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Harold stepped quietly into the dark,
windowless office and flipped on the lights. One of the fluorescent bulbs
overhead stuttered and hummed as it strained to spring to life, and he made a
note to e-mail the building superintendent about having it replaced. He folded
his coat neatly and laid it over the back of Randall’s empty chair. Turning to
his desk, he took the red dry erase marker and updated the digits of The Streak
on the whiteboard. 425. With a small sigh, he sank into his chair, turned on
his computer’s monitor, and logged in. His inbox was empty.


He sat quietly at his desk staring at
his keyboard, a state he found himself in often. At some point his computer
would make that detested beep notifying him of a new e-mail, and he was
preemptively annoyed. He looked forward to the e-mails; it was the sound that
bothered him. He changed the notification sound during his first week here, but
he found the standard system sounds just as annoying. Then he found a more
pleasing melody at home and downloaded it on a flash drive. But everyday he
returned to work to find only the annoying little beep. A few repetitions of
this cycle led him to make his one and only call to the corporate computer help
desk. The technician, sounding as if he’d been awoken by the call, explained
that the corporate servers in Minneapolis pushed a standard desktop
configuration across the network every night. Standardization made system administration
and troubleshooting much easier, he explained. He promised to see what he could
do about Harold’s e-mail notification sound. The next day, Harold found he no
longer had permission to modify the computer’s sound scheme, and so the beep
remained. No bother, he thought at the time. After all, this job was only
temporary, a stepping stone on a path to better things. That was four years
ago.


Today was unusually quiet. Three
puzzles from his crossword book completed and his inbox remained empty. With
the end of the week usually came a flurry of documents to be checked as the
processing servers in Kansas City and Phoenix ground through the backlog of
transactions the buyers had furiously clicked through, eager to meet their
weekly targets. Today though, the grating little chime had been absent, and
that made the hours drag. The clock said 1:32. He quickly checked the on-line
time card he would submit to the finance office in San Diego before leaving and
confirmed the overtime he’d worked on Tuesday. If he didn’t leave his desk for his
lunch break he could go home in two hours and thirteen minutes. Harold hadn’t
left his desk for lunch since before The Streak began. 


He stared at the keys on his keyboard,
wondering how many times he had pressed each one since the new computer arrived
last February. Could his life be measured in keystrokes like that? The white
letters stood out against the black plastic of the keys, starkly in some
places, barely in others. A and S were practically gray, as were N, L, and M.
The state of the C key surprised him. He would never have guessed it to be the
overlooked contributor its color indicated. Harold briefly imagined that, were
he a key on a keyboard, he’d be a C. Vital, yet overlooked. Reality quickly
overtook this fantasy though and he decided he’d be the ` key, lying unused
above the Tab, interacted with only when bumped by fingers on their way to the
Esc key. Like Q and Z he would be pristine in his unimportance, so shiny he may
well have been replaced every night by invisible administrators from another
time zone. 


As if to remind him that they were
always there, the system administrator’s daily virus scan caused the CPU fan on
his computer to speed up rapidly, noisily. When he’d shared the office with
Randall, this had been the catalyst for a daily tirade. Randall hated the scan
for always running during their shift, startling him awake on a slow day or
slowing his computer to a crawl on a busy one. He would declare that he
couldn’t work until it finished, and proceed to fill the time by updating
Harold on his many and various ergonomic battles. “Sounds like the damn thing
is about to take off,” he would say, or “I’ve heard chainsaws that weren’t that
loud.”  Such pronouncements were inevitably followed by the latest on his
carpal tunnel syndrome, or his sciatica, or his eye strain. Debilitating, and
always the fault of poor office furniture, or monitors, or policies, these
conditions seemed to rule Randall’s life. It was only through superhuman
dedication to his job, Randall seemed to boast, that he managed to drag himself
in everyday. Harold often wondered what portion of his conscious day Randall
spent somewhere other than work or a doctor’s office. 


***


Early last year Randall was let go.
Harold glanced over at the empty chair and could still picture his puffy face. The
letter informing Randall of his termination arrived as an e-mail attachment,
bearing all the hallmarks of an automatically generated document designed to
appear personal, right down to the scanned signature in blue font. It cited
decreasing productivity, spawning an indignant, seemingly endless rant that
consumed an afternoon and put Harold behind schedule for the rest of the week.
Randall was convinced the cost of his medical care lay behind his dismissal,
and he grew ever more incensed as he rattled off the list of denied requests he
was sure would have nipped all of his problems in the bud. A new chair, a
larger monitor, a new keyboard, an ergonomic mouse, better lighting – if they’d
only spent a few dollars fulfilling those, he never would have needed all the
medical care. He vowed to fight his unjust termination and stormed out of the
office to find a lawyer to champion his cause. Harold never saw him again. 


Two weeks later, Harold arrived at
work to find Randall’s desk cleared. He couldn’t say he would miss him. The
ripping sound of Velcro as Randall adjusted his wrist braced would no longer
distract him. But Harold couldn’t believe he was gone either. He wondered if
Randall had returned to box up his few belongings, or if the superintendent’s
office had simply received an e-mail directing them to dispose of the contents
of desk number such-and-such. As far as Harold knew this small office was the
only room the company leased in this building, so he must now be their sole
representative here, perhaps even in the whole city. He didn’t like that idea. 


For a time, he anxiously awaited the
arrival of Randall’s replacement. He fretted about what the new guy would be
like. For all Randall’s moaning, he’d been a good office mate in Harold’s
opinion, happy to do all the talking and never really expecting much of a
response. What if the new guy was chatty and nosy and social? Randall never
asked about life outside of work, and that was fine with Harold. The new man
might always be curious, always prying, always wanting to know. What if it
wasn’t a man? What if it was a woman? An attractive woman who wore nice
perfume? Women made Harold uncomfortable. He never knew how to talk to them. 


But no new person arrived, and a new
fear began to gnaw at Harold. How long would the company continue to lease an
office occupied by only one person? Surely that couldn’t be cost effective. He
began to fear that every new message in his inbox was his digital pink slip.
The annoying little beep became terrifying. He willed himself to be ever more
meticulous in reviewing the purchase documents he was charged with, afraid the
slightest error he let slip through might be the grounds for his dismissal. At
the same time, he felt compelled to accomplish each job faster and faster, ever
mindful of the consequences of Randall’s declining productivity. 


In this agitated state, he logged on
one day to find a message in his inbox from corporate HR with the subject line
“Personnel Actions.”  He stared at it, quivering, for almost an hour before
resigning himself to his fate and opening it. His shaking fingers
double-clicked, and he winced as the message window popped up, revealing a
reminder to update his skill profile in the corporate capabilities database. 


A few days later as he walked home,
mentally exhausted from the day’s efforts, he stopped at an ATM and found his
paycheck had not been deposited. Panic rose again in his throat as he imagined
his job was history, that he’d been removed from the regular pay cycle and
would soon receive a final check with a pittance of severance. He raced to his
apartment, mind rushing through alternatives, and glued himself to his
computer. For the next hour he continually clicked the refresh button on his
web browser, praying with every reload the balance on his bank account would
update. He finally gave up and slumped, still dressed, over his twin bed,
convinced his job was gone. He would log in tomorrow to find his own letter in
his inbox, and he would follow Randall out the door. 


Instead the next morning he found two
unusual messages. The first, from the head of the accounting department,
apologized for the delay in payments. The rollout of new software in Denver
resulted in several hundred employees not receiving their pay on time.
Assurances were offered that the problem would be rectified by the close of
business, Mountain Standard Time, and the affected employees would receive a
$50 bonus as a token of the company’s sincere regret over the incident. 


The second was even more startling. At
the top of the monthly human resources newsletter from the office in Lexington he
read his name, in bold print. Citing his stellar productivity and zero error
rate, Harold was the division’s Employee of the Month. A small table next to
the announcement detailed the performance of Office #442 over the previous six
months. Harold stared at it. Surely there was a mistake. He knew he had been
working harder since Randall’s departure, but if the table was to be believed,
the total number of transactions processed in this office was up over 10% after
Randall’s departure. That would mean Randall had spent eight hours a day at his
desk, but done virtually nothing. How could he have gotten away with that for
so long? 


He began to relax, to entertain the
prospect his job was safe after all. Then he began to get angry. Initially his
anger was at Randall for making him worry over his job in the first place. That
quickly burned out though, and in its place rose anger at himself. He felt like
such a cliché: Employee of the Month at a job he hated, that sucked his soul
out keystroke by keystroke. The last coals of his anger at Randall faded to
envy. Wherever he was and whatever he was doing now – probably milking some new
employer – it had to be better than this. He brought up the calendar on his
desktop and counted back. Forty-two days since Randall’s departure. Forty-two
stress-filled, error-free days. He took a red dry-erase marker from his drawer
and wrote a large 42 on the whiteboard adjacent to his desk. The Streak was
born. 


*** 


He leaned back in his chair, staring
at the red numerals, wondering when his relationship with them had changed.
They started out as a reminder of how much he loathed this place and how badly
he wanted to leave. Now they were…something else. He thought the big red digits
would prod him to make a change, to leave this little cell that made a daily
mockery of him, to do something. But now he found himself oddly protective of
them. He looked forward to coming in and adding one to the count each day.
Mondays were especially grand when he got to count the weekend. The Streak had
indeed become his motivation, but not as he’d planned. 


The dry office air finally took its
toll on the adhesive holding a post-it note to the whiteboard. The fluttering
scrap interrupted his musing, twisting across the office and landing on the
floor near his feet where he left it lay. Harold knew what the note said, knew
its contents by heart. It had arrived a few months ago, enclosed in a parcel he
found laying on his desk one day. The box had been addressed to him, which was
highly unusual in and of itself; he received e-mail here, not real mail. The
return address was a cryptic abbreviation from a city he'd never heard of. Had
he been at home the internet could have quickly deciphered the acronym for him.
But behind the corporate firewall, Google didn't exist. 


He opened the box to find a mass of
Styrofoam packing peanuts. He hated packing material. There was something unsettling
about the way it clung to things, static electricity overpowering gravity. Buried
in the center of the mess he found a clear Plexiglas plaque, its edges
irregular but soft and round. He supposed it was meant to look like a cloud.
The engraving was in an overly serifed script that made it difficult to read.


Harold Bishop

Division 6185

Employee of the Month

April 2006



Thanks for your hard work!




Stuck to the plaque was the white post-it, embossed at the top From the Desk
of Robert Smithson. Mr. Smithson's haphazard scrawl was even more difficult
to read than the engraving. 


Harold,



Congratulations! You've earned this one! Tried calling you at home to
congratulate you but couldn't get through. Maybe your personnel profile needs
updating?

Look forward to meeting you on my annual swing through the Division.


Keep up the good work!

Bob


 


Harold had no idea who Robert Smithson
was. A quick check of the corporate directory revealed him to be the Division
Manager, a post he had occupied for four years. Harold had no expectation of
seeing him on this year's "annual swing through the Division" or
ever. 


The detested beep of new e-mail
brought his attention back to the computer. As much as he liked getting e-mail,
a new order arriving so close to the end of his day did nothing to brighten his
mood. It was from the new office in Detroit as well. It hadn’t surprised him
when Detroit was announced as the site of the company’s newest processing
center. Office space and labor had to be cheap, and there were probably other
financial incentives offered by the city as well. He imagined corporate
surveyors in spotless bespoke suits wandering through the shadows of idled
factories, their tasseled shoes stepping between smoldering car hulks, dangling
jobs like candy before hungry children, smiling from ear to ear at the margins
they could achieve. He supposed it was good to have new jobs there, but new
jobs meant new people, and new people meant mistakes. However much he might
have relaxed about the security of his position, he couldn’t afford to let a
mistake get by him, lest his job wind up in Detroit. 


It took a little over an hour to sort
out the mess the new coordinator had made. Terrible, he thought, but better
than last week. Soon they would have the hang of things, and their jobs would
process as quickly as the ones from Birmingham and El Paso. As he scrolled the pages
to reach the “submit order” link he found a note at the bottom of the
transmission: Still figuring this system out…please call me. Harold glanced at
the dusty phone next to his computer and the red digits on his whiteboard. He
logged out of the system, retrieved his coat, and turned off the humming
fluorescent lights. The red LED’s on the clock showed 3:07, illuminating the
plastic Employee of the Month award, turning it into a little red rain cloud
hovering in silence just above his desk. In the dim light cast beyond, the
digits of The Streak looked black. 


***


He stepped outside into the dark quiet
of the early morning. Harold enjoyed the walk back to his apartment. He would
have shunned the confinement and the company of the city buses even if they
were running at this hour. The streets were practically empty, and the few
night owls he might encounter certainly weren’t social, which suited him. They
would pass each other in silence, hands jammed into pockets, shoulders stooped
against a light rain whether it was falling or not. Heads down, eyes
acknowledging only the sidewalk in front of them, they were each their own
little iceberg, passing largely unseen in the night. For all practical
purposes, they had no faces, only feet. 


Turning the corner onto his block, the
neon glow from the convenience store pulled his head up. It was the only source
of groceries he could count on to be open at a time that fit his inverted
schedule. Even better, the woman behind the register overnight spoke no
English, and she knew Harold spoke no Spanish. Their transactions took place wordlessly,
the electronic sounds of the register barely audible over the music from her
radio. The blue LED’s of the register display formed their only communication. It
was Wednesday, time to restock his supply of microwave dinners. 


He moved quickly through the small
store. He’d been here enough times to know precisely where everything he wanted
lay. Though he’d never encountered anyone here other than the old woman, you
never knew. He grabbed a few frozen dinners, a loaf of bread, a bottle of diet
soda, and headed for the register and its silent attendant. 


Only after he had placed his basket on
the counter and reached for his wallet did he notice the young girl in the
corner. She was stacking bars of soap on the shelf, back turned to the
register. The song on the radio finished and the speakers broadcast only the
crackle of distant lightning. The young woman's head rose, the beeping of the register
alerting her to the presence of a customer. She rose and dusted off her hands,
walking quickly toward the counter. Harold froze, his stomach tightening.
Instinct told him to turn and run, but icy panic cemented his feet to the
floor. He stood there, watching the scene before him unfold with an odd
detachment. His suddenly sweating hands glued themselves to the leather of his
wallet, making him fumble to extract his money. 


She spoke quickly in Spanish to the
old woman as she slipped around the corner and behind the counter. Harold
understood none of it but could sense the older woman’s relief as she put down
his loaf of bread and sighed heavily, slowly climbing down off her stool.
Harold stared at the young woman, vaguely aware that his slack face and wide
eyes must make him look comic at best, perhaps frightening. But she seemed
oblivious to his presence. Her attention was focused on the older woman walking
away, and she gave Harold’s items only the briefest of glances before keying
their prices into the register and dropping them into plastic bags. The old
woman shuffled through a metal swinging door into the back of the shop and out
of Harold’s sight. A crackle of static on the radio startled him, and he placed
two $20 bills mechanically on the counter. She switched her attention to them
long enough to place them in the register, immediately shifting her gaze back
beyond the swinging door. She counted Harold’s change without looking and
placed it on the counter, unaware of his shaking outstretched hand, then
quickly followed the old woman into the back of the store. 


Harold stood staring at the money for
a moment. The music suddenly returned, mid-song, and snapped him back to
reality. He realized he was alone with the blaring radio and the swinging door.
He wasn’t breathing. She hadn’t spoken to him. He scooped his change up quickly
and shoved it in his pocket with one hand while the other grabbed his plastic
bags. He rushed out the door and into the welcome, silent anonymity of the
dark. 


By the time he reached his apartment
his breathing was returning to normal. He couldn’t believe his luck. He
shuffled into the kitchen and dropped his bags in the sink. She hadn’t spoken
to him, not a word. Not even “Have a nice day,” or an offer of a receipt. He
stared at the stack of envelopes on the counter. Something from the phone
company was on top. Probably an offer for a discount if he would re-establish
telephone service, he thought. She hadn’t even spoken an empty pleasantry. The
Streak was intact. On Monday he would write 427.
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Amal watched
the old man in his rocking chair reading the newspaper on his porch. The light
streaming from his kitchen through the glass door ensconced him in an island in
the darkness. In the shadows where Amal lay prone behind the bushes, he tipped
the face of his watch to catch the beams of a street light. 7:22. He had 2
hours and 38 minutes to complete his task and return to the Fat Man. He felt
sick to his stomach.


He looked down
at the pistol and silencer that pressed like a dead weight into the palm of his
hand. The Israeli had assured him it was a fine weapon. Amal wouldn’t know. He
had never held a gun before in his life, eschewing the violence that so often
surrounded him. He wished he weren’t holding one now. How, he wondered, had his
life come to this?  Lying in the shadows with the choice to become an assassin
or a corpse, either path likely to leave his children orphaned.


There was no
time for these thoughts now though. He knew what he must do, and he was running
out of time. He slid on his belly, wary of the vest beneath his sweater, closer
to the edge of the porch and his unsuspecting business partner. He had no
confidence in his abilities with the weapon, so he had to get as close as
possible without revealing his presence. If the old man had an opportunity to
call for help, Amal knew he stood no chance against the associates who surely lurked
inside.  He crept until he was almost at the edge of the porch, so close that
he feared the old man might smell the sweat seeping from his every pore.


The old man
raised his copy of the Jerusalem Post, spreading its pages wide to follow the
continuation of his story. With the paper covering his victim’s face, Amal
sensed his opportunity and sprang up. He couldn’t see the old man, just his
hands gripping the newspaper, so he aimed for where he thought his chest should
be and jerked the trigger. The recoil shocked him, and the muffled report from
the silencer sounded like thunder in his ears. He gathered himself and brought
the weapon to bear again, steeling himself for the gun’s leap, and squeezed the
trigger again and again. When the slide locked open, Amal stared at the
tattered paper, soaked in red, and was glad he still couldn’t see the old man’s
face. Then he ran as he never had before.


***


On the bus
ride back into the city his thoughts turned again to how he had come to this place
in his life. The son of an imam, he had long ago strayed from the rigors of the
virtuous path the rest of his family walked. When he had married a Jewish woman
without the blessing of either family, he had finally pushed too far. He was
cut off, and soon found himself a father who struggled to provide. An Arab in
Israel with no education and no family network, he was lucky his wife was
employed by the post office. When she was killed in a bus bombing, he was left
with few choices. He had chosen crime over radicalism and had slowly progressed
through the stages, graduating from petty theft to more accomplished robberies,
finally finding his niche as a “purveyor” of heroin, opium, and hashish.


Selling drugs
in the Arab neighborhoods of East Jerusalem was a dangerous life at best. His
outcast status from a prominent family put him on thin ice to begin with, and
drugs were viewed as a moral scourge by many of the residents, an un-Islamic
indulgence. So when his dealer promised more money and less trouble by moving
into the Israeli Ring neighborhoods, his excitement made him naïve. He never
questioned the old man’s assertions, and indeed the Israelis did have more
money and looser morals. The thought that there might be competition for the
trade never crossed his mind.  His ignorance would cost him.


Amal agreed to
meet the Fat Man at the restaurant he owned before it opened for lunch. The Fat
Man wanted heroin, and lots of it. The gold jewelry that dangled from his
wrists and neck gave every indication he could pay for it too. But as they
stepped into a back office, five men were waiting for him. A bag was thrown
over his head and they began to beat him until he fell to the ground, then they
began to kick him. His cries elicited no reaction from the staff cleaning the
front of the restaurant. In his delirium, he marveled that the goons avoided
striking his face. Then he passed out.


He awoke on a
couch in a dark, smoke-filled room. Through the pain running the length of his
body he felt odd, bulky and swollen. The Fat Man sat behind an ornately carved
wooden desk, flanked behind by two of Amal’s assailants. “You’re awake,” said
the Fat Man, “good!  I was beginning to think you’d sleep away all of your
time.”  Amal stared at the man mutely, the fog in his mind slow to lift.


“I suppose you
have many questions, Amal. I will tell you what you need to know for now. Perhaps
we can discuss more later.”


Unsure of the
situation, Amal hesitated to open his mouth. But his captors were not
uncomfortable with the silence, and seemed content to return his gaze and wait
for him to speak. “Who are you?” he finally managed.


“That may be
part of our later discussions. For now you need only know this:  I am the man
who controls the drug trade in this district. And I do not appreciate
competition.”


Amal’s eyes
widened in terror as the gravity of his predicament cut through his confusion
with the cold knife of fear. “I’m sorry,” he stammered as he rose off the
couch, “I didn’t know.”


At his
movement, the two henchmen moved forward, but the Fat Man stilled them with a
wave. “Sit down!” he commanded, and Amal meekly complied. “I’m sure you are,
and I believe that you were ignorant of your transgression. But, that said, I
am a man of deeds Amal, not words. So rather than tell me, I would like you to
show me how sorry you are.”


“What do you
want me to do?” Amal’s voice quaked.


“Open the
drawer in the table next to you.”


Amal turned
and slid the drawer open, revealing a matte black handgun and silencer. He
stared at it as if it were a snake that might bite him.       


“Go ahead,
pick it up. It’s not loaded. Not yet. Have you ever handled a gun before?” he
asked as Amal nervously retrieved the weapon. Eyes wide and unblinking, he
shook his head no.


“Well, I’m
sure you’ll figure it out. Now I want you to take that gun and remove my
competition.”


Amal stared at
him dumbfounded. His lips parted and shut as if he wanted to speak, but he
could produce no sound. 


“I want you to
kill your supplier Amal. Then come back here and we can talk about the future.”


“But I can’t.”


“I thought you
might feel that way,” the Fat Man sighed as he hoisted himself out of the chair
and walked around to sit on the front of the desk. “Put the gun down.”  Amal
replaced it in the drawer hurriedly. “Now, I want you to look underneath your
sweater.”


Bewildered,
Amal lifted the bottom of his tattered wool sweater. The vest was white canvas.
Red and green wires ran between the bulging pouches sewn around its
circumference. They terminated at a small keypad, much like a payphone,
attached to a small battery compartment. A second set of blue wires snaked down
to the clasp holding the vest shut. He slowly raised his head back up to face
his captor. “What have you done?”


“I’ve simply
provided you some motivation. Look at the watch on your wrist. When it reads
10:00 p.m. the bomb will detonate. Complete your task before then and I will
give you the code to disarm it. Fail to, and you will die. It’s that simple. We
can stand here discussing it, but that only wastes your time, no?”  He walked
back behind the desk and opened the drawer. “You may need this,” he said
producing Amal’s wallet, “but I will hold onto your mobile phone. We will be
watching you. If you attempt to contact anyone, or to do something stupid like
go to the police, we will detonate the bomb remotely. Besides Amal, what do you
think the police would make of you?”  His laugh drove home the pounding fear in
Amal’s chest. “Benjamin will take you back to the street and load your weapon
for you. Any questions?”  Amal slowly shook his head again. “Deeds Amal. Deeds,
not words. Hurry back and we can discuss the future.”


***


Amal stepped
off the bus and into the bustling night life of the café district. A passenger
who stepped off behind him placed a hand on his shoulder and whispered in his
ear, “Good job. Now let’s go.”  He led Amal back to the Fat Man’s restaurant, taking
him straight to the office where his ordeal had begun.  Amal began to worry
that his life would soon be over. As he handed over the empty weapon, he wished
he had saved some bullets.


“Amal!”
exclaimed the Fat Man. Amal found his exuberance profoundly disturbing. “You’re
back sooner than I expected. I’m told you did well.  Please, sit down.”


Amal remained
standing. “Please,” his eyes were as pleading as his voice, “just give me the
code.”


“Soon Amal,
soon. First I have a proposition for you.”  Amal sensed that arguing would be
futile. Squashing his panic he reluctantly returned to the couch.


“Good, good. Now
Amal, I’ll get right to the point. I want you to come work for me. You have
shown yourself to be a man of deeds, and an Arab can go places my other
employees can’t. And you, my friend, need a new employer if you are going to
continue to put food on the table for those two beautiful daughters.”  These
last words he spoke slowly, dripping with menace.


“Please,” pleaded
Amal again, “just give me the code. I want no more to do with any of this. Please.”


“You
disappoint me Amal. I think you are letting your fear and panic get the better
of you. A man who cannot control his emotions is apt to make rash decisions he
later regrets. Perhaps you need some time to think, to ponder the consequences
of your choice.”


“No!” Amal
shouted springing off the couch. “You said if I killed him you would give me
the code!  I have done as you ask!  Now it is your turn!”


The Fat Man
sat passively, unflinching. “I am a man of my word Amal. I will give you the
code. It is 9:30. I want you to go to the café around the corner, order some
tea, and think. Benjamin will bring you the code at 9:45, and you can inform us
of your decision then.”  The Fat Man’s voice took on a steely edge that made
Amal feel cold, draining away the courage his anger had brought. “Benjamin,
show him to the front door.”


***


Watching the
seconds tick away was torturous. Amal oscillated between seething anger at the
Fat Man and his lackeys and a desperate yearning to see them walk through the
door. He could not touch his rapidly cooling tea. He sat by the window next to
the door, scanning each patron entering the café, hopeful that each would be
the henchman bearing his salvation. Again it seemed that his life dangled by
the thread of Israeli whim. Outside the wind began to whip about, signaling an
approaching storm and driving pedestrians into the quickly filling café. Amal
did his best to appear calm lest the café’s security guards take him for an
intentional bomber. 


Benjamin
appeared at precisely 9:45. Amal rose to greet him and without asking Benjamin took
over Amal’s seat facing the door. “Have you made a decision?” he asked when
they were seated.


“Yes,” said
Amal. “I will come to work with you. What other choice do I have?”  He didn’t
know if he really would work for the Fat Man or not, but appearing compliant
seemed the most likely path to getting out of this café alive. He couldn’t
think now while he wore a garment of death and destruction. Later, when he was
safer, he would ponder his dismal choices.


“You have made
a wise choice,” Benjamin pronounced matter-of-factly. The waiter arrived and
Amal waited another agonizing minute while Benjamin let him recite the specials
before placing an order for hot tea he would not remain to receive. When the
waiter was gone, Benjamin slid a small piece of paper in front of Amal. The
string of digits was long, 16 or 20 numbers at least, and Amal’s hands shook as
he stared at it. “We cannot be seen together again tonight. When I leave, you
are to remain at this table for a minute or two. The go to the bathroom and
remove the vest and place it in the trash. We will retrieve it later. Then go
home. Tomorrow morning call your mobile phone. If we are confident it is safe
and the police have no leads pointing at you, we will tell you where to meet us.
If you attempt to return to the restaurant tonight, we will kill you and your
daughters, do you understand?  Until then, Amal.”


He left Amal sitting
alone with his cold tea and the key to his immediate future. He watched the LCD
digits on his watch painfully scratch away a further 60 seconds of his life,
then rose to go the bathroom. As he did so, a gang of teenagers roughhoused
their way through the door, shoving one another out of the now falling rain and
laughing. One of them slammed into Amal’s back and the paper was tossed into
the air where it caught the swirling wind trampling through the door. Amal
watched as the note, in horrifying slow motion, drifted to the street. It
fluttered like a dying leaf down into the runoff, which carried it rapidly into
the storm drain.


“You fool!”
Amal screamed at the teenager. “You’ve just killed me!”  The teenager shoved
him on the shoulder back into his chair and stared at him menacingly, his
friends gathering behind him. The waiter defused the situation, returning with
Benjamin’s tea. Amal stared at the steaming cup of liquid, his future
evaporating before him like the vapor, rising and disappearing. He opened his
wallet and removed the pictures of his daughters. At least, he hoped, his
father might mistake his death for a redeeming act of martyrdom. He would take
the girls in and make sure they were cared for. He put his head in his hands
and wept quietly for the next six minutes and forty-two seconds.


***


The sound from
the blast interrupted Benjamin as he was discussing plans with his employer. The
two walked slowly to the front of the restaurant where ambulances and police
cars were already speeding past. “He said he would join us,” Benjamin said, a
puzzled look on his face.  


“Deeds,
Benjamin, not words.”  After a long sigh the Fat Man smiled. “Go get his mobile
and call the Post. Claim this for Hamas. A security crackdown is always a good
excuse to hike prices.”


 


 


The
Traffickers was the winning entry to a short story contest at
storiesmania.net.  You began with the prompt:  As you enter a cafe, the wind
blows a piece of paper off a patron's table and carries it out the door. They
push past you but are unable to grab it before it goes down a storm drain. When
they return, they look at you and say, "You've just killed me."? What
was so important about the paper? What happens next? You can know the person or
not. Someone must end up dead at the end of the story, but not necessarily the
person who made the statement originally.
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The full moon
shone down brightly on the dark metropolis below. Against a blanket of a
million newly visible stars, it seemed to mock the dark windows reflecting its
image below. At first glance the city appeared deserted, its sidewalks and
streets clear of foot and motor traffic, the haphazard wandering of wind-borne
trash the only discernable motion. It was also strangely silent, the sooty wind
rustling through the yellowing leaves drowning out any hint of scurrying below.
Branches devoid of birds swayed, casting uneasy shadows.


Closer
inspection revealed solitary figures, darkly dressed, darting quickly from
darkened corner to shadowed alley. They moved as if pursued, casting frightened
glances over their shoulders into the darkness, some clutching the odd
possession to their chest. Like water spiders gliding randomly, ever fearing
the attack of predators both above and below, they avoided the illumination
like animals grown accustomed to an electric fence. Warily skirting the edges
of pools of light, they dare not contact the boundary.


Behind a broken
window on the top floor of a broken, abandoned building, a young man lay on the
floor. His name was Trevor, not that it mattered. He’d come to this city alone
in a desperate attempt to escape the chaos of the countryside, so no one here
knew his name. It hadn’t taken him long to realize that in coming here he’d
traded one hell for another though. The disorder he’d left seemed almost civil
to what he’d witnessed among the angry mobs here. At times he’d wondered how
he’d lived this long and how much longer he’d last. He would remind himself
from time to time that his name was Trevor, lest it vanish from the world
forever.


His stomach
reminded him that this was his second day without eating, and he hoped that
tomorrow’s scrounging would be more successful. He had triple-checked the
series of locks and chains and crossbars that held the door to the room
securely shut, but he still made his bed near the window and the rusty lifeline
offered by the creaking fire escape. He gingerly arranged his blanket of
newspaper to cover his body, careful not to rustle the pages too much and
attract unwanted attention.


Finding a fresh
stack of newspapers today had been a lucky break, though not as lucky as food
would have been. Like everything else since the lights had gone out, paper had
been hard to come by. He’d never appreciated the utility of the newspaper in
the old days, regarding it more as an anachronism, a comfort to the ancient who
refused to read their news on-line. Now it was a treasure to be hoarded,
alternately providing the sheets to his bed, the kindling for the occasional
fire, reading material to distract him from the surrounding decay,
uncomfortable but effective toilet paper.


He’d hoped for
more than paper when he snuck into the old grocery store. Everyone had been
distracted by the news that a fuel convoy was coming to the nearby lab. At
least the government's white-coated knights were still questing. That hope
wasn't what drew the crowds out of their hiding places and onto the street
though. Lately the gangs had been more adept and more brazen in their attacks,
and scrounging afterwards could often turn up an overlooked can or packet. But
today's convoy had been a small one, and it had passed quickly and without
incident. Trevor had barely ascertained that the store was empty when he heard
the rustle of returning occupants. The papers stuffed under his sweatshirt were
his only spoils.


As the moon
continued its ascendancy over the tattered world below, its light crept slowly
across the grimy floor until it cut a swath across the young man's face. Awoken by
the purity of the white light illuminating the filth, he rolled slowly to face
his back toward the toothless window, mindful even in his stupor to move
slowly, silently. As he did, the moonlight briefly lit the page on top of his
blanket and his eyes snapped to the top of the sheet. It was nothing more than
an old classified section, where people had once sold for pennies items that
would now command blood, but that wasn't what drew his attention. Against the
blur of words the date shown with crystal clarity, as if the moon above was
focusing its beams to highlight this single reminder of what he'd set in motion
under another full moon, that the chaos around him was his fault.


June 20. Two
years and an age ago. 


***


Trevor
deliberately overfilled the cup with ice. He'd have spit in it if he thought he
could get away with it, but there was nowhere that offered enough obscurity. His
job wasn't worth it, even if the Frankenfood scum deserved it.


"Grande
non-fat no-whipped iced mocha," he said, trying not to sneer lest the
manager notice his attitude. "That'll be $6.50."  The tall,
lanky customer seemed lost in a dream and Trevor had to prompt him again before
he even produced his wallet. While he waited, Trevor stared disapprovingly at
the man's identification badge. Roger Hallowell, GenTech Agricultural Research.
He wanted to rip it off and stomp on it, to throw it in the blender. What would
Roger Hallowell think of that?


He knew what his
manager would think of it, and despite his roiling frustration he was rational
enough to check his impulse. Like most other people in this town, sheep in
Trevor's eyes, his boss was enamored with the genetic engineering lab that had
sprawled like mutant crabgrass along the city's western edge. It disgusted
Trevor the degree to which these people thought with their checkbooks,
welcoming the horticultural abominations to their city because they came
bearing jobs. Property values and the tax base had prospered, and that seemed
to be all anyone cared about. 


Roger Hallowell
was, as far as Trevor was concerned, the ultimate embodiment of the evil of
genetic engineering. He'd earned that accolade by virtue of nothing more than
his routine. For, while he was a bright young PhD in genetic engineering, he
could have been GenTech's janitor for all Trevor knew. But he ordered a grande
non-fat no-whipped iced mocha every afternoon during Trevor's shift, his
security credentials dangling from the lanyard around his neck, daring Trevor
to show the courage of his convictions.


Roger finally
produced his debit card and passed it to Trevor. It was well worn, the
signature panel having long ago succumbed to friction.  After four swipes, the magnetic
strip finally surrendered its precious payload. "I'm sorry," said
Roger, "I never carry cash so that thing gets used all the time. I should
probably order a new one."


Trevor grunted
and slid the PIN pad across the counter, suppressing the urge to throw it at
his customer's face. And then, quite by accident, it happened. Trevor shifted
his gaze, imagining his eyes were burning a hole through the security badge
tethered to Roger's neck. Unconsciously, perhaps in response to the motion of
the man's fingers, Trevor's eyes shifted their focus from background to
foreground. 3-1-4-1. He knew the man's PIN number. In an instant a plan, or the
outlines of one, materialized. He would drain Roger Hallowell's bank account. He
would get that card and strike a small blow.


He quickly but
discreetly cancelled the processing transaction and then, trying to maintain
the detachment of a few seconds ago, groaned and rolled his eyes. "It's
been flaky all day," he said to a worried looking Roger, "there's
nothing wrong with your card. How 'bout we say this one’s on the
house?"  He glanced quickly over his shoulder to confirm his manager
was beyond ear-shot.


"Thanks
very much," said Roger.


"You're
very welcome. Have a nice day."  He even forced himself to smile.


***


Regardless of
what the kid thought, Roger made a mental note to order a new card when he got
home. He walked outside to the small patio seating area and pulled a chair into
the shadow of an umbrella. The free coffee had been a nice ending to a
thoroughly rotten day. Nine years of school and three years of research had
culminated in today's meeting. Officially the company would make their decision
over the weekend and inform him on Monday, but the looks on their faces and
their platitudes told him their minds were already on containing the financial
fallout. 


The umbrella
tugged restlessly as the wind gusted, fluttering the napkins on his table. Roger
turned his back to the breeze and gazed across the highway at the waving bands
of one of the town's hundreds of corn fields. He brushed a streak of black dust
off his shirt sleeve, glimpsing the motes for a second as they rode the wind
toward the field, then disappearing. The thought crossed his mind that he too
might soon be like dust, swallowed by the stalks.


This was going
to be a long weekend, full of introspection and big decisions. The biggest: to
return to GenTech and try to pick up the pieces, or to move on?  There
were plenty of biotech firms on the west coast he could get on with. No more
Midwest winters was an enchanting thought. He was barely 30, but today he felt
old, and that he had been chasing this particular basket of gold too long.


In his more
reflective moments, he thought about how he'd come to be on this road in the
first place. There were a few pivotal moments, important at the time but
paramount in hindsight, which had shaped his future. He'd been in middle school
when the first one came to pass. Concern about global warming and carbon
emissions had the nuclear power industry on the cusp of a comeback. The
construction of several new power plants had been approved, and despite the
controversy raised by those who still instinctively feared the word nuclear, ground
was about to be broken. 


And then came
the collapse. Time and its ally gravity won their struggle against shoddy
Soviet workmanship, and the hastily constructed concrete retaining dome over
the old Chernobyl reactor vessel collapsed. Sadly, a Western-led effort to
construct a new dome to go over the first was nearing completion just a few hundred
yards away. The giant structure of steel-reinforced concrete sat on rails,
needing only a few finishing touches before it could be rolled into place and
lowered over its crumbling Communist predecessor. In hindsight, the months
spent at the beginning of the project arguing over who would get the concrete
contracts had been fatal.


The actual
radioactive fallout had been minimal, but the political repercussions profound.
In an instant nuclear power became, once again, the demon who would steal your
children in the night. Harsh words for the industry translated directly into
rising poll numbers, and the candidates were all too happy to ride the tide. Hydrogen
regained the spotlight as the darling technology that would deliver us all, and
the vultures of Big Oil circling over the wounded nuclear industry sensed their
opportunity. They announced a major investment to build the infrastructure to
bring hydrogen to the gas station, burying the competition beneath the
solidifying concrete islands of the pumps.


The future had
seemed bright in those days. By his sophomore year in high school Roger was
dropping hints to his parents about his driver's license, eager to get his
hands on the keys to their new fuel-cell powered car. Like most of the new
hydrogen hybrids, theirs had a small internal combustion engine as well,
designed to run on either gasoline or ethanol in an emergency. Even his sleepy
little Kansas town had hydrogen at the pump though. Carbon emissions were
falling, the automobile industry was surging, and unemployment was
virtually non-existent.


The West was
generally too busy congratulating itself to care about the chaos their new
found environmentalism was exporting. As gasoline consumption fell, prices went
right along, as did crude oil prices. Oil exporting countries all over the
world found the cash spigot slowing to a trickle, and regimes that had floated
on petro-dollars began to sink with them. In Africa, South America, and
particularly the Middle East, popular unrest overturned the status quo, with
militants claiming their own brand of Marxism and religious extremism rising
from the ashes. Whatever their motivation, these new rulers shared a common
hatred for those countries they felt had abandoned them now that they were no
longer useful. 


Against that
background, September 11, 2015 really shouldn't have come as a surprise to
anyone, but it did. No one formally claimed responsibility for the explosions,
though the date made everyone point fingers squarely toward the Middle East. Years
later, a quietly issued classified report would lay the blame on Venezuela,
crediting them with the most ambitious, and ultimately most successful,
terrorist attack in the history of the world.


The plan was
simple, and worked beyond their wildest dreams. What was audacious was the
scale of the endeavor. Explosives were placed at hydrogen offload ports,
storage tanks, pipeline terminals, and distribution points in over 20 cities. L.A.,
Dallas, New York, Chicago, even Madison, Wisconsin. Detonated simultaneously,
they caused billions of dollars of destruction. The bonus for the bombers came
when the explosions ignited the volatile gas in underground pipelines. Miles of
roadway suddenly leapt skyward, spewing car consuming fireballs through massive
fissures. Washington D.C. was especially hard hit and three members of Congress
were killed.


Overnight,
hydrogen ascended and became the new plutonium. Outraged citizens declared the
stuff to be too incendiary, too unsafe, to trust it in their neighborhoods. The
President vowed that she would never allow what the perceived perpetrators
wanted: a return to oil. Most of the former OPEC cartel felt dealing with the
Americans was anathema anyway. And so the country proceeded down the path the
real bombers wanted all along, a renewed embrace of ethanol.


The promise of
hydrogen had drained enthusiasm away from ethanol research a decade earlier,
and so attempts to produce it from switchgrass and other plentiful biomass had
never come to fruition. The readily available technology still relied on corn,
and the world suddenly couldn't grow it fast enough. Everywhere you turned,
parallel rows were being plowed and planted with the new gold. The downstream
effects on the economy were harsh, but not enough to overcome the stubborn zeal
that now characterized renewable ethanol consumption as an act of
patriotism.  That pride insulated against the string of steep price increases
that touched almost everything Americans consumed. From hamburger made from
corn-fed beef to soda sweetened with high fructose corn syrup, they learned the
hard way how many things had corn in them.


Others weren't
even as lucky. In Mexico the cost of corn tortillas grew until the government
had to subsidize them. Tequila practically disappeared from store shelves as
farmers burnt their fields of agave to make room for the cornfields that
brought far more lucrative harvests. And further south things only got worse,
as weak central governments, preoccupied by their struggles to contain food
price inflation and challenges to their power, were happy to turn the other way
as drug cartels expanded into "legitimate" agriculture. Corn was the
new cocoa. The one exception of course was Venezuela, where an aging Hugo
Chavez looked like a genius for subsidizing the sowing of bumper crops.


Roger Hallowell
was a young chemistry major by this point, wondering what he was going to do
with his life beyond the cradle of university. Sitting in an economics class, a
general education requirement and prerequisite for nothing that he had put off
as long as he could, he was shown a film one day on supply and demand. The
narrator droned about market forces, marginal utility, and the unseen hand. It
was the images though that drove home the message that Roger would take away. Skinny,
malnourished people in Columbia, forced to plant, tend, and harvest corn. Not
for their empty bellies, but for gas tanks. Surely there had to be a better
way.....


***


"Do you
mind if I sit down?" Trevor asked, interrupting Roger's moment of
reflection.


"No, go
ahead," Roger replied, puzzled as he surveyed the empty tables on the
patio around him.


"I hope you
don't mind my barging in," said Trevor, straining to behave as politely as
possible. "I couldn't help noticing your badge earlier. GenTech, you guys
do genetic engineering, right?"  He immediately cursed himself for
opening with such a stupid question. Of course they researched genetic
engineering, everyone in this town knew it.


"Yes,"
said Roger, vacillating between enthusiasm at the opportunity to discuss his
work and trepidation at why a barista would be asking about it.


"I'm a
biology major," Trevor started. It was only a small lie. He had been a
biology major once, after giving up on mechanical engineering and before
switching to public policy. When his father,  who made secret about his
desire to forget school and prepare to take over the  family business,
found out that most of his math and science credits from the first two programs
wouldn't carry over to his third try at a calling, he refused to pay for anymore
courses until Trevor stuck with a degree program for a year. So now he was a
full-time barista, saving up money to pay for a year of classes on his own. It
sure beat another summer working for his dad. "I'm really not sure what I
want to do with my degree once I graduate next year, and I was wondering if you
had any advice on where to go next?"  He figured this was a good way
to get Roger Hallowell talking and he'd go from there.


Roger relaxed,
sympathizing with the young man's plight. He often wondered what he would have
done had he not seen that particular video in a class he almost skipped. "Sure.
What would you like to know?"


"Well, I
guess in broad terms, what do you do?"


"In broad
terms. Okay...I'm sorry, I don't know your name."


"Sorry, I'm
Trevor. Trevor Stillman."


"Pleased to
meet you Trevor, I'm Roger by the way. Okay, so in broad terms I work on corn. I'm
looking at ways of modifying the genome of the corn plant to be more resistant
to disease, drought, insects, things like that. Ultimately the goal is to
increase corn yields so that it can continue to be an ethanol source without
having such an impact on food supplies, particularly in the developing
world."


"More like
so you can guarantee that people in the developing world have to buy your seed
corn," Trevor thought to himself as he pretended to listen intently. "So
what particular avenue of that are you researching?" he asked.


"I was
working on disease resistance," Roger said dourly, thinking back to the meeting.


"Was?"
Trevor arched an eyebrow.


The enthusiasm
in Trevor's voice snapped Roger back to the present. Regardless of the Board's
decision, he was sure they wouldn't be happy to hear him discussing it with
someone free of the non-disclosure agreements that armor plated GenTech's
operations. "It looks like my current line of research might not pan out,”
he said, thinking to himself that was the understatement of the year.


"Sorry to
hear that," Trevor offered, secretly delighted. "You seem pretty
bummed out about it."


"I had high
hopes is all."


"Bummer,"
said Trevor, anxiously working up the nerve to roll the dice. "Hey man,
it's Friday right?  You look like you could use a couple of beers and I'm
off shift," Trevor lied. "Why don't we go grab a drink?"  He
couldn't believe he'd gotten the words out, and he regretted it as soon as he
did. Surely Roger Hallowell would be freaked out that a complete stranger had
asked him out for drinks after knowing him for about three minutes, ”He
probably thinks I'm hitting on him," Trevor thought nervously.


That particular
thought didn't cross Roger's mind, though the invitation did seem a bit odd. But
what the hell, he hadn't been anywhere but his apartment and work in weeks. "Sure,"
he said, conferring instant relief on Trevor. "There's a place near my
apartment where I go shoot pool sometimes. I just need to go home and
change."


"Sounds
good," said Trevor, his nervousness instantly building again. "Let me
just go let my manager know I won't be here to cover and I'll follow you
there."  He'd have to tell his manager he felt sick or something. Half
of him wanted to come back and in a minute and tell Roger his boss needed him
to stay on. He couldn't believe he was going to go through with this. Then he
felt ashamed and cowardly, and his mind was made up.


***


The drive to his
apartment was a short one, and he knew it so well that he could practically
close his eyes. Roger's thoughts drifted back to the meeting, replaying the
conversations, the tense scowls, and the air of corporate anxiety as the
management considered their exposure. He'd been allowed to say very little,
presenting a few slides on what his team had done and attesting to their strict
adherence to the established protocols. Beyond that there wasn't much he could
say beyond pleading for more time. He didn't know how the fungus had been
introduced to their carefully isolated greenhouse. Everything had gone through
the standard sanitation procedures. They'd worn and disposed of their paper
clean suits religiously, stopping under the ultraviolet sanitation lights
whenever entering and exiting.


Wherever it had
come from, whether it had mutated in the lab or gained genes somehow from the
hybrid corn, one thing was for certain: it was nasty stuff. It had shown a
strong resistance, practical immunity, to the standard array of fungicides. And
it grew and spread with alarming speed, overwhelming the corn stalks in hours,
bursting forth clouds of spore. It had wiped out an entire experimental
planting in less than a week, setting off alarm bells that rang in the
corporate boardroom. Their concern reached panic levels when it was also found
to thrive on cotton, wheat, and soybeans. Roger's team was certain that, given
time, they could isolate what made this blight so effective. They could learn
from it, and make the next hybrid generation stronger. They could even use the
stuff as a test of the resistance of future genomes.


But management
had another idea: bleach. They wanted to pump his lab and greenhouse full of
aerosolized bleach and bathe it in ultraviolet light until they were sure that
nothing was alive within their confines. The meeting had been called to decide
which path to pursue, study or destruction. The sheer volume of time spent
discussing the monetary and PR ramifications made it clear to Roger which would
be chosen, and he'd walked out of the meeting certain this experiment was over.
His only real uncertainty now was whether his employment would be terminated as
well.


***


As they pulled
up to the gated entrance to the apartment complex, Trevor watched as Roger
climbed out of his car and stepped back to tap on his window. "The gate
comes down very quickly, so don't try to follow me through. My gate code is
3-1-4-1, like pi!" Roger laughed. "Just park next to me and I'll be
down in a few minutes. We can walk there from here."


While he waited
for Roger to change clothes, Trevor pondered the significance of this new piece
of information. His debit PIN and his gate code were the same, governed by the
same mnemonic. What else might those magic digits unlock?


"The bar’s
just across the street," Roger said when he emerged in a T-shirt and
jeans. 


"Fine by me.
Is there an ATM there?"


"Yeah, but
its kinda hidden back in the back. I need to get some cash out too. I'll show
you where it is."


Trevor followed
across the street and to the back of the car where a small standalone ATM stood
in the shadows near the restrooms. He did his best to appear nonchalant as he
observed Roger remove a card from his wallet and swipe it through the card
reader. He was delighted that it wasn't the same card he'd used to pay for his
coffee, and thrilled as he watched Roger's fingers from the corner of his eye:
3-1-4-1. When it was Trevor's turn he withdrew more than he could afford to
spend, but it was important to get Roger good and hammered.


***


Six hours later,
Trevor guided a surprisingly heavy and incredibly inebriated Roger back across
the street. He'd paced himself well, and had switched glasses with Roger more
than once as the pitchers of beer wore on. As he guided Roger toward the
bathroom for the inevitable purge that was to come, he plotted his next move. He
sat Roger down on the tile floor, where he promptly laid his cheek against the
cold ceramic and professed his gratitude to Trevor. Trevor took the opportunity
to investigate the medicine cabinet where he found exactly what he was looking
for, and then excused himself with a promise to return with water. He dawdled
in the kitchen until he heard the unmistakable sound of alcohol regret.


When Roger had
finished, Trevor returned with a large glass of ice water and the Tylenol PM he
had found in the bathroom. He offered them to Roger who nodded thankfully and
swallowed them without inspection. Trevor guided him to his bed and sat nearby
talking to him to distract from the room's spinning until the alcohol and the
sedative combined to drag Roger into slumber. When he was sure Roger was well
and truly unconscious, Trevor returned to the kitchen and retrieved the GenTech
badge from the counter top and headed out the door.


***


Trevor had hated
the summer's spent working for his father's construction company. It was long,
hot, back-breaking work with one redeeming feature: the chance to watch Dave
Connoley blow things up. The occasions were few when a basement or septic
drainfield encountered bedrock that had to be removed by explosives, but they
were spectacular. Trevor's third summer with the company, Dave had taught him
how to attach the blasting caps and detonation wires to the sticks of dynamite.
He'd loved turning the plunger and feeling more than hearing the roar of the
explosion. Last summer they had switched to using wireless detonators. They
were somewhat less gratifying, but perfectly suited for what he now had in
mind.


With his father
out of town for the weekend, Trevor found the keys to the warehouse exactly
where they were always left in a desk drawer. He hurried back to the supply
shelves, quickly scanning for the demolition materials. Roger would be out for
hours yet, but he still wanted to get this done quickly, if he could do it all.
There wasn't much there, far less than he'd hoped for, and he again had his
doubts. But he'd come this far. And besides, he told himself, what are the odds
he'd even be able to get into the building?


But Roger was
true to form, and the magic 3-1-4-1 had turned the keypad green and loosed the
click of the magnetic door lock. Trevor was surprised that there was no
security guard at the gate or patrolling the empty parking lot. The fluorescent
lights in the hallways flickered on at his approach, motion sensors detecting
his presence and assuming his need for light. The fact that they'd been dark
reassured Trevor that he was alone in the sprawling compound. 


As he walked
down the hallways, windows on either side gave glimpses of huge rooms hosting
small fields of corn, cotton, who knows what else. Each had a door again
equipped with a card reader, and he assumed that Roger's card would not provide
him blanket access. He had no hope of identifying which rooms Roger had access to;
he needed to find somewhere more central. A sign overhead finally obliged. "Fertilizer
Distribution," and an arrow pointing down the corridor to his right.


***


 He'd
placed the dynamite sticks beneath what appeared to be the largest of a series
of storage tanks connected to a spider web of pipes and valves. Now, as he
stood outside the fence, transmitter in hand, his determination faced its final
test. He faced the long, low building, its silhouette punctuated by lightening
too distant to bring the rumble of thunder. The dark corridors and empty
parking lot assured him that no one was inside the building. But the risk of
human casualties aside, this was no prank. If the explosions didn't destroy
enough of the buildings and their computers, there would surely be a record of
Roger's card badging in, and it wouldn't take long to trace that back to him. From
there it would be a short hop to his father's warehouse and the missing
explosives, and at that point he'd officially be up the creek.


He could still
go home he thought, brushing his windblown hair out of his eyes. He'd have to
go back in and get the backpack, but no one was there. He could forget all
about this crazy idea and go back to his normal life. Save his money, go back
to school, finish his degree, and fight the genetic witch doctors from within
the system. Go back to the coffee bar and serve Roger Hallowell his iced mocha
every afternoon, the GenTech badge dangling before him like a summer gnat he
couldn't swat.


He pushed the
button.


***


Neither the
distant rumble of the explosion nor the whining sirens of the ant trail of fire
trucks woke Roger that night. While GenTech's entire facility burned to the
ground, and nervous corporate board members fretted about what might have escaped
the blast to ride the wind, Roger dreamt. He dreamt of his last visit to his
lab, immediately after his review with management. The lab was off-limits
pending the decision, but it seemed the board had assumed the weight of their
words would be sufficient, for Roger's key card still opened the door.


His dream was
vivid and he still felt the rush of excitement when the keypad turned green and
the lock released with a click. His brain told him that he could still smell
the dampness of the leaves rotting under the weight of fungus, hear the
clicking of the genetic sequencers in the background, feel the breeze of the
filtered air conditioning. His paper suit crinkled and rustled as he walked
between the drooping rows. His eyes watered as he squinted to take a last look
through the microscope at the tiny organism that had changed his life.


For all its
vividness though, Roger's dream could not recreate that which he was unaware of.
And so, for the second time that day, he didn't see the defective bulb in the
ultraviolet sanitation unit. Nor did he notice the smear of spores on his paper
suit as it rubbed off onto his shirt sleeve, leaving a small black trail of
dust.
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