Syndrome.” Since Los Alamos, New Mexico had more PhDs per capita than any city in the country, the offspring grew up in a town where high intelligence was normal and social skills were optional. Murphy grew up in a small Kentucky town where a person needed to learn how to control their eccentricities or get punched in the face. Los Alamos children never needed to temper their weird personalities. Los Alamos children were more likely to get bullied for their lack of math skills than their superior math skills.  

He sensed this woman before him never had to hide her oddity way out in the Northern Plains. She took delight in the mere presence of Murphy and laughed a little at his request. Murphy assumed the substance in her system was the source of her giggles.

“Is he home?” Murphy added as he waited for some of her laughter to subside.

“Is... he... home?” she bellowed as his statement made her chest spasm with delight. She guffawed with a freedom only the insane would have with a government agent in her living room. Murphy was used to making people nervous. Even if he were talking to someone who had nothing to fear, he would put them on edge. This situation was quite new to him, even though he didn’t show it on his face. He decided to wait to see what she would do next.

After she had contained herself enough to speak, she asked, “How long have you been working for TAD?”

“30 years more or less.” Most agents would have blown their cool by now and refused to answer questions. Murphy knew the best way to gain control of a person was through giving them the illusion that they were in control of the information.

“And before that?” she asked.

“I was a police officer,” Murphy said.

“Ah... a cop! That makes sense.” Her eyes fell back in her head. She looked as if she was making a calculation, although she could be feeling the hit of the bong right about now. She continued, “Cops always seem to have this pariah complex. Them versus the world.”

“In fiction, yes.”

The woman laughed again. She had a pretty smile and a whimsical laugh. In other circumstances, Murphy would approve of her age-appropriate whimsy, but he found it irritating that her behavior got in the way of achieving his goal. He didn’t let his irritation show. He knew the more his annoyance showed, the more she would antagonize him.

He knew her well because he saw some of himself in her. When he was in his teens, Murphy had trouble with authority and a carefree attitude – although, Murphy didn’t spend his time smoking pot on his grandfather’s farm. Murphy had driven fast motorcycles and abused crank. He was surprised he had made it to his early twenties with enough health and discipline to join the police force. The police had been more of a way to control himself before he died from an overdose.

“So ex-police turned TAD agent, you want to meet Dr. Gravestone?” she asked.

Murphy reminded himself to scold the doctor when they finally met. The doctor knew the secrecy protocols better than anyone.

“Yes,” Murphy said.

“You’re looking at her.” She smiled and bowed.

“But I’ve been working with your father. Over the internet...”

“It’s been me. I was the one to tell you to check frequencies beyond the level of human hearing.”

There was no way she could have known that unless she had been the remote collaborator. Murphy made a mental note to tighten security when he got back to Albuquerque. 

“I thought you would have known. I told Rashid ages ago. You’d figure someone at your agency would have been reading our chat logs or emails.”

“Do you think I have time to read chat logs? So, where is your father? Is he working with you?”

She looked serious for a moment and said, “Double ouch. First off, he’s dead, and second, you are implying that I’m not as good of a scientist as either of them. What’s a matter? You sexist?”

Murphy was already irritated with her. “Women can do anything men can do. I’m only confused because I contacted your father.” Murphy recalled the file that he read on Dr. Gravestone. There was no indication that he was deceased. TAD kept excellent records on everyone. In fact, he even knew that he had a daughter named Erin, but the detail didn’t seem important to the mission, so it slipped away. Erin had come from a long line of Aarons and scientists. Her grandfather was Aaron Senior, her father Aaron Junior, so that made her Erin III. 

“I kept his email accounts open after he died, and I inherited this place. It seemed easier than getting a PhD,” she said.

“I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that last part because your work has been exemplary. And for the record, I’m not sexist. You designed this unique house,” Murphy said and gestured to the living walls.

“What, because I’m a woman, you think that I design houses all day?”

Murphy couldn’t win. She laughed and told him that she was only playing with him. The design was way too new to be Dr. Gravestone senior, and her father was good, but he wasn’t this good. There had to be something more about the house than an inherited science project of her father’s. 

She bragged about the place. It was a fusion of plant and electronics. Living organisms transferred electrical currents. Fusing plant growth and circuit boards could make a living house. Instead of wires, the house would have plant limbs. Throw some motherboards, processors, memory, and hard drives into the mix, and the house would be designed with the best of organic and electronic technology.

“The roof hasn’t grown the spring leaves yet. The exterior is covered with photosynthesis opportunities. Plants are way better at capturing the sun’s energy than photovoltaic cells. Solar panel companies have nothing on me.”

“What do you do in the winter?” Murphy asked.

“Batteries. I store the extra energy from the growing season. You probably saw my battery farm outside.”

Murphy remembered the giant mass of writhing plant matter that looked like a barn from a distance. It didn’t look like batteries, but green plant matter walls didn’t look like solar panels either. He had to accept her at face value. After all, she was the scientist, and he needed one of exceptional talent.

“You’re as smart as your grandfather?” Murphy asked.

“Just because I don’t have any fancy degrees doesn’t mean I’m not smart. Intelligence doesn’t necessarily equate to degrees. I’m willing to bet there is a rickshaw driver somewhere in the world that could beat out Neil deGrasse Tyson in Astrophysics if given a chance. There also may be an auto mechanic who already figured out Unified Field Theory but...”

“Enough. We are going inside. Do you want to come?”

“Inside? Really? You found a way in?”

“Rashid found a girl that could get in.”

Murphy saw the color drain from her face.

“You’ve been flirting with him.” Murphy was very perceptive.

“Duh! Two cute, brilliant, child geniuses the world doesn’t understand, but we understand each other? It’s a romantic comedy waiting to happen.”

“You’re treading on dangerous ground.”

“What? You got no dating policy? Going to take me to court for sexual harassment?”

“I don’t care if two of my underlings date. We work close with each other, spend long hours, and can’t talk with anyone else about our lives. But it’s a dangerous job. You are only going to get hurt.”

“Or it’s going to make it better. The Spartans used to put gay men in the army together. They would fight harder if their lover’s life were at stake.”

“You just ruined the 300 movies for me.”

“Whatever, homophobe.”

“I’m not homophobic.”

“What’s between Rashid and me will stay between us. I’m here for the exploration,” Erin said. “I take it you have a super-secret plane waiting for us in Fargo?”

“It’s nonstop; all expenses paid Southwest Airlines flight from Minneapolis to Albuquerque.”

Erin frowned and took another hit from her bong, “I’ve always wanted to fly on a secret spy mission. Do you think you can use your government contacts to get the drug sniffing dogs to look the other way?”

Murphy’s head ached a little. The flight to Albuquerque was going to be long.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
-

-

Playlist of the Ancient Dead






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg
TIME
BURRITO

3

AARDN FRALE





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





