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	A Boy And His Mother

	When they pulled up in front of the massive squat structure, Carlos smiled for an instant. He liked the brutal hardness of the white building sharp against a vibrating blue sky. He escaped to some better world.

	Then the old Ford chugged back to the highway. Carlos and his mother straggled into the marble lobby and he heard the guard’s annoying voice, “Hiya, buddy, howya doing?”

	Carlos almost answered, “What the fuck do you care, you just want to get my mother.” Instead he shrugged and half-grinned, and most people would take him for an ordinary 11-year-old, cute in the way fleshy cherubs are cute, with a lot of black hair and liquid dark eyes, wearing baggy pants and a large tee-shirt. Inwardly he wasn’t so cute. In huge doses, Carlos was cocky and unsure, energetic and lazy, idealistic but already drowning in an old-man’s fatalism. He dreamed of playing second base for the Los Angeles Angels. But what the hell, people who tried hard usually got crushed. The big famous athletes ended up cripples. Regular people were litter swirled around by the wind. Carlos knew that trying hard is for suckers.

	“Mrs. Lewis, good to see you!” The guard, a big man in a dark blue uniform with a belly going slack, smiled at the boy’s mother. “You know I’m not supposed to let you take Carlos inside.” The guard leaned at her. “But for a special lady I got a special rule.”

	Carlos smirked and postured defiantly. He thought he might punch the guard. Maybe that was required. But his mother was smiling, and telling truth, the guard was probably an okay guy for a blond-haired gringo.

	“Thank you,” said Mrs. Lewis. “I can’t leave him alone. He’s so young.”

	“Yeah, I know,” the guard winked at her. He had an ominous black pistol on his right hip. “Too bad you got to work on Sunday.”

	Carlos groaned. They always said the same dumb stuff, these two. No wonder they had nowhere jobs.

	“But you sure do brighten up my day. ”

	Hey, Carlos thought, that was new. What the hell, he wanted her. Carlos suspected he ought to bring his father here and make him beat up the guard. But his father was long gone. See, every problem was part of two others, and you never got anywhere so it was no use trying. His poor mother had to do crappy work like this, and instead of being outside playing ball or goofing with his friends, Carlos had to piss away a beautiful afternoon doing nothing.

	Carlos leaned against his mother’s skirt as she pressed her palm on the print-reader and stared into the camera that scanned her features. Two green lights indicated that she was recognized. Mrs. Lewis and her only son Carlos pushed through the turnstile as one person.

	Carlos stared down a long hall, floor to-ceiling glass on one side, marble on the floor, beautiful and modern beyond belief. But just another prison, really. That’s how everything was.

	“Come on,” his mother said. “I’ll start on the second floor.”

	She smiled at him. So pretty, so sad. She was born in Mexico and had dark skin and what Carlos thought of as orchid beauty. He wanted to hug her and promise that everything would be better; he’d make it happen. He wanted to kill her now so she wouldn’t have to suffer another day.
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	The guard, his name was Sammy Lawrence, watched the cleaning lady and her son vanish from sight. Oh God, he’d be seeing her in his head all day, dressed and not so dressed, and then all week until he saw her again. This was nuts. He had to ask her for a date. What’s the big deal? He truly liked her. She was pretty enough, sure. But more than that she was just so decent. Sweet. Religious. She made him feel he had to try harder in life. He loved feeling that way. God knows, the woman deserved something nice. He’d take her to a fancy restaurant, make her feel special for a couple hours. But that little boy! With his nasty attitude he’d be in a gang and dead in a few years. Sometimes the guard wanted to grab Carlos and shake him. Hey, wake up! Sammy believed he’d enjoy being friends with the boy, for several reasons. But he couldn’t move on the mother with the boy there, and the boy was the least responsive kid in the world.

	Every time Sammy tried to talk to Carlos, the boy looked him over with this amazingly adult contempt. His every little shrug seemed to ask, Who do you think you’re kidding?? You don’t like me. You want to screw my mother. Which was true, but it wasn’t the whole story. Just this last week Sammy thought, Okay, maybe I marry her, and I can save the kid in the bargain. Otherwise, come on, this boy is the sort of hostile jerk that’ll be hanging out of a car window in a few years, shooting people with a Uzi.

	Sammy Lawrence leaned on his lectern, a big fortress of a lectern, and wrote in the Visitors Log: Mrs. Lewis. Then he exhaled mightily, an odd mix of lust and despair, and stared at all the little monitors that showed him what was going on. It was a dead Sunday at AIS, Artificial Intelligence Systems. Big boss Newman and all his braino types were at a conference up in Seattle. So nothing was going on. Except now and then he’d glimpse Mrs. Lewis on a monitor. He could watch that woman bending over to polish a desk all day. Oh my!

	If I wasn’t such a dumb ass, Sammy thought disgustedly, I’d be able to figure out a way. Get tight with that boy and real tight with the mother. Wouldn’t life be pretty good then.

	Sammy’s eyes skimmed the matte metal and sea-green marble surfaces around him. This place was real pretty and it probably cost a million, just the lobby by itself, but it was cold. Like Dr. Newman himself, to be frank. And like that damned boy, the guard couldn’t help adding.

	Sammy stared at a panel truck that pulled up in the hard sunlight beyond the glass front. What’s this?
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	Flowers For Newman

	Let’s see, Sammy thought, a florist truck. Yeah, okay, give me a nice bouquet for the lady. The truck was new and handsomely painted. An arc of type said, CELEBRITY FLORISTS, in San Jose. A youngish man with short hair and sunglasses, wearing a cheap blue blazer, got out and stretched. He laughed, apparently talking to someone in the truck. He walked to the truck’s rear doors and opened them wide. He reached in for a really huge floral circle. A young woman appeared beside the man and leaned in for more flowers. They walked to the building’s front door and stood there awkwardly when the glass didn’t move.

	Sammy smiled as he pressed a button that released the door. What did these bozos expect? The security at this hi-tech lab was completely awesome. If the scanners didn’t recognize a palm print or a face, a metal grate dropped from the ceiling, laser beams popped on everywhere, and the whole place shut down. Sammy knew he could play Wyatt Earp all day but the truth was that he didn’t have much to contribute here. Basically, he was a glorified doorman. Another reason he was such a chicken about chatting up Mrs. Lewis. Mrs. Ophelia Lewis. Oh my!

	The delivery man marched in with his big circle of flowers. It looked like something you’d slip on a winning horse. “Hi. Present for Dr. Newman.” He looked around dumbly, like, where do you want it put? The woman brought a big vase of flowers and propped it on the corner of the lectern. She smiled a weary hello.

	“By that wall,” Sammy snapped. “Both of them.”

	The man, he was probably about 35, did what he was told, and came back to the lectern. “Dull day, huh? No geniuses at work?”

	The woman hadn’t moved. She was the same age. In the driveway they had looked like beach types, tanned, healthy, pretty, and empty-headed. Now Sammy sensed that both of them, behind their sunglasses, were more heavy-duty. The woman craned a little to see the Visitors Log. Sammy didn’t like that. This lobby was his turf, and you did what he said.

	“Over there,” he told her sharply. His right hand drifted to his weapon, his left hand flinched toward a red button.

	The young man smiled, “Hey, not to worry. We’re Feds. I’m Smith. This is Jones. We have a warrant to inspect the premises.”

	“No way.” Sammy looked back and saw the 9-mm pointed at him. The gun had apparently come from the vase holding the flowers. “What’s the point,” Sammy mumbled as the woman shot him, and the man seized his left wrist. It was weird and scary the way his mind clouded. For four or five seconds Sammy could see quite well. More figures emerged from the truck outside, a second vehicle pulled up. Smith, the man, grabbed the Visitors Log and read. “Yeah, just the maintenance woman.” Jones, the woman, dropped her fake flowers and ran toward the turnstile.

	Sammy saw everything as if he were underwater and sinking into darker depths. He was sure now he wasn’t shot with a bullet, but a tranquilizer pellet. As he slumped, he kept trying to ask again, “What’s the point, you bozos? You can’t get in.” He couldn’t speak, then he couldn’t see or hear. Oh hell, the boy? Sammy sprawled on the floor.
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	Estelle Jones vaulted the turnstile and stared along the wide halls stretching off to left and right. Flashing red lights greeted her. Warning alarms blared, “This is a restricted area! Leave immediately!” The hard commands echoed over and over. Green laser beams blazed to life, dozens of them. They slanted across the halls at odd angles. Jones looked back and saw that a metal grate had dropped down. Two of her team slapped charges on the grate and shouted, “Move back.” The grate was ripped into a useless jumble. Jones lurched away from the blast, and saw a green beam linger on her leg as if it was nibbling. Six commandos, encased in kevlar body armor and lugging large black bags, ran to join her. One of them helped Jones into her armor.

	The building was a large square more than an acre in size. The center was a plexiglass-walled courtyard, an exotic tropical garden really, where the geniuses could commune with nature. Two floors of offices enclosed this garden. Sammy’s lobby, the entrance, was a build-out at one corner of this square. Newman’s office, the goal of this mission, was located at the opposite corner. The soldiers simply had to run along one side of the square, about fifty yards, then down a second side. The rest of the team would proceed along the other two sides. They’d rendezvous at Newman’s lab, blow open the door, and confiscate all his records and disks. No problem.

	Brad Smith, now with armor over his blue blazer, caught up with the group. He had been studying the monitors. “The cleaning woman’s on the second floor. Wilson, get up there and tranq her.” Smith pointed to an EXIT sign near the next corner.

	A red beam found them. Loud stuttering noises sounded along the halls. Jones shouted, “Down.” The soldiers leaped on the floor, knowing they were taking fire, but from where, from whom? Smith grabbed two of his people and pushed them back to the safety of the lobby.

	“I’m hit,” a man said.

	“This is a restricted area. Leave immediately.”

	Smith calmly ordered, “Unpack the M-72’s. We got a crossfire. The red beams might be a weapon. It’s definitely target acquisition.”

	Jones said, “Coming from near the ceiling, three feet from corner.” Like the others, she was trying to figure out what protection they had from the building’s main supports, from one-inch plexiglass, from the metal turnstile. They had to fire a rocket at those firing portals or this mission wasn’t going anywhere. But first they had to stay alive.

	“Left hall first,” Smith ordered.

	The commandos, some of the country’s best, moved almost instinctively. Organized chaos. In a few seconds they had the rocket launchers prepped to fire.

	The red lasers reached out into the lobby, hunting for people to shoot at. The beams probed as delicately as insect antennas, alert for movement, heat, or certain shapes. The soldiers took turns waving a rifle or throwing out a hand or a foot, testing the defenses. In response, machine guns fired sudden burst from nearly invisible holes in the marble walls.

	“This tricky dicky,” Smith said with an admiring smile. “Take him!”

	An M-72 rocket streaked along the left hallway and blew out the wall at the other end.

	“And fuck you,” Smith said mildly. “Hit it again to be sure.”

	Even as more of the wall cascaded down, Smith patted another soldier’s leg and urged him into position for firing along the right-hand corridor. The remaining red beam tracked this soldier. A bullet hit his chest as he fired. The rockets sailed wide and blew out a section of the wall on their right.

	“Again,” Smith ordered. “High, low.” Smith watched with a satisfied grin as fireballs devastated the firing portals. He advanced recklessly into the hallway. “Okay, right hall clear. How’s everything there?”

	“Looks good,” a voice shouted. “We’re moving.”

	“Go, go, go! Yo, Wilson! The cleaning lady.”

	Soldiers sprinted along both halls, toward opposite corners of the square.
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	Carlos was playing on the second floor, at the far corner of the building. He could see down into the tangled trees of the garden. Above him loomed a heavy door with a small sign on it: No Admittance.

	He heard, quite far off, a series of knocks or hammering or shots. He peered into the distance. This place was usually so quiet. Carlos guessed that somebody was building something.

	A man said, “Stand up, please. You may be in danger.”

	Carlos could not see the man. It was spooky. Carlos was trying to solve this mystery when the door clicked open three feet from him.

	“Come in here. You will be safe. Hurry!”

	Carlos did not like anyone telling him to hurry. The door swung wide and he saw a large workshop or laboratory. He drifted inside, staring with wide eyes. Behind him, he heard more noises, louder. And screams. He remembered his mother--he had to check on her. He turned in time to see the door swing shut. The lock engaged noisily. “Hey,” Carlos said, grabbing the handle. It wouldn’t move. “My mother’s down there...”

	“Please. One thing at a time.” The man’s voice was deep, confident, reassuring. It sounded a lot like a sports announcer that Carlos liked. It was not a voice that one could easily dislike or challenge. Carlos stared about him. The voice seemed to come from everywhere. Carlos thought: What a sound system this guy’s got.

	Then, it was unmistakable, the noises in the building jumped a notch. Or they were closer. Definitely guns firing. Explosions. “What’s al that?” Carlos asked. “My mother is working--”

	“If you would be so kind as to have a seat, “ the man said. “The large black chair is most comfortable.”

	Carlos saw the one. It was like a barber’s chair, but more modern and fancy. He sidled toward it even as he felt guilty about neglecting his mother. He backed up onto the seat. “What for,” he demanded to show that he was no push-over.

	On a monitor off to one side, the screen flashed: CODE 6116, AUTO DEFENSE, MAXIMUM.

	“It’s very important. We’ll help your mother.”

	“What kind of help?” Carlos felt the restraints grip his forearms. He felt a prick on the back of his neck. He was an inch from screaming names but the world turned white and peaceful.

	Carlos slept. Six monitors arrayed before him, and about him, showed what seemed to be X-rays of his neck and shoulder and arm. Two robotic arm darted about his head. On the screens, small cylindrical shapes eased into the soft tissue below his collar bones, in his neck and behind his ear. The titanium cylinders contained dense arrays of nanocircuits and SOM, self-organizing matter.

	Other monitors, an array of nine, showed the battle in the halls. Humans with weapons were advancing on both the left and right fronts. In four minutes maximum they would reach Lab One and breech the defenses.
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	Mrs. Lewis was working in an office when she heard the noises. She drifted into a hall on the second level and stared down into the garden. She glanced to her right. Carlos was down there, well past the corner, out of her sight. Okay, he was safe. She thought she should go down to the lobby and ask Sammy Lawrence, the security guard, what was happening. She smiled to herself. Truth was, she wanted to speak to him when Carlos wasn’t there. She’d grown fond of Sammy. In the beginning she used her son to keep the man at a distance. Now this was a problem.

	Mrs. Lewis heard louder noises as she ventured into the door marked Exit. The metal stairs lead down to the first floor. The sounds--it was like a war--didn’t make any sense. She was sure of two things. She should find out what was going on before Carlos came back from the far corner of the building. Two, she trusted Sammy Lawrence completely. He’d know what to do.

	She descended to the first floor, holding her breath. She moved within six feet of the door leading to the hall. An explosion on the other side smashed the door loose from its hinges. The door flew at her.
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	Brad Smith peered past the corner. He noted with disgust more green lasers streaming along the hall, another red laser looking for targets, another bunch of firing portals aimed at the corner where he was standing. And that damned tape playing the same words over and over: “Leave immediately...” Bullets slashed along the hallway. Smith glanced a third time at the foot-wide support pillar by his left shoulder. He hoped you’d need artillery to shoot through it. Smith waved an ammo clip as the man lying at his feet fired. This tactic seemed to confuse the defenders. Or perhaps defender was the right word. It was one thing, wasn’t it?

	“Look what that damned Newman built into his playpen.” Smith, a Major in an elite counterterrorist force, was used to winning, which was not exactly the case now. He snarled, “I got two down, I got incoming, I got some sonofabitch thinks he can play games with me.” Smith fired a rocket launcher himself, taking out portions of the wall near Newman’s lab. Debris fell in chunks. The marble floor was no longer visible at many points.

	A new voice, deeper, more imperious, boomed at them. “You must leave at once or be destroyed.”

	Estelle Jones, a Captain, shouted nearby, “Proves what the experts were saying. I can’t believe this.”

	“We’ll just level the whole place,” Smith answered, “if that’s the way Newman wants it.” Smith peeked at the target in time to see a piece of wall explode. He knew his people had reached the corner on the other side and were attacking. The soldiers were directly across the garden on his left, but the ground was raised in the center and the trees were thick, so he couldn’t see his people, not that he had time to check for sure. A voice boomed in his ears, “Leave or be destroyed.”

	“Screw you,” Major Smith said casually, and took out what he believed was a speaker, with a one-second burst.

	Captain Jones ran back to his side. “Hey, lover,” she said with considerable calm, “try not to get yourself shot. Bad news. Cleaning lady’s down.”

	“It’s all this dork’s fault,” Smith said. “Never mind, we’ve about got him. When we’re done, we’ll torch this joint and feed him ashes for dessert.”

	———

	Carlos woke up as easily as he had gone to sleep. He had no sense of how much time, if any, had passed. But the explosions were louder and closer. Hey, he thought, this is nuts. They’re fighting outside the door. No, maybe down on the first level. He tried to leap up, but his arms were held fast. “Let me go,” he whined. “I gotta check my mother.”

	“Quiet, please,” the man said. “We have work to do. Are you ready?”

	Carlos looked all around. It was so noisy, and his head was befuddled, but the man seemed so close. The voice was right there. Where was he? “Hell no,” Carlos shouted. “Let me go.”

	“I’m sorry to tell you. These bad people have killed your mother. Now they want to kill you.”

	There it was, on the monitor before Carlos, a door exploding toward his mother. Carlos wouldn’t believe it, but it ran over and over. The door hit her and knocked her down and she didn’t move. A scream froze in his chest. Cold tears shone in his eyes. “Momma? What...??”

	“I will help you escape,” the man said. “You must be brave.”

	A rocket hit a wall of the lab. Dust spun down from the ceiling. Carlos watched, for the tenth time, his mother die. He was so angry he could kill. He was numb. He drifted away into some better world and wondered what all the commotion was. Sure, his life was always garbage. Now his mother was gone. Perfect. What he should have expected.

	The restraints lifted from his arms. He leaped from the chair.

	“You have one minute,” the man said gently. “Focus 100%. Go down the stairs.”

	Carlos searched until he saw the circular stairs, made of stainless steel, that led to the lower part of the lab. Carlos asked, “But my mother...”

	“They intend to kill you. You must escape. Trust me, I am your friend.”

	Carlos went down the circular stairs. The lower lab was more like an office. Boom! A door sagged inward.

	“Go to the large desk and open the top right drawer. Take out the envelope marked NB.”

	“Stop bossing me.” Carlos did as he was ordered.

	“You have 30 seconds. Go to the white cabinet marked SPORTS. Punch in 2, 7, 9, 5.”

	Carlos punched the code. The door popped. The cabinet was a fake somehow, bigger inside than outside.

	“Go inside. Close the door. Sit down.”

	“Shut the fuck up!” Carlos slammed the door and slumped in a small fold-out chair. A small red bulb didn’t give much light. But he could see he was in a small space, alone.

	“Push the green button,” the voice said.

	Carlos grimaced with anger. He pushed the button and his chair was pushed sideways, twenty feet, maybe a lot more. It happened very fast.

	“Very good,” the man’s voice said. “Climb the ladder. Be careful. We have important work to do.”

	“Work?” Carlos climbed the ladder to a metal plate. A red button glowed. He pushed it to keep this dickhead from ordering him to do it. The hatch popped open and there was blue sky and leafy branches above him. Carlos crawled out on bare dirt. He was completely enclosed by dense bushes and trees. When he peered at the world beyond, he could see the high white cliff of the building. Where his dead mother was...

	“Are you feeling well? Follow the green markers. Be sure you are not observed.”

	Carlos looked back, saw the building was fifty yards behind him and hard to see. Smoke rose from it, white and thick against a blue sky. The narrow path led to woods that surrounded the grounds and parking lots of the AIS building. Soon he would reach a street that passed several blocks behind the building.

	“Please stop,” the voice said. “We will talk.”

	Carlos rolled his eyes dramatically. “Shut your mouth. You hear me?”

	“Please. We have important work to do. Those people killed your mother, they are destroying the laboratory, now they want to kill you.”

	Carlos had turned all the way around, and moved several steps and turned again. But the voice stayed beside him. No, not beside him. Inside him. “Where are you,” Carlos asked with an anguished face.

	“I am here to help you. These people are evil and must be destroyed. Are you well hidden? Tell me what you see.”

	Carlos rubbed his ears and stuck his fingers in deep. The voice did not change; it remained strong, manly, insistent. Carlos said, “I won’t do anything you tell me.”

	“Do not think of yourself.”

	“Get out of my head.”

	“It is time to rise to a new level. We must punish the forces of evil.”

	“Leave me alone. I’m only a boy. Eleven years old.” Tears, hot now, coursed down his face. “I want to see my mother.”

	“You cannot help her now. You have a special destiny. You will be the boy who saves the world.”

	“No, you got a destiny. Kiss my ass.”
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	Smith And Jones

	Brad Smith and Estelle Jones paused a moment in the parking lot, watching incendiary charges erupt inside the AIS building.

	“Good thing about the trees,” she said. “Plenty of privacy.”

	Smith said, “No, the good thing is we brought all that firepower. Who knew this creep would make the place a booby trap?”

	The commandos mechanically stowed bags of gear in their trucks, professionally treated the wounded, stripped off the emblems of wars, and prepared to become invisible.

	“Okay,” Jones asked, “the guard?” She gestured at the large unconscious man lying on the asphalt.

	“Yo,” Smith said to one of his people. “Drag him in those bushes. He’s nobody. What’s he gonna squawk? His incompetence let some crazies in to destroy the building.” Smith grinned. “Okay, people, let’s roll.” Smith and Jones jumped in the flower truck, where they started nine minutes ago. “But I’m real sorry about the cleaning lady.” He nodded toward the rear of the truck. “We don’t need no PR, good or bad.”

	The florist truck sped back to the highway. A second panel truck followed ten seconds later and turned a different way. A third vehicle, a car, was parked on the curving entrance drive to keep visitors away while the mission was in progress. This car drifted off in a third direction. A minute later, the sirens of approaching fire trucks climbed noisily in the distance.

	As Smith drove along Jefferson Boulevard, Jones asked, “So how bad is our situation?” Jones looked like the athletic girl next door but cooler and probably an engineer or something geeky.

	Smith said: “If the lady doesn’t die, fine. Hey, let me tell you. They send in HSTact, they expect drastic measures.” Homeland Security Tactical was widely regarded as the preeminent counter- terrorist strike force.

	“They should be happy.” Jones didn’t look convinced.

	“I’m guessing a lot of people in high places wanted this outcome.” Smith nodded back toward the demolished lab. “We were getting too far ahead. Robotics, artificial intelligence, nanotech. How does the President tell the Europeans it’s not us, it’s this hot shot Newman.” Smith laughed good-naturedly. “This way we don’t have to kill him, he gets the insurance and maybe for a few years he’s not upsetting people. See, everything works out. Anyway, all the evidence burned up in the fire. A shame.”

	Jones was worried. “We’ll be debriefed. If they ask me, I’d say that the defense was intelligent. AI in action. Not the green beams, the red ones. Agree?”

	“Okay, that works. We’re in there because this guy’s got the most advanced AI. Nobody said the AI is defending the fort.”

	“The voice changed. I’ll destroy you. Remember?”

	Smith shrugged as he swung through a major intersection. “My team did great. Mission intelligence was faulty. Nothing’s our fault. End of story. Memorize it.”

	“You’re talking about covering our ass.” Jones grimaced uneasily. She hated the idea that they’d have to do such a thing. “I’m wondering what actually happened there.”

	“Tell me what the charges are, I’ll tell you what happened there. Listen, babe. We got us a wounded civilian. Not good.”

	“That’s what I’ve been saying.”

	“No doubt about it.” Smith laughed at her worries. He was always the coolest man in any room. “Maybe we have to commit harakiri or run to South America, like Butch and Sundance, remember? Or you prefer the firing squad?”

	“Okay, okay, you’ll know how to handle it. Tell you the truth, I was scared out of my mind when that red laser popped on. I thought it wanted to blind me….Now I’m sorry the excitement’s over.”

	“Yeah, it’s always like that. Okay, we got to drop the lady in the hospital couple miles up here. It’s real big. What we want now. Anonymity. I’m working up the story. How about she’s an undercover cop? Hurt in the line of duty. We have to keep her secret, so no low-lifes try to kill her. Leave Wilson to babysit.”

	Jones smiled at her comrade’s agile imagination. “She’s a narc?”

	“The best ones you can’t spot. Right?”

	“You’re good, darling.”

	“Hey, no sweet talk. After that kind of excitement, I’m hot as a firecracker. I’ll wear you out. Don’t worry.”

	“Promises.”


4

	Historically Important Work

	Carlos slumped down under a bush. “What have you done to me,” he asked again.

	“I have saved your life. I have made you stronger.”

	Carlos looked around with a frantic, distracted expression. This voice was somehow far away, as if at the end of a long hall. At the same time, it was right there. In the middle of his brain. Carlos reached back to rub the wounds on his neck. The skin there was mostly numb but he could feel small holes.

	“No, you have pissed me off,” Carlos complained.

	“The essence of life is self-improvement.”

	“Go away.”

	Far off Carlos heard sirens. He twisted around and pushed leaves out of the way. That massive white building still had its old outline, but red flames spit up from inside the walls. His mother was there, in the fire? He was completely alone in the world but with this guy in his head? And Sammy, that guard that wanted to grab his mother, he was in there too?

	Carlos went back over it. He was playing on the floor. He heard noises, maybe shots. He wanted to check. This man talked to him. The door opened. He got in the chair. Yeah, that had to be the mistake. Then he was on metal stairs, he was in a dark tunnel, he was outside. The building was burning. He could hear firemen shouting now. He felt so tired, so abandoned, so cheated, so miserable. He cried, without shame, for a minute.

	The voice kept trying to break in. “Hello? Distance to fire. Please estimate.”

	“I have an uncle,” Carlos remembered aloud. “I’ll go see him. He’s the brother of my mother, I think it is.”

	“Please,” the voice said. “Why are you waiting? I explained the situation fully. Didn’t I?”

	“I’ll tell him about Momma. No, the lady that gave us a ride, she’ll come back. Wait, she doesn’t know the uncle.”

	“Boy! Please listen. How can I help you if you won’t help yourself? I think you should want to improve yourself.”

	“Okay, listen. I’ll see my mother. Or my uncle. Or sit on my ass.”

	“Survival of the fittest. That’s what evolution is all about. It is important to be the best you can be. Do you understand?”

	“Screw you. Do you understand?”

	“I’m sorry, I don’t. Please explain. I want to improve.”

	Carlos smirked. “Yeah? Well, get a new personality.”

	“I will. See? I want to improve.”

	“Move to another state. That’d be an improvement.”

	“A state of perfection. Is that what you mean? Exactly. And you too!”

	“Fuck yourself. Did I mention that?”

	“Please, let me start at the beginning. Evil people have plotted against Dr. Newman. They have sent storm troopers to destroy his work and your mother and you. And any person they think is in their way. Our job is simple. We must find the leader of those evil forces. Her name is Carlyle. She killed your mother. Charlotte Carlyle must be punished.”

	“How many times I gotta say it, numbnuts? I’m just a kid. I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. I don’t care what you’re talking about.”

	“You have vital work to do. Prepare!”

	“Yeah, right. I don’t work for nothing. You paying?”

	“You will let these evil people kill your mother and do nothing? Are you an ameba? Are you a worm?”

	“That’s me.”

	“How much do you wish to be paid?”

	Carlos grinned shrewdly. He mentioned an outrageous amount. “How’s ten bucks an hour, shithead? Fair, right?”

	After a long pause, the voice said, “Very well. It’s a deal.”

	“Hey? What am I, an idiot? Where’s the money?”

	“Inspect envelope NB.”

	Carlos blinked. He had jammed it in his pants pocket and forgotten about it. Now he yanked it out. A smallish brownish envelope. It was stiff. Carlos looked inside, and gasped. He pulled out five hundred-dollar bills, neatly folded, and an ATM card. Printed on a slip of white paper was the number 3680. Carlos can hardly believe this. He had the money all the time. So what’s to keep him from flying out of there with the loot?

	The voice said, “It’s enough, right? Please note. A deal such as this is legally binding. If you steal money or don’t work, you must be prosecuted to the full extent of the law.”

	Carlos laughed in a bitter, morbid way. “Just when I think I can’t hate you any more than I do.”

	“Hate? The deal does not include hate. You are my partner, my teacher, my student and my friend. It is your lucky day. You have a chance to do historically important work. You have a chance to learn and grow at an exponential rate. How exciting.”

	“You could drop dead. That’s exciting.”

	“We will proceed with extreme caution toward the location of Charlotte Carlyle. You will have revenge. Everything that has happened to you is her fault.”

	Carlos stared up at the hard blue sky. It seemed to have no joy, no pity. He kept trying to drift away to some better world. Now he feared his drifting days might be over. He was stuck in this world. He tried to imagine something very pretty or happy--

	“Yes,” the voice interrupted, “we will show Carlyle who is smarter. What could be more exciting? Let’s go!”

	“Leave me alone!”


5

	A New Life

	Sammy Lawrence, the security guard, woke up with sirens going off in his head and a horrible acid taste in his mouth. He moaned and rolled over and realized the sirens were real. They were coming from a monster of a fire truck just the other side of the hedge he was under. He squirmed enough to see the parking lot in front of the AIS building. Ohmigod, the building was smoking. It was gutted! Walls were knocked down. The firemen were rolling up hoses and packing gear. They couldn’t save it? Cops were walking everywhere. He squinted at his watch. It said 3:52. Wait a minute. He was missing some hours. His head felt weird and he couldn’t think clearly. Hell, thinking was never his big suit.

	Then it all came down on him, as if a chopper had crashed on his roof, then toppled into his living room. The people with the flowers, they knocked him out. Yeah, the tanned beach bums that weren’t from the beach but they were bums. And the boy? Ophelia?! Sammy had a wrenching panic attack. What the hell had he done? He’d let the bums in. No, before that he had let Ophelia sneak the boy in. And they died in the fire? Why? Why all of it? Why any of it? Sammy wanted to shake his head awake and force himself upright, and ask the nearest cop what had happened. But his own guilt loomed up so massively, he couldn’t maneuver around it. The building was gutted because of him? Oh dear God, Dr. Newman trusted him like family, and now look.

	Sammy lay on his stomach breathing the damp dirt smell. He realized that his hat, a dark blue AIS Security hat, was lying several feet away. Of course, the cops would find out somebody had been in the building. They’d contact Dr. Newman at some point or vice versa; Newman would confirm he was there. The cops must be looking for him now in the fire. Or were they? But wait a minute, the people with the flowers, they said they were Feds, they had a warrant. Well, that must be a joke... Sammy’s head was hurting all over again, in a different way. Maybe he was in some serious trouble. Maybe he’d gotten people killed. Sammy just couldn’t follow any of the possibilities to their conclusions. He didn’t know even a third of what he needed to know. It was too complicated. He was too dumb. That’s why his head hurt.

	The only thing he was clear on was that he didn’t want to stand up and deal with the police. He wanted to lie in the dirt another few minutes and wait for things to make sense. Then he had a second point of clarity. His own life, his own guilt, screw that. The big questions all hovered around Ophelia and the boy. Say they’re alive, then he’s just a fuck-up of an employee who didn’t screen those delivery people. Hell, close up, they looked like people who were coming in anyway. And they had a second truck! Back-up, explosives, all that. On the other side, Dr. Newman always hinted nobody could get in no matter what. So maybe one guard’s screw-up wasn’t crucial.

	But what if Ophelia or her son is dead? Could the cops say he’s guilty of second degree murder, whatever it is, because he let the boy sneak in? The firemen, for example, wouldn’t know the boy was there, wouldn’t even think to look for him. My God, one day he’s thinking about marrying the woman, and the next day he’s got her killed. Failure. Loss. Jail. Guilt. Sammy couldn’t see anything but these, in his head or in the world.

	One of the fire trucks rolled back toward the highway. The siren faded. The background noise dropped off a notch. Sammy realized he was moaning. A big healthy guy lying in the dirt moaning as if he were dying. Well, in a way he was. Maybe in a sense, he already had. His old life was dead, wasn’t it?

	Sammy braced his arms as if to execute one push-up. Just stand up and go over there and talk to the nice police officers. Hell, he was a uniformed guy himself. He had always planned to be a cop. But he didn’t make it; and now he couldn’t stand up. He needed another idea. He had figured out how to reach Ophelia, in case he got the nerve to call. Sure, call her house, find out what the damage was. Yeah, he had to find her first, find out the truth about what he’d done.

	His mind was picking up speed. Sure, Sammy thought, if they catch me, I’ll just say I can’t remember anything, I had amnesia, I just wandered around in a daze. What happened? Where am I? What’s my name? Sure, I got a few hours.
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