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BOOK ONE
 


“ONES AND ZEROS”
 

“In one of the closest election in U.S. history, Richard Milhous Nixon was elected president in 1960.  The decisive moment in his campaign against challenger John Fitzgerald Kennedy seemed to come during the course of four debates conducted on radio when technical difficulties within the burgeoning young medium of television prevented televising the debates as planned…. Even so, Nixon’s margin of victory—both in the popular and electoral vote--proved to be the closest in American history.”
 

Excerpt from the article entitled “A Brief History of the Presidents of the United States of America,” from the Uni-pedia on-line resource.
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At first glance, Lara thought the Mall looked like a cross between a cathedral and an airport.  The large central chamber at the entrance stood beneath an ornately gold-leaf inlaid rotunda from which an enormous crystal and fiber-optic chandelier hung.  From where she stood, she could see several other levels above her, one stacked atop the other, like a layer cake composed of lights and colors.  The ceiling itself, an all-encompassing glass web, filtered just the right amount of natural light and heat to the shoppers below.

The Mall was fully automated, of the sort that had become so popular lately.  During the day, a shopper had the choice of working with a live sales clerk or completing a purchase entirely on their own.  For the luxury of a salesman, a customer often had to wait for his turn among a group of other customers seeking such “specialized help,” as the large digital signs posted throughout the Mall stated.

“If you should desire specialized help, please retrieve a pager from the below receptacle.  A knowledgeable sales representative will be happy to serve you as time allows.  Keep in mind that the wait time varies according to current business volume.”

Lara read the sign as shoppers scrambled around her, several bustling rudely around her to snatch a pager from the dispenser that she was obliviously blocking.

“C’mon, Mom!  We don’t need one of those.  I can find it on my own!”

Attempting to concentrate on the sign, Lara tried to ignore her ten-year-old son, but it was becoming increasingly difficult especially since that annoying whining quality had entered his voice.

Cora dutifully continued to hold her mother’s hand loosely as she watched wide-eyed and with half open mouth the flurry of activity around them.  Distracted shoppers rushing around with their bags of purchases, electronic advertising boards squawking so loudly that one announcer’s voice bled into the other until it was impossible to distinguish one message from the other.

Current business volume, Lara thought, scoffing under her breath in frustration.  What exactly was wrong with saying, “If it looks busy, kiddo, expect to cool your heels”?

“Cah-monnn.”  Owen was dragging the word out now, getting the full force of his whine behind it.  Funny how children know exactly which buttons to push, how hard to push it, and the most inappropriate time, then like a bored artist they start experimenting with variations, striving for maximum effect.  If she reacted now, he would enthusiastically add this one to the ever mounting list of “tactics that get results.”

“Excuse me, ma’am!”

Lara jumped and Cora actually squeaked.

“Mommy, it’s a Bot,” Cora hissed with awed excitement, stepping protectively closer to Lara’s side.

The tall metallic man seemed to grow shorter, almost submissive.  It lowered its head and bent one knee slightly as if bowing.  “I did not mean to startle you, but I could not help but notice that you have lingered a somewhat longer amount of time than it takes for the average shopper to read and comprehend this informational sign,” it said.  “Perhaps, I could be of some assistance to you?”

Owen gave the metal man a jaded scowl and folded his arms.  “CAH-mahhhn.  We’re wasting time!”

Patience finally snapping, Lara gave her son a pinch on the arm.

Owen cried out in pain and turned beet red, clutching his arm as if she had just drawn blood.  “Whatdidjadothatfor?”

The Bot standing before them shuddered and for a brief moment seemed on the verge of collapse.  Its electric blue eyes flickered and went dark briefly before returning to their previous intensity.  Despite being a machine incapable of emotion, the Bot gave Lara and her children a look that could only be defined as “confusion,” turned and walked briskly away from them.

Crazy Bots, Lara thought.  When was someone going to program them with the concept that a little tough love was sometimes not only necessary but vital?  She knew that since their inception, all mechanized men had been programmed to “do no harm to living beings,” and as a result, had an exceptionally low tolerance for perceived pain of any kind, no matter the amount.  She had heard of them completely breaking down at the sight of spilled blood.

“Enough, Owen, or we’re going straight home,” Lara proclaimed.

“What home?”

A sudden pain shot through Lara’s insides.

There it was in a nutshell.  Wisdom from the mouths of babes.  (Smartass babes, but babes nonetheless.)

What home?

Without giving him the satisfaction of an answer, she wrapped a hand around his wrist and gave him a tug into the thick of the crowd.  “C’mon,” she growled.

She’d know the answer soon, although seeing the woman again would not be pleasant.  At her husband’s funeral--the last time she’d been in the presence of her mother-in-law--the old bitch had uttered the unforgivable words: “He’s dead now.  I hope you’re happy.”

Those words had come as such a shock to Lara that she had been rendered speechless, her mouth capable of making nothing more than a confused whimper as the few somberly-dressed witnesses around her either stared dumbstruck or averted their eyes in vicarious embarrassment.

Charlene Myers-Cartwright had always hated her.  Until that day, Lara had never realized just how much.

Now she had been reduced to going to the woman for help.  Besides burying the love of her life, it would be the hardest thing Lara had ever had to do.

They’d reached a wide intersection dominated by a large combination clock and signpost, that had been donated by President John Connally while he was still the Governor of Texas.  The clock tower itself had been constructed in the quaint, old-fashioned style of the forties, though the red digital names scrolling across the signpost arms below its glowing yellow face ruined the timeless effect the designers had perhaps hoped to achieve.

To Lara the choice of placing the weight-driven timepiece from a by-gone era here in the midst of state-of-the-art consumer technology only succeeded in making it look archaic and sad, like an elderly farmer that had wandered, scared and confused into a busy mono station.  Intended as a respectful monument to our pasts, it had instead become something else altogether, an anachronism held up as spectacle.

Owen tried pulling her south toward the Blue wing of the Mall.

“What exactly are you doing?” she asked, yanking him up short and engaging his eyes.

“The E-Bot store is this way,” he announced, returning her look impetuously for a moment before spotting the seriousness there and diplomatically dropping his eyes altogether.

“We’re going to see Grandma Charley first,” Lara responded, jerking his arm along the previous path they’d been following, navigating around a bowed Bot tying a little girl’s shoe.  Cora clapped excitedly and gestured at the sight.

“You never said that,” Owen snapped, jerking his arm away and following at just enough at a distance to still be considered “minding.”

“I certainly did,” Lara replied.

“No, you didn’t.”

Before Lara could say something she’d regret, Cora pronounced under her breath: “She did.  I heard her.”

“Shuttup, Smeagol!”

Again Lara pulled Owen up short, bowed until her face was even with his and hissed through her teeth, “One more word from you and we are out of here, goddammit!”

Owen lowered his head, his cheeks turning beet red.  He knew his mother had reached her limits.  Lara rarely ever cursed, but it seemed lately the boy had been getting harder and harder to reach.  It was as if he went out of his way to take offense to everything she said or did and she was running low on patience since the eviction.

The thought of their homelessness brought her back to the task at hand.

“Now if you want something to do, help me find the suites,” she said, stepping aside and waving him forward.

Owen glanced away from her, his face a firm mask of repressed anger.

Oh, great, Lara sighed.  Now comes the pouting.

“How about you, Coraline?  Got any ideas how to get to Grandma Charley’s apartment?”

The five-year-old was busy untying her shoes in the hopes of attracting the attention of one of the service Bots, though at her mother’s question she leapt to her feet and exclaimed, “Let’s ask one of the Bots!  They like to help people.  It’s what they do.”

Owen started forward with a sigh.  “This way,” the ten-year-old snapped, stomping forward up the concourse past a kiosk displaying fluorescent, spinning objects which dangled up and down like spiders on a silken web.  Lara wasn’t sure what they were for until she noticed one teenager affixing one to her ear in front of a display mirror.

“Mommy, can I get my ears pierced.”

“Definitely not, sweet pea.”

As they walked through the frenzied street of the virtual city, Lara found herself focusing on the people more so than the stores.  The Mall of the Nation had been designed to be a sort of consumer’s Utopia.  One of their advertising jingles even had the audacity to include the phrase “everything worth having in this world under one roof.”  Yet nearly everyone she saw, carrying their brightly bagged purchases, walked alone, their expressions frozen in a dumb-founded almost semi-hypnotic state of satisfaction.  But that smile seemed to disappear just below the surface of their skin.  Their hard-set jaws and slumped shoulders told a different story.  They were an anxious, lonely lot, searching for fulfillment that couldn’t be purchased.

Where were the families with tiny kids?  Where were the young couples?

Almost immediately Lara caught sight of a college-aged couple headed toward them.  The handsome blond man in a casual jacket made eye contact with Lara for one long moment, a brief flirtatious smile meeting his lips.  The hot young thing in a short skirt and high heels never noticed as she continued prattling in an endless stream beside him.

Then his eyes slid down and hardened slightly as he spotted Owen and Cora.

“Look at the puppies, Mommy,” Cora exclaimed shrilly, rushing up to the display case of a pet store called Mammals and More, where two white balls of fluff engaged in playful roughhousing.

Owen turned and grumbled.  “Mom, if we stop at every store along the way...”

“Oh, are we going to miss that appointment with your broker?”  Lara snapped at Owen in frustration.  She glanced longingly back at the blond man and noticed that he had lost all interest, his hand finding the tiny waist next to him and pulling her close for a quick peck on the corner of her brightly painted mouth.

Whore!

Where the Hell had that come from, Lara wondered with a certain degree of alarm as she turned back to her children.

“Why don’t you go show Cora the snakes or something?”

Owen seemed to be calculating an appropriate comeback when his tense frown dissolved and he looked almost pacified.  “You think they got chameleons?”

Rather than correct his grammar, Lara simply gave him a shrug and a single forced smile.  “Why don’t you go find out?”

Owen strode inside without a look back, while Cora glanced up at Lara with a hope-filled expression.

Lara gave her a nod, thus releasing the youngest of the Myers brood to scurry inside the pet shop.  Funny, how differently they had been programmed, she thought.  Like little machines designed with incompatible purposes, they responded completely different to the same stimuli.

Sighing heavily, Lara stepped over to a kiosk selling tasteful fake jewelry.  She selected a faux diamond earring and held it up to her ear next to the full-length mirror at the kiosk.

She wasn’t bad looking for a twenty-nine year-old.  Sure, she thought, I could have bagged that twenty-something college kid, no problem.  Trim figure, short brown hair, and light blue eyes with a sparkle of mischievousness still remaining from her girlhood.  So what if she was a little thick in the posterior!

Ben said that he’d always found that part of her alluring, though he was probably just playing the diplomat.  He had always been the more politic of the two of them, always stepping in to mend fences when she’d let her “Wild-Bill mouth” run away with her.  That had been their inside joke, as in, shoot first and ask questions later.

She found the lady in the mirror flashing a bit of her teeth through parted lips and almost didn’t recognize herself.  It had been a while since she’d actually seen a genuine smile on her face.  Had she laughed once since the day she’d buried him? 

The day he left me, she thought bitterly.

She suddenly remembered the kids and glanced back at the pet store.  Cora had a huge smile as one of the store-keepers was holding a white rabbit out for her to stroke.

She’d never wanted them.

It popped into her head unbidden, like a subliminal image of a bleeding corpse spliced into a saccharin Disney film.  It made her feel cold and empty for having produced the rogue thought.

Ben had been an only child and had always sworn that he would have lots of kids when he started a family of his own.  Lara had decided at nineteen that she would never marry that sort of man.  Then that dark-haired bastard with his stage magician’s charm had materialized and ruined all those sacred teenage vows she’d made to herself.

Undoubtedly, she’d still be in this particular fix even if she’d never had the two of them, but without them, she’d definitely have a bigger cushion to fall back on.  Now there was nothing but responsibilities and lost opportunities.

“Those look great on you, ma’am.”

Lara swung around with a glare so menacing that the little high school nymph manning the kiosk actually took a short step back, an awkward lump rolling down her throat.  Tossing the earrings back into the display case, Lara gave the kid another one of her big smiles, not attempting in the least to make it look the slightest bit genuine.

She thought about saying something snide to the child, something about living life while you could, because when you reach my incredibly ancient age your decrepit soul just withers up and dies like an un-watered plant tucked into the dusty corner of a room.

Nah, Lara decided, the biggest revenge I could have against you, kid, is to let you find out the hard way.  By then, it will be far too late to do anything about it.
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The doors opened and Lara herded the children into the empty car.  Owen immediately began to look for buttons, but there were none.

A loud flourish of synthesized sound erupted from somewhere above them, followed by a polished female voice asking: “Which floor please?”

Lara turned a pirouette searching for a sensor or microphone of some sort.  Failing that, she finally lifted her chin toward the ceiling and responded: “Top floor, residential level.”

“Thank you,” the voice said with the sort of smug satisfaction of an overachiever doing a simplistic job well below their pay grade.

As the car smoothly began to rise, Cora and Owen rushed to opposing walls and pressed their respective noses to the cold glass.  A panoramic view of the Mall opened up before them below like a hot air balloon rising above an amusement park.  As far as their wondrous eyes could see were immense spaces spilling over with intense glowing colors like expressionist paintings on infinite canvases.  Outrageously-dressed crowds flowed from one passageway to the next like flocks of birds through an electronic sky.

For the first time that day, Owen was content to exist in the moment.

“Look, mommy, look,” Cora exclaimed, grabbing her mother with a strength that belayed her size and dragging her to the glass.  “Isn’t it beau-tee-ful?”

A second documentarian-style voice began.

“The Mall of the Nation in Houston, Texas is the largest consumer shopping facility in the nation.  At just under 8 million square feet and towering four stories, and one subterranean level for time-saving transport, the Mall of the Nation is home to 1600 stores and an additional three stories of residential apartments.  The Mall has been designated its own zip code by the U.S. Postal Service.  But don’t worry about getting around.  For your convenience, there are four separate trams to serve you.”

“The young and old alike will enjoy the Mall’s ice rink, Ferris wheel, wave pool, and aquarium that include over thirty-five thousand varieties of animal species.”

“Boasting a 30 screen movie theater, a five star resort-style hotel and two five star restaurants, the Mall is everything you ever wanted in one place. You may never want to leave.  And now with the grand opening of the Choice Life Estates, you won’t have to.”

“And because the Mall of the Nation is fully automated, we are open for your convenience twenty-four hours a day, three-hundred sixty-five days a ye…”

“Owen, can you please get it to shut up?”

Before Owen could even react, a feminine voice stated: “Audio deactivated,” and the enclosed interior became as silent as a glass tomb.

The elevator took its time rising to the residential level of the Mall, for which Lara was grateful.  It gave her time to plot out her approach.  She had consciously avoided thinking about this meeting for the past twenty-four hours, perhaps fearing that over-thinking might allow herself the opportunity to talk herself out of it.  All she knew was that she had exhausted all other options and that she must do this for the good of her children.

The car stopped and the door opened onto a wide concrete courtyard.  A cold wind blew Lara’s short brown hair back from her head and for a moment she had an inexplicable feeling of utter loneliness.  Her arm shot out and clutched Cora—more for her own comfort than out of protectiveness--who remained by her side, as always.  Owen had already started outside.

“Owen Frederick!”

The ten-year-old stopped dead in his tracks and glanced back impatiently.  “Mom, it’s just an apartment complex,” he said with a patronizing edge to his voice.

On the surface, that was exactly what it appeared.  So what had gotten her so edgy all of a sudden?

She rushed out and snatched Owen roughly by his wrist and started down the center of the courtyard, Cora in tow.  There wasn’t a single tree within view.  No flowers.  Not a single blade of grass.

Nor were there the typical sounds of a lived-in neighborhood.  No screams of children playing.  No dogs barking.  No mothers yelling at their teenagers.  For that matter, there was no sign of children whatsoever.  No bikes or skateboards.  No toys.  No discarded ice cream or candy wrappers.

Every numbered door they passed was identical, devoid of individuality.  Almost like drawers for inanimate objects instead of entrances to homes.

Then the reason for her discomfort hit home.  It had all the warmth of a cemetery.

And this was the home of her mother-in-law.

How appropriate, she couldn’t help but think with an ironic chuckle.

“Mommy, do you think Grandma Charley will have cookies?”

“Highly doubtful,” Lara mumbled under her breath.

So deeply absorbed in her own thoughts, she nearly collided with a man coming around the corner before he was nearly on top of her.  The balding middle-aged man in a security uniform seemed just as surprised to see her as she was to see him.  It first glance he looked flabby and overweight, but as he brushed past her she sensed an animal intensity in the six foot tall man that almost frightened her.

“Oh,” Lara exclaimed.  “I’m sorry!”

He murmured something under his breath and altered his brisk pace only slightly.

Lara stiffened, wondering for a brief instant if she should be offended, but let it roll off her instead.

“C’mon,” she said tugging Owen forward.

Just before Cora turned the corner she cast a look back at the scary uniformed man.  He was already looking back at her with wide, anxious eyes—eyes that somehow flickered with recognition as they probed her face.

The color that she could see surrounding him went from a muddy-brown to a mildew-yellow.   She felt a prickling heat just behind her eyes and for a moment her vision became blurry.  It was the same thing she’d felt only a few times before.  Now here it was again.

Then her mother tugged her around the corner and the troubled feeling fled from her like a tiny bird.
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But it couldn’t have been her, Albert thought in horror.

He increased his pace until he reached the bank of elevators, entered but stood silently as the voice above prompted him for instruction.

After a few moments, he knew that he simply had to relieve his doubt.  He started back the way he’d just come.  When he reached his apartment door, he glanced casually around, making as if to dig his keycard out of his pocket.  Instead, his finger fell on another object, sealed in loose plastic.  He withdrew his hand guiltily and gazed over his shoulder.

There was no movement anywhere.  No sound of footfalls.  He started away from his door at a deliberate pace—but not brisk enough to draw attention—and turned the next corner.

Nobody.

He took the long way around the floor back to the bank of elevators and passed no one along his path.

Surely, it had been his imagination.

Albert remembered clearly that the incident last week had been a near miss.

As he recalled, the little girl had come out of nowhere as he was making a right hand turn onto Cedar Street.  The white delivery van in front of him had been blocking his view and wouldn’t move its wide ass.  He waited patiently for what seemed five minutes, giving a prompting beep of his horn periodically just to let the driver know that he was still there.

Albert had been in such a hurry.  Running late for work as usual and in security, there was no room for tardiness.  The rest of your team depended on you to be there when they expected you.  After all, a chain was only as strong as its weakest link.

Finally, when his patience had worn out, he had laid on his horn and the van had surprised him by making a left hand turn instead of going right.  Albert had given him another honk of his horn and one last hand gesture for good measure before his foot stomped the gas pedal.

And suddenly, there she was.

A little five-year-old girl stood in the middle of the road.

If his reaction time or his brakes hadn’t been as effective as they had been, he’d have hit her as surely as he was standing here now.

But they had been perfect—both his reaction time and his brakes--as efficient as a peak-functioning machine doing the exact purpose for which its designer had built it.

His tires had squealed, his entire vehicle had rocked forward, his chest had struck the steering wheel, his mouth had dropped open.

And she stared at him with wide terror-stricken eyes.

Lord, but it had been close!

Now here was the little girl again, here in the place he lived.

But of course, it couldn’t be her.  The chance of her being here defied logic, and if nothing else, Albert Lynch was a man of logic.  Son of an electrical engineer, Albert had done everything within his power to rise above his humble origins.

To begin with, he had chosen a career path that was more cerebral than his father and graduated from Rice University with a Graduate Degree in philosophy.  His plan had been that he would teach while he wrote his first book, a treatise on humanity’s fatal flaw to strive for greatness and what this ultimately said about American Imperialism.  When his plan to get a job teaching at a local university fell through—though he was offered that job at a junior college in Nashville, he had refused to sell himself short and would wait for an opportunity that was more deserving of his talents—he decided to apply for a temporary position with security at the Mall of the Nation.  He figured that it would be the perfect opportunity to view the cracks in the foundation of the crumbling edifice of American capitalism from the inside.  He could gather plenty of fodder for his planned book.

But four years after graduation, he had only gotten as far as an outline—which he had submitted to publishers, though he was still waiting for one perceptive enough to see the inherent brilliance of the idea--and several hundred pages of notes in the form of a journal.  The actual writing of the book had proven to be more difficult than he had surmised.  He had even considered turning his journal entries into a sort of “man-on-the-scene” memoir on the destructiveness of “the American dream.”

Though he had once felt concern that working there might make him complacent and soft on the vice that surrounded him, he’d found himself instead growing more and more bitter toward the vapid-eyed consumers who wasted hour upon hour of their lives stockpiling unnecessary luxuries like fat ants.

But by far, what made him the angriest was the knowledge that he himself continued to work for a system that he loathed out of basic necessity.  He tried to look at it as simple survival.  He must serve the present masters while continuing to search for a method of escape from their enslavement.

The doors of the elevator opened and he swung into the car, resting his substantial weight against the back wall.  “Which floor pl…?”

“Pedestrian level three,” he snapped.

“Thank you, Albert Lamia Lynch.”

Albert took a deep breath.  “What did you say?”

There was the briefest of pauses before the voice of the elevator prompted him to, “Please repeat command.”

He closed his eyes, took a deep measured breath and said, “Repeat last statement verbatim.”

“Please repeat com…”

“Repeat statement before that one.”

“Thank you,” the female recorded voice repeated with just as much enthusiasm as it had the first time, minus his full name.

Albert released his breath and opened his eyes.

There now.  Of course, the computer couldn’t have spoken his full name.  Obviously, as an employee of the company, his name would be in the system, but these machines weren’t programmed that way.  They were supposed to be cordial, yet impersonal.

Besides, his personnel files knew him as Albert Lamar Lynch and not a soul outside of his parents knew his middle name was “Lamia.”  It was a ridiculous family name from his mother’s Greek side, that he had purged himself of the moment he was eighteen, not that anyone in this cultural illiterate society was even familiar with Greek mythology anymore.  He just hated the name, pure and simple.  Sounded too much like “labia” for his tastes.  I mean, how could the guys in management take you seriously when you were named after ladies’ junk?

Before he was even conscious he was doing it, his fingers found the object in his pocket and caressed it through the plastic bag it had been sealed inside.  When the doors opened again to the Mall, his radio began to emit a piercing pulse that meant that he had been chosen by the System as the unit CIP (closest in proximity) to an “event.”

Albert punched the red button atop the radio attached to his belt.  This told the System that he was available to respond and to shut the hell up.  Checking the radio display, he read a series of codes that told him the section, level and nature of the emergency.

Disturbance.  Great, he thought. That could translate to any number of things from a crazy homeless guy throwing a fit to kids tossing water balloons off the railing of the top levels.  One of the problems with having a robot on the scene act as dispatcher was they were sparse on the details.  Clarity and perspective sacrificed on the altar of efficiency.

“Anybody have an eye on what’s going on at the Ferris Wheel?”

A moment later a garbled voice replied: “Yeah, we got two teens with skateboards outside the entrance of the Wheel at the fountain.  You nearby, Lynch?”

“On my way now.”
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When the door of the apartment opened, a little white Bishon peeked through, yapping madly.  The woman at the door swept the animal aside with her heeled shoe and cried, “Back, Andy!  Back!”

The door opened wider, the stale smell of air freshener sprayed precipitately atop years of nicotine residue assaulting Lara.

“Coraline!  Look at you, my child!  So beautiful!”

Charlene swept open the door, went to one knee and held her arms out to Cora.  The five-year-old dutifully went to the woman, gingerly placing her arms around her.  Owen cast a disgruntled look at his mother.  She gave a firm shake of her head in return.

“Owen, look at how much you’ve grown,” Charlene cried with a croak of a throat abused by years of smoking.  She gave him a one-arm squeeze—her wrist rattling with dangling jewelry--that he managed to tolerate.  Following his sister inside the house, he turned back just long enough to make a gagging face for his mother’s benefit.

Lara tried to maintain her expression as her mother-in-law gave her a look of harsh appraisal, then stepped aside, allowing her to follow her children inside.

“I apologize for Andy’s behavior.  He reacts that way with all strangers,” Charlene murmured, casting a judgmental eye in Lara’s direction.  “I’ve set out plates of cookies for you two in the den.  Why don’t you watch some TV while your mother and I have a talk?”

Lara tried to control her slowly rising panic as her children disappeared from her view into the next room.  She wouldn’t give this woman the luxury of the fear she knew from experience that she coveted.  The little white dog started after the children but Charlene gave a single snap and it scurried immediately to her heel.

She turned and started down the hallway, turning into the first room to the right, not taking a look back, only assuming that she would be followed.

“He’s well trained.”

“Should be,” Charlene chirped, stepping around a heavy oak desk in the darkened office and drawing a pack of cigarettes from the top drawer.  “I paid enough for the little bastard.”  She waved Lara to the leather couch beside the door.

Lara edged back into the couch and sunk into its plush cushion.  She immediately pushed herself up, leaning forward--elbows on knees--hoping to appear somewhat business-like, despite her floundering confidence.

Andy gave her feet a few sniffs, then pranced out the door and down the hall.

Charlene cracked the blinds on the window behind the desk, sending a harsh ray of dying sunlight from the hazy Houston sky into Lara’s eye line.  She was nothing more than a silhouette to Lara now, a dark smoking shape that could be Beelzebub for all she knew.  Perching herself on the corner of the desk, Charlene’s silhouette sat that way for a few silent moments.

Lara gave a long and heavy sigh and scooted even further out on the edge of the cushion as if preparing for a quick launch off the starting line.  “Listen, Charlene…”

“What kind of trouble have you gotten yourself into this time?”

Lara swallowed awkwardly.  So it was going to be this way, she concluded.

“Truth is me and the kids are temporary without a place to stay.”

“Evicted?  Again?”

Lara opened her mouth then snapped it closed again.  She shut her eyes and counted to three.  “Charlene, I would appreciate you putting your grandchildren up for a few days until I make arrangements.”

“Why were you evicted this time?  Boyfriend trouble?”

“The owners defaulted on their loan and kicked us out, which as you might know is illegal under state law,” Lara replied, her voice gathering momentum as she gained courage.  “I have a friend, a lawyer.  He said he would talk to the owner and try and get him to forego legal action by letting us stay through the end of our lease.”

Charlene said nothing.  The embers of her cigarette glowed brightly as she drew on it in the darkness.  “I know that you would never have turned to me unless you had exhausted all your other options.  What about friends?”

“I had something lined up with a coworker.”  Tabitha, a data entry technician from the accounting firm where she worked, usually reliable in a pinch, had a family emergency and left town suddenly, abandoning Lara to her own fate with a series of sincere, and ultimately ineffective, apologies.   “But her mother had a stroke early this morning and…”

“So you’ve known you were homeless since this morning?”

Lara attempted to remain quiet, but her frustration spurred her on.  “You know that I’m an only child.  Both my parents died when I was eight and my only surviving aunt is in a state hospital.  I have no cousins…”

“My brother has several children,” Charlene stated bluntly.   To anyone else, this might have seemed like a non-sequitur, but Lara knew the way Charlene Myers-Cartwright’s mind worked.  She was simply pointing out her inherit superiority, in case Lara might have forgotten.

“It might surprise you to hear, that not one of them returned my phone calls,” Lara replied, attempting to keep the sarcasm out of her voice.

When Tabitha had fallen through, Lara’s first instinct was to try and find a way to get back into the office building where she worked.  She soon remembered from past experiences, having forgotten some prescription medication in her desk drawer several months ago, that on the weekends the card readers did not allow her access.

“And before you ask, I’ve been meticulously going through the list of everyone I’ve ever known from high school until the day I started work a year ago as a secretary, hoping for just one other option, but I came up with zip.”

The figure continued smoking in the darkness, adding nothing to the interrogation.

Taking this as a sign of encouragement, Lara added, “Charlene, I do not want to expose my children to a homeless shelter.”  She had planned on playing the guilt card only if she’d had no other options, but it was starting to look grim.  “Please.  Just a few days.”

“Lara, I would be happy to take my grandchildren in.”  One dark appendage trailed off from the main body of the silhouette and turned a green shade lamp on atop the desk.  As Lara blinked back the stars from her eyes, the other swept what appeared to be piece of paper to the edge of the desk.  “But I’m going to need you to sign this document first.”

Something cold and fluttery awakened inside Lara’s stomach.

“What is that?” she said with dull dread.

“It’s a letter of guardianship.”

Her chest stiffened.  “Perhaps you m-misunderstood me…”

“No, I think we understand each other perfectly, Lara,” Charlene replied.  “We always have.”

Lara stared at the single sheet of paper beneath her mother-in-law’s long-nailed fingers.

“Let’s be perfectly frank,” the other continued.  “You never wanted those children.  They’ve always been something of an inconvenience to you.  You’ve as much as told my son that on several separate occasions.”

It took a few moments for Lara to realize that her mouth had drifted open.  She snapped her jaw shut and tried to formulate the words coursing through her jumbled head.  “The words that passed between me and my husband—my deceased husband--in the heat of past arguments have no bearing whatsoever to what’s happening here today and I would appreciate it if you wouldn’t bring him up again.”

“Now that’s a little unrealistic, wouldn’t you say,” Charlene answered, giving her cigarette two taps into the crystal ashtray beside the lamp.  “After all, he was my only son.”

Lara rose abruptly.  “I think I should go.”

“Go?  Go where?” Charlene snapped, crushing the cigarette out with a single sharp twist.  “You obviously don’t have the money to put my children up in a hotel room or you would have never come to me.”

Lara had begun to feel light-headed, as if a monstrous animal had taken a deep inhalation of breath somewhere in the room and stolen the very oxygen from her lungs.  She had to get out of this woman’s presence.

Sweeping a pen from the desk, Charlene brandished it before her.  “I’ll take good care of them.  You know I will.  I’ll give them what you could never afford to on a secretary’s salary.  Healthy food.  Warm clothes.  The best schools.  Security.”

Lara shook her head emphatically, but she couldn’t deny the truth in her words.  She had fallen on lean times.  No, “lean” was too kind a word.  “Destitute” was a more appropriate term.

The truth of the matter—the fact that she could never expose to this woman for nothing more honorable than simple ego—was that her last boyfriend, an IT cretin for a software company, had committed identity fraud in her name.  He used her debit card to empty out her checking account. And as icing on the cake, he’d cancelled all her credit cards.

All this in retaliation for rejected intimacy.

Sex, she thought.  She didn’t want it.  Not yet.  If he needed it so badly, he could find a willing donor at some local bar.  Was it so wrong that she couldn’t give herself over to a man until she fulfilled the needs of her children?  Wasn’t that the definition of selflessness, she wondered?

Or was it something else?

An image of Him rose in her mind and she instantly pinched it off like the wick of a candle that stubbornly refused to extinguish.  She could hear his voice, still fresh despite his three year absence.

Cheer up, Gloria.  Things can’t possibly get much worse.

Living from paycheck to paycheck for more than two months now, she had been forced to take in a roommate.  Gabby, a college student in her early twenties, had answered an ad that she had posted on a bulletin board at work.  Even after two bounced checks from the girl, it had taken Lara catching her smoking weed in the bathroom late one night to finally kick her out on the street.

Perhaps this was God’s final irony; the Great Slum Lord on High putting her out on the street.  His idea of high comedy.

She couldn’t pretend anymore not to see the holes in socks and underwear.  She had been surviving on government assistance for going on six months now and she had been forced to stretch their meals farther and farther each day.

She found herself looking at that pen held in those exquisitely manicured fingers, when a horrible screech came from down the hallway.

Lara rushed outside through the living room and into the kitchen.

Both children were standing wide-eyed, apparently safe, though obviously scared.

Andy, the tiny white Bishon, was convulsing on the tiled floor at a rate that defied reason.  The sound that came from its body was unnatural.

Before she could utter a word, Charlene dropped to her knees beside the animal and bellowed, “What have you done?”

Cora ran to Lara and clutched her leg tightly while Owen just stood immobile watching the dog flopping around on the kitchen rug with a sort of morbid fascination.

“We were just playing with him,” Cora sobbed.  “Honestly.”

When Charlene laid her hand on the dog, a blue arc of electricity shot from it.  She screamed and fell back away from it, a look of shock on her face.  The dog yelped one last time, smoke pouring from its open mouth.  From between the tiny jaws, the glistening latticework of its mechanical interior was clearly visible within.

“It’s just a Bot!” Owen cried in obvious relief.

“Just?” Charlene bellowed.  “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”

Cora squeezed a handful of Lara’s pants leg in her tiny fist and pleaded in a tiny voice, “Make her stop, Mommy.  It burns!”

“I just thought I killed it,” Owen muttered under his breath, his eyes wide with wonder.

Charlene reached out and seized Owen’s arm from where she sat and gave it a hard tug.  “Do you know what it costs to repair one of these?”

Lara grabbed Owen and pulled him behind her toward the doorway.  “C’mon, Owen.  We’re leaving.”

“Go on, then!” Charlene screeched, her face a reddened mask.  “Leave a mess to clean up like you always do.  Like you did when my Benjamin died!”

Scooping Cora up in her arms, Lara half carried, half dragged her through the kitchen door and into the exit in the living room, where Owen waited expectantly like a valet holding the door, a single tear streaming down his face.  He brushed it away guiltily.

“Mom, I swear I hardly even touched it,” he exclaimed.  “I was just playing.”

“It’s okay, Owen,” she replied, planting a kiss in the center of the musky mop of his unruly dark hair.  “C’mon, let’s go.”

Leading her children outside, she took one last look back before shutting the door on what had been her final option.

In her head, she heard his voice again: “Don’t worry, Gloria!”

And it all came rushing back, in a single vivid flash of memory.

“Easy for you to say. You don’t have to carry the little booger for nine months.”

He rolled off of her and back over to his side of the bed, staring up at the ceiling.  “You think this is a mistake, don’t you?”

She hesitated.  Her mind had gone blank, devoid of a diplomatic response.  “I’m scared, hon,” she said, hearing her normally confident voice wavering with emotion.

He turned and nuzzled his nose into the tender crook of her neck.  She giggled in spite of herself, and impulsively raised her shoulder, clamping his face into a mass of her cascading brown hair.

“Don’t worry, Gloria.”

“Stop calling me that, you shit!”

“Glor-ree-ah!”

“Quiet, you’ll wake Owen.”

“G-L-O-R-I-A.”

Lara cried out and threw herself atop him, straddling his belly.  “I oughtta throttle you right here, right now,” she hissed with a gleam in her eye.  “No court would convict me.  I’ll tell them we were in the throes of lovemaking and the passion just got the better of me and…”

“What? And leave you alone to raise two brats,” Ben chortled.

Her expression turned serious.  She dropped a fist down atop his chest a bit harder than she had intended.  “Don’t ever joke about that!  Ever!”

Ben swallowed and re-connected with her evasive eyes.  “I’m sorry, hon!  If anything ever happened to me…”

“Stop, you shit!” she exclaimed rolling off and throwing herself to the edge of the mattress in a huff, her back to him.

Ben turned to her, drawing his lips close to her ear until the fine hair wavered before his warm breath.  “If anything ever happened to me, kiddo, you’d go on, you’ll live and you’d know that I’ll always love you. Today, tomorrow, and forever.”

The memory of his breath on her ear—his warm breath—drove a fresh auger of pain into Lara’s gut and she dug the heel of her hand into the corner of her eye to capture the tear before either of her children could see it.

Ben was gone.  Her husband was gone, and she was truly on her own now.
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Albert could hear the two punks before he could see them, the sounds of rolling wheels amplified by the unique design of Coney Island Court, the direct center of the Mall.  The wide open area displayed a cross-section of all five levels of the enormous complex.  At its center, a hundred foot tall, twenty-car Ferris Wheel dominated.

The Wheel of Time, as it was called, featured a specially-themed car for every decade.  There was a Wild West Car displayed, of course, cowboys and Indians; a Roaring Twenties car, complete with sequins and Tommy guns; and a Swinging Sixties car painted with obnoxious tie-dye flowers.

On one side of the Wheel across from a fountain surrounded by benches, an immobile Bot stood.  It was policy to send a Bot to attempt defusing a potential situation before sending security agents.  Obviously the Bot had not worked, judging from the darkness of its electronic eye sockets.  A Bot was programmed to shut itself down if faced with potential destruction. The sight of the deactivated robot only managed to further anger Albert.

Taking advantage of the bowl-shaped walls of the sunken area, two teenage boys in ragged jeans and t-shirts took turns taunting each other to go as far as possible to the top edge of the railing.

At the moment Albert arrived, one of them hit the railing with the wheels of his board and fell backward back onto the carpeted floor, barely missing the edge of the fountain’s rim.  The other laughed as the other rolled on the floor in pain.

“Hey!”

Both boys looked up with disinterested expressions.

“Does this look like a park to you?” Albert barked, standing at the top of the steps leading down into the sunken area.

The two teenage looked at each other with confused eyes as if trying to decipher the foreign language of the adult who had just spoken.

“Well,” Albert snapped.  “Don’t just stand there like deer in headlights.  Clear out of here!”

“We’re waiting on our parents, dude,” said the one in a white t-shirt that displayed the 1983 concert dates of the band The Police.

“So wait somewhere else.  Let’s go!”  He gave a clap of his hands and that seemed to wake the two boys up.  They snatched up their skateboards and dropped their shoulders in defeat.

As they started up the steps past Albert, the taller one in a black t-shirt displaying ZZ Top’s “Eliminator,” a cherry red 1933 Ford Coupe, gave him a squinty-eyed look through the long dirty hair that fell across his eyes.

His hand dropped to the Faze-Wand at his hip, the only weapon he had at his disposal. Because of insurance issues, no security agent was allowed to carry a lethal weapon such as a gun.  Albert always thought they should.  After all, weren’t they law officers in the strictest sense, defending the rules of Mall management?

“How about giving us a few inches of room here, ton of fun?” the punk mumbled under his breath.

For a moment, Albert thought he might have mistaken what he had just heard, but then he immediately regained his senses.  Of course, this child was disrespectful and filled with smug self-satisfied confidence.  It was just another symptom of a youth-worshipping culture leaving children on their own to raise themselves, while their parents were busy buying hi-fi stereo systems and sports cars in a futile attempt to stay young themselves.

“Say that again, you piece of shit,” Albert growled between clenched teeth, his anger surfacing like a predator catching the scent of blood.

The taller one glanced at Albert’s hand on the Faze-Wand and flipped his long almost feminine hair back out of his eyes.  “Try and touch me with that.  See what happens.”

Albert exploded forward, grabbing the kid’s collar in both his fists.  In that moment, he wanted nothing more than to smash the punk’s nose back through his skull.

Suddenly, someone had a grip on his arms from behind, firmly yanking him back.  Albert whipped around and saw that fellow security guard Vernon Willowby had intervened.

“What the hell are you doing, Al?” Vernon hissed.

The other teenager grabbed his bolder companion and was hauling him away, but he wasn’t quite finished making his scene.  He slapped the other’s hands away and threw his bony chest out through his baggy black t-shirt.  “I oughtta sue you and this fucking mall, you fat ass tool!”

His buddy grabbed him again and this time he didn’t let him go.

Albert watched the two kids as they disappeared into the crowd, Vernon studying him with an alarmed frown on his face.  “Goddamit, Al.  What’s gotten into you?”

“Zit-faced, snot,” Albert growled.  “Did you hear what he said to me?”

“Look, I don’t care what he said,” Vernon barked, giving the other a hard look.  “You can’t treat a customer that way.  The last thing this place needs is another lawsuit.”

It was well documented that a little old lady from DFW named Dolores Ritter had slipped and fell in a soda puddle before a service Bot could get to it.  Ms Ritter had retained a personal injury attorney to get reimbursed for a one-time emergency room visit and ended up netting a cool two million dollars for a twisted ankle.  She had claimed punitive damages.  Pain and suffering.

Of course, any business the size of the Mall had minor accidents every day, most of which were settled out of court, usually with a discount coupon or gift card, but since the Ritter case had been publicized there had been a rash of bogus slip and fall claims, which the insurance company was fond of calling “copy-coots,” in deference to the average age of the claimants. Ninety-nine percent of these were dismissed with a simple meeting in which the surveillance video of the proposed “accident” was presented to the client, many of them captured with the aid of Bots equipped with video capabilities.

Security had been told directly that they couldn’t afford another Dolores Ritter and that protecting the customers was really secondary to their main duty:

Protect the Mall.

“Don’t ever engage a customer physically.  Period,” Vernon continued.  “You have an issue, you let the real cops handle it.  That’s why they pay them the big bucks.”

“You ever wonder just what we’re supposed to be doing here,” Albert posed, slapping the Faze-Wand at his belt.  “I mean they give us these Tinker Bell wands but then they tell us not to use them.”

“You oughtta know by now, Al.  We’re just a deterrent.  A false front.  Y’know, like ‘Beware of dog,’ or ‘High Voltage.’  That’s us.”

“Well, I don’t like it,” Albert grumbled.  “Makes me feel like a little cog in a big machine.”

“Hey, just be grateful they don’t expect us to enforce.  You know how much of our lives we’d have to spend in a courtroom testifying in frivolous lawsuits if we did?”

“The way I figure it, I just saved the Mall another lawsuit by putting a stop to it,” Albert protested in way of defense, though he couldn’t care less about the preservation of the pocketbooks of the Mall investors.  He had only wanted to put the punk in his place.  For a moment, his anger had been palpably real, like a red hot flash of a lover’s lust, though the fervor had already started to drain out of him and he found himself a little confused about why he had overreacted.  “Guess I’m just a little edgy or something.”  His hand drifted down into his pocket like a dropped ball compelled by gravity.

“Don’t worry, my friend,” Vernon quipped, giving him a gentle slap on his arm.  “They’re nothing but children, hanging out ‘cause they got tired of whacking off to their momma’s Victoria’s Secret catalogs.”

Albert laughed, his fingers connecting with the hard yet pliable object sealed in the zip-lock baggie in his pocket.  The scene was already fading like a bad dream, like it had never happened at all, in fact.

Then Vernon said something that remained with him long after the conversation had ended and they had gone along their separate routes.

“Fate will take care of their kind soon enough.”

Albert glanced over at Vernon Willowby, and in his eyes, he saw a cold metallic gleam that he’d never noticed before.
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“Mommy, are we just going to leave Grandma Charley with that hurt puppy?”

“There’s nothing we can do for it, Cora,” Lara assured her briskly, as she hustled the little girl into the elevator car after her brother.  “Besides, it’s not a real dog anyway.”

“It’s real to her,” Cora muttered under her breath and stared down at her faded Willy’s World of Wonder shoes, turning them slightly inward until the frayed toes touched.

Again the flourish of sound from above gently intruded as the doors slid shut.  “Which floor please?”

Lara shut her eyes and for a moment her mind was blank.  What was left for her to do?  She had run out of options.  They couldn’t even sleep in the tiny rusted-out Toyota like common vagrants because it was filled with as many possessions as she had managed to ferret away.  Everything else was still in the apartment, behind a door with a fresh new lock.

“Which floor please?” the voice persisted.  Did it sound just a wee bit irritable, like a salesman running out of patience for a particularly indecisive customer?

“Mom?” Owen groaned.

“Where is this E-Bot store?” she snapped.

“E-Bot Universe.  Level One.  Section B-3,” the pleasant yet vaguely disgruntled recorded voice stated.  “Do you require directions?”

Directions? Lara thought.  Goddammit all, but I really do need a direction right now.

“Yes,” Lara answered in a tiny childlike voice.

“Thank you,” the patronizing voice chirped back.  “Please exit the elevator to your right.  Proceed along the red zone corridor to its end and take the Blue shuttle.  You will get off at stop number three.”

“You got that, Owen?” Lara asked, her eyes still locked shut against the world.

“Red.  Blue.  Three,” Owen quickly responded.  “Got it!”


The car dropped beneath them and with that, the three of them had a destination again, if only temporarily.

Finally, Lara opened her eyes and glanced back at her son, who had the hint of a smirk on his face for what seemed the first time that day.  The car cleared the residential level, revealing the mall below again.  Mesmerized, he stared down at the action in contented silence.

Owen really was a sharp kid, Lara thought, and those types of children were the ones who got bored so easily.

He made a sound of excitement and grabbed the wrist of his sister, dragging her to his side and pointing excitedly.  She let out a gasp and gave a short hop.  “Mommy, can we ride the Fairy Wheel?”

“Ferris Wheel,” Owen corrected, without even a hint of derision.  Progress, Lara thought.

“I call it a Fairy Wheel because that’s where the fairies live, silly.”

Look at these brilliant, beautiful little creatures, she told herself, another shot of bitterly cold pain piercing her gut once again.  It took every ounce of strength she had to keep from crying in that moment.  They deserved so much more than she could offer them.  What could they have possibly done in this life (or the previous one if you believed in that sort of thing) to warrant a mother such as her?  What atrocities could they have committed?

Maybe they just had the bad luck to be born in a world controlled by a God that seemed to work misery the way sculptors molded clay.

Didn’t she owe them the truth, she asked herself.  No, she owed them protection, security, and happiness, as fleeting as it was, for as long as possible.  The truth, the terrible reality of their situation, would come later.  Now, they simply needed to be happy.

Suddenly, intruding upon her thoughts like a small mechanical dog tugging on the cuff of her pants, she remembered to ask the question that had been nagging at her.

“Hon,” she inquired, taking her daughter by her shoulder and pivoting her around.  “Why did you say what you did back there?  What burned?”

“Huh?” 

“You told me to make Grandma Charley stop,” Lara reminded her gently.  “You said that it burned.  What did you mean by that?”

Cora stared at her mother blankly and finally shrugged.  When she started to turn back to the glass wall of the elevator, Lara turned her back to face her again.

“Did you mean a pain?” she asked with trepidation, trying to keep the fear out of her voice.  She didn’t need this, her inner-teenager screamed in petulant rage.  “A pain, like a headache, hon?”

Cora nibbled the corner of her lip.  “No, more like a belly tingly, just more behind my eyes instead.  Like when you go over bumps in the road fast and the car flies,” she murmured with disinterest, her eyes fluttering to the glass wall beside her.  “Like when Daddy used to swing me high and you would yell at him to stop.”

Lara swallowed the pain back and attempted to get the sudden tide of emotions under control enough to continue when the elevator gave another flourish and the doors of the car slid open, a group of four or five people crowding in around them before they could even escape.

In the brief moment it took to extricate her children and pull them outside, Lara wondered how Cora could remember being swung by her daddy when he had died when she was only two, over three years ago.  Could a child’s memory extend back that far?  Perhaps this was one of the earliest memories her youngest had of her father.  Possibly one of the few.

Did Owen ever think about him, she thought achingly?  What kind of memories did the ten-year-old have of his father?

The blunt sadness of these domestic mysteries had yet to wash over her completely before she stepped from the elevator and nearly collided with one of the Mall Bots, this one with highlights of red throughout its metallic shell.

“Are you in need of assistance, ma’am?”

“Can you get me to the Blue tram?”

The red Bot seemed to perk up, its blue eyes pulsing brightly for a moment.  “Yes, indeed,” it responded, turning as briskly as any foot soldier to face the east end of red striped corridor.  “I would be more than happy to be of service.  Follow me, ma’am.”

Cora rushed up until she was alongside the red Bot.  “What’s your name?”

“My official designation is RM-321B.”

“Can I call you Red?”

“My designation is RM-321B”

Every third step Cora would have to double-trot-step to catch up with the Bot.

“Can you slow down, Red?  I think you’re going to fast for my Mommy.”

“My apologies.”  The Red Bot reduced its pace.  “Is this acceptable?”

“It’s fine,” Lara replied, moving up along the other side.  “Where do you go to get repairs?”

“This unit has never needed repair,” RM-321 said with what could almost be called pride.

“I understand, but if you did need repairs, where would you go?”






7Jesse shoved through the revolving plasti-steel doors into the CD Connection store, took one look around, and swore under his breath.

Tucking his skateboard nervously under his arm, Chance glanced back over his shoulder at the sandy-bearded attendant with his dusty Vans perched atop the front counter, talking animatedly on the phone.  The twenty-something seemed oblivious to them.

“I knew we should have gone to the Galleria,” Jesse grumbled to Chance as he headed down one aisle deeper into the store, reaching out to casually spin a rack of fuzzy key chains emblazoned with band name logos.  “They got that ice rink and hot girls like to skate.”

Without thinking, Chance reached out and stilled the spinner as he passed.  “The Galleria’s got crazy security, Jess.  Worse than here.”

“Chancie, you don’t need security when everything is dispensed by computers.  I mean, look at this,” Jesse complained, stepping over to a random section covered in clear plasti-steel broken every few feet with holes large enough to put a hand through.  He casually flipped through a row of organized stacks of compact discs and pulled out a copy of Rush’s Moving Pictures.  A narrow metal slide just wide enough for a single CD case lay below the shelf of CD’s like a rain gutter, where the chosen CD would slide down to be dispensed.  Outside the plasti-steel was a slot designated for credit card payment.  “No way are we getting anything out of here.  It’s Fort fuckin Knox,” he grumbled flipping the CD case away angrily and letting it skitter across the tops of the others until it came to rest several feet away within its clear plastic prison.

“What’s the big deal?  You got all their CD’s anyway,” Chance commented, glancing up at the attendant, still absorbed in his phone conversation.

“It’s the principal of the thing.  Where’s the trust, huh?”

“C’mon, let’s cruise.”

“Okay,” Jesse sighed, starting down the aisle toward the exit after him.  “Oh wait!  Lemme check on one more thing while I’m here.  Get Shaggy’s attention for me.”  He spun on his heel and disappeared down the next aisle before the other could protest.

Chance ambled down to the entrance and wandered over to the counter to look through a rack of ink-pen laser pointers.  The attendant took one look and swiveled his chair slightly away from him, never pausing in his phone conversation.

Chance took one of the laser pointers and located the tiny adhesive sensor on the bottom-- easily removable with a long nail--that would activate the alarm and lock the plasti-steel door at the exit should anyone try and take it out without paying for it.  He knew that like most of the stores in the automated Mall of the Nation he didn’t need an attendant to purchase it.  All he needed to do was place the object into the compartment of a price scanning machine and with the swipe of a credit card, the scanner would deactivate the sensor that would set off the front door alarm, allowing the product to be safely taken out of the store.

Though the alarms and door locking mechanisms varied from store to store—some would seal doors shut at the exits while others dropped chain-link curtains or red-striped arms like guillotines until security Bots or personnel could arrive--he knew from experience that there were ways around any security system if you had a shrewd eye and knew their weaknesses.

Snapping the button on the side of the laser pointer, Chance passed the tiny red dot of light across the carpet, up along the wall then across the ceiling.  Rad!

Jesse would get a kick out of these, especially if he could use it to hack someone off in a darkened movie theater.  Nothing made Jesse happier than to “piss off the suits” as he often put it, and sure, fun was fun, but sometimes Chance just did not get it.

“How much you want for one of these?” Chance asked.

The attendant refused to shift his attention from the phone, simply pointing indifferently to the price on the top of the rack.  “So, I told her, I said look, if you want to hang out, we’ll hang out, but don’t get all possessive and shit.  I mean I need to keep my options open, right?”

Chance bristled.  Condescending asshole!  He couldn’t possibly leave the store without giving him a little business.  “So, is Van Halen coming out with another album or what?”

Finally, the eyes of the bearded attendant acknowledged him.  His face held the sort of alarm reserved for someone who had just yelled something obscene about his mother.  “What?  What?”  He cocked the phone’s receiver away from his ear and murmured, “Hold on, dude.”  Casting a heated glare at Chance, he spat, “Look, Van Halen is dead, ya hear me!  Dead, dead, dead!  How many times do I have to explain this to you people?  Van Halen is no more.  Finite!  Kaput! Got it?”

“So, what, they aren’t touring anymore or just not recording?”

With a blank expression on his face, the attendant just blinked at Chance for a few more moments before turning back to his phone.  “I’m back,” he sighed heavily.  “Just some kid, s’all.  Nah, I’m at work, dude, I told you.  I’ll be out of here at midnight.  That’s when the Mall takes over for me.”

Experienced shoppers at the Mall of Nations knew that the lion’s share of the stores went fully 100% automated at midnight, though some did so earlier.  By midnight, most Mall personnel, except for security, were tucked snug in their beds.  After the witching hour, all he and Jesse would have to put up with would be Bots and security assholes like the one they ran into at the Wheel of Time earlier.

This would be there last opportunity to hassle the suits before dawn.

With this in mind, Chance gave the attendant a shifty look and turned briskly away from the front counter.

“And kid, if you want that laser pointer, you gotta pay for it.”

Chance spun back around, tossed the laser pointer across the counter, and backed defiantly toward the exit.  “What do they pay a loser like you for anyway?  Everything is automated now.”

“They pay me to put up with asinine questions about defunct bands.  That’s what.”

“You’re redundant!”

The attendant stared blankly at Chance as Jesse swept up behind him and grabbed the sleeve of his The Police Synchronicity tour t-shirt.  “Smell you later, Shaggy” he called, giving Chance a shove toward the exit.  “Give the Scooby-gang my best.”

The attendant wagged his middle finger over his shoulder at them and turned back to the phone.  “Any idea what a re-dumdant is?”

Chance spun around and glared back at the entrance as Jesse steered him outside into the Mall.  “Seriously, what’s the point of guys like him when the Mall essentially runs itself?”

“He’s a body with no authority and no purpose but to take up space.  Y’know, like that fat-ass guard who hassled us.  They’re all just scarecrows,” Jesse answered, digging through the back pocket of his baggy jeans and yanking out a handful of the fuzzy key chains.  “Here,” he said, tossing one at Chance.  “I snagged these from the store.  Not one sensor on any of them.”

Snatching it from the air, Chance glanced back at the CD Connection.  He turned the key chain over in his hand. “Why would I want this?  I’ve got, like, one key to the front door of my parents’ house.”

“I got Tears for Fears cuz I know you like them. They’re a little too gay for me.”

“No more gay than Billy Idol.  I mean, ‘Dancing With Myself?’” Chance began to dance around and pump his fist below his waist.

Jesse gave him a shove and increased his pace to leave him behind.  “Yeah. Yeah. Yeah.”

“Dude, waitaminute!  Turn around.  What’s that?”

Jesse turned and looked down.  “What are you...?”

“On your crotch.”

Jesse looked down at the bright red glowing dot below his waist.

“I think it might be cancer of the scrote!”

Jesse grabbed at the object in Chance’s hands.  “You shit-licker!  Where’d you get that?”

“Snagged it right out from under that prick’s nose.  I even made it look like he caught me.”  Chance tossed the laser pointer over to Jesse.  “What a tool!”

Jesse stared at it coolly.  Without comment he turned and started into the Mall, dumping the remaining key chains into a garbage chute as he passed.

“Hey!  Why’d you go and do that for?” Chance asked, following after.

“I never really wanted them anyway,” he replied, heading into the Mall, the red dot of light dancing ahead of him at his feet like a tiny emissary.
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Owen rushed to the entrance to the E-Bot store and stood transfixed by the wonders even before he’d set foot within.  Crowds of young and old alike flittered among the laughing, barking, pinging displays of synthesized biology.

Lara and Cora brought up the rear, his mother studying Owen with amusement.

“Well, go on,” she chirped, reaching out to ruffle his curly head, but he was gone before her fingers closed.  “Don’t leave this store, until I get back,” she cried after him.  Lara watched him disappear into the chaotic display of motion and light, knowing that he would be safe for the time being, but feeling a tinge of discomfort nonetheless.

“C’mon.”  She turned and tugged Cora after her.

“But I want to see the Bots,” the five-year-old protested.

“This’ll be better than the store,” Lara remarked.  “This is where the real Bots go.”

Lara led Cora to the entrance of a corridor to the left of the store.  It was long, narrow and empty without the colorful spectacle that characterized the rest of the Mall.  No, this hallway was austere and businesslike, painted a sterile hospital-white, with a single black line painted down its length.  She hesitated, glancing up at the sign mounted above the opening, which read simply: “Mall Maintenance.”

“I want to go back to the store,” Cora stated flatly.

Lara ignored her and started down the corridor, the sensible flats she put on this morning, more out of comfort than style, echoed louder and louder the further down they traveled.

We’re off the see the Wizard, Lara thought a bit skittishly.

By the time they’d reached an unhandled door marked “Authorized Personnel Only,” she had worked herself into such a state that when she pressed the little red button marked “Service,” she was all but certain a booming voice would bellow: “Who dares disturb Oz, the great and powerful!”

Instead, the door opened almost immediately with a pneumatic hiss, revealing a dark wide hallway, almost identical to a hospital.  The only light came from the circular windows on a set of two swinging doors through which a dark silhouette strode.  As it turned smoothly and started toward them, Lara was almost convinced that it was human, until its eyes pulsed at her with an inner blue intensity.

Cora clutched her mother’s arm tightly and darted defensively behind her.

“May I help you?” the tall humanoid figure asked coming to a stop a foot from Lara.  Its voice was rich in timbre, like the voice of a concert tenor.  James Earl Jones might have been the inspiration.  How ironic would that be, Lara thought.  A robot voice modeled after Darth Vader.

In the light from the corridor, she could see now that it was a sleek silver creature, beautiful to behold.  More delicate than the models used on the Mall floor, this one—at least in its movements--approached humanity.  She found herself ogling it as she would a sculpture or, maybe more appropriately, a sports car.  Was that how a designer saw its creation--an object of art, yet made for utility, Lara wondered.

“Yes, I was wondering if you repair small Bots here?”

“Do you have an appointment?”

Bring me the broomstick of the Wicked Witch of the West.

It had popped into her head with the same sort of conversational quality that Ben cast his observational asides, making it seem even funnier to her.  Ben’s wit could be so dry, yet so funny.

A snort escaped Lara’s nose, despite her best attempts to conceal it.  She brought a hand up to cover herself, but it was too late.

“I’m sorry, but could I possibly…”  A fluttery sound traveled up her throat like an aggravated butterfly.  Oh God, she thought.  I’m going to get the giggles right here in this ominous robot hospital.

“Excuse me?” the sleek silver Bot said sharply, almost pompously.

Lara attempted a gesture with her hands the approximate size and shape of Andy.  Poor Andy.  “We just need to fix this little…”

Fixed?  But he was shipped fixed.  Spaded and neutered and all that good stuff, right out of the box.

“A-About yea wide a-and about yea tall.”

Poor little broken barking machine, her Ben-like voice interjected.  Never shits.  Never pisses.  Never humps your leg.  Snuggle up to your state of the art pet, with the warmth and personality of a toaster oven.

Stop, Lara pleaded with herself, covering her mouth in an attempt to cut off the peals of laughter fighting their way up from her quivering gut.

Cora was looking at her now, with a slowly spreading, yet confused, smile, looking from the Bot to her mother and back again, wanting in on the joke.

It’s an engineering marvel!  Fun for kids and old tight-assed bitches of all ages!

Lara surrendered and folded forward, reaching out blindly for balance and finding the silver Bot’s cold outstretched hand, a hand designed to be more articulate than the hands of the other Bots she’d seen.  These hands were small and delicate, an artist’s hands, but cold, she thought as she grasped its fingers.

Trying to stop the laughter bubbling up from her belly, she squeezed its hard metallic fingers until the pain began to sober her up.  The metal hand within hers began to quiver like a rung bell, until suddenly it pulled itself out of her grasp.  She looked up in time to see the silver Bot lower its head, blue eyes flickering.  She could somehow sense its confusion at this outpouring of irrational human emotion.

A second silhouetted figure peered through a crack in the swinging doors. The face that peered through blinked at Lara through round-framed glasses and retreated back in through the doors like a turtle.

“Wait!” Lara exclaimed, turning briefly back to the shuddering silver Bot just long enough to say, “Sorry,” before rushing through the double doors after the figure.

The next room looked like a cross between an operating room and an automobile service bay.  Metallic humanoid figures hung from hooks in neat rows on both sides of the room like articles of clothing in a dry-cleaning shop.  Twenty tables lay in two rows crowded with the bodies of Bots in various states of repair.  Several humanoid and non-humanoid Bots wandered about the room; one forklift-shaped Bot carrying a piece of equipment that looked to weigh hundreds of pounds and a squat red square-shaped Bot that looked like a rolling tool box with arms followed the spectacled man closely.

“Authorized personnel only allowed here,” the tall, slump-shouldered man murmured under his breath.  His back was turned to them as if they didn’t warrant his attention.  He clutched the sides of one of the tables and stared intently down at the jumble of wires and components spilling from the back of the Bot there.

“I’m sorry, but I have sort-of an emergency and…”

The man straightened slightly.  Snatching a rag from his back pocket and wiping his hands, he asked without turning, “Is someone’s life in immediate danger?”

Lara opened her mouth and closed it again.  “Well… no, but y’see…”

“No, I guess you wouldn’t have wasted time with Reggie if there had been,” he responded, then gestured to the Tool-Bot, which handed him a delicately slender crescent-shaped instrument.  Taking the tool, he returned his attention to the Bot on the table.

“Well, I just needed to see if there was some sort of warranty or repair agreement on file for a dog Bot owned by my mother-in-law…”

At the phrase “dog Bot,” the man tensed slightly, almost as if she’d uttered a curse.

“The Administrative Department closed at five PM,” he muttered indifferently.  “You’ll have to come back tomorrow when they open at seven.”

Lara sighed.  Did all men have to be such assholes?  Whatever happened to the attempt at a good first impression… followed by the ultimate disappointment?

“I’m sorry for wasting your time,” she snapped, backing toward the door.  “I was just trying to…”

What was she trying to do anyway, she wondered?  There was no way in the world she ever could have paid for such a repair.  The most she could have hoped for was that by some miracle the warranty on the critter included a free in-home repair.  Even then, did she honestly believe that it would have changed her and Charlene’s relationship one iota?

“I don’t know what I was thinking,” she muttered, grabbing Cora by the wrist and starting outside.

“Grandma Charley’s doggie is sick and we just wanted to make him better.”

The man in the glasses lay down his tool and turned ever-so-slowly to Cora.  His face was pale, pasty white and his wispy brown hair took a wild ride back atop a receding hairline.  He appeared to be in his mid-thirties, a hard-spent thirty years at that.

“Grandma Charley’s all alone except for Andy and I can tell she loves him.”

While his eyes lingered on Cora, Lara found that her first instinct—what a pitiful ghost of a man—was replaced with a revelation that the hidden eyes behind the glasses, that she’d first mistaken as beady, were quite extraordinary.

“Bring it by tomorrow morning and I’ll take a look at it for you,” he offered with a weighty sigh.  Before another word could be spoken, he turned back to the table, the Tool-Bot moving closer in anticipation, and leaned down over the dissembled Bot on the table like a shade-tree mechanic beneath the hood of his car.

It was then that Lara realized that her daughter had just clarified what she had been trying to do: The right thing.

“Unfortunately, we won’t be here tomorrow,” Lara replied.  “Do you think if she were to bring it by this evening..?”

“These units have priority,” he said, his volume rising slightly.  “I couldn’t possibly get to it tonight.”

 “C’mon, Cora,” Lara hissed, taking her daughter by the arm and starting for the door.  If she didn’t take her leave now, she knew the frustrated anger would get the better of her.

Cora glanced back once more and tossed a sweetly-toned “Thank you, sir,” over her shoulder before disappearing through the swinging doors.
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Slipping his debit card in and out of the reader, Albert waited patiently for the clear plasti-steel door of the compartment to pop open on the slice of pepperoni pizza he’d selected.

Albert took an early break at the food court because he hadn’t eaten dinner before he’d left the house.  He normally ate dinner so he wouldn’t be hungry until early the next morning.  By then, the Mall would be nearly vacant, except for hard-core shoppers, insomniacs, and people with nowhere else to go.

Right now, at eight o’clock, there was still a fair amount of people, he thought as he took his slice to a seat strategically placed so that he could watch the clientele while remaining relatively anonymous.  From a safe distance, he often took notes for his book on the soulless automatons that he found there.

Large groups of people made him uncomfortable— in much the same way a rancher would feel wandering on foot through a herd of cattle instead of riding atop his horse--and that was another reason he waited until later to eat.  He would usually take a slightly longer than normal break if it had been a quiet day and read whatever mag he’d bought from the comic shop.  Normally, it was obscure Anime from Japan, involving pre-pubescent girls, mechanized warriors, and tentacled monsters.  He preferred the stuff that pushed the envelope of taste—another reason why he preferred to keep to himself.

People just didn’t get him.  He was special.  He was sensitive.  That’s what his dear mother--God rest her soul—had always told him.

As he crammed a mouthful of pizza into his mouth, he pulled a tattered paperback from his breast pocket.  A week ago he’d found the paperback on the tram while making his rounds.  He’d held onto it with the intent of dropping it into the lost and found at the end of his shift, but had flipped through it out of curiosity.  The first thing that caught his eye was all the crudely drawn pictures; just on the first few pages alone was a sketch of fat cow, the American flag, and what appeared to be the author’s representation of an asshole.

What the hell sort of a book was this, he had wondered, when he first picked it up.

The book was entitled Breakfast of Champions by a writer named Vonnegut, an author he knew nothing about except through a long ago class he’d taken as a pass/fail elective back in college.  The assignment had involved another one of his books, Slaughterhouse Five, for which Albert had promptly skimmed the Cliff Notes in a bookstore the morning of the exam.  He’d gotten a C in the class, good enough for a passing score, which was the only thing he had sought.

No sense in putting in more effort than was necessary, and he had always felt that fiction was as disposable as anything on television.

He believed in conservation of all things, especially his time.

Though he had avoided fiction, in the glossing over of Slaughterhouse Five, he found that some of the ideas in the book had piqued his interest and had often considered checking the book out at the library.  He never did, of course, but when he had discovered this other Vonnegut book, he had begun to peruse it during his breaks.

It didn’t take him long to discover that this Vonnegut guy was a fucking hoot, talking about the sizes of men’s penises, and women’s underpants, and aliens, and the stupidity of government.

This guy Vonnegut had a pair on him the size of melons!

He even called the blacks “niggers,” instead of “African-American” (or whatever the hell the politically correct term was today).

How he ever got that bad boy published in this day and age, he’d never know.

On his break that first morning, he’d started skimming it, and when he had trouble getting to sleep—as he often did since starting the night shift at the Mall--he started reading from the beginning.  By the time his shift started at five that evening, he had gotten through half the book.

As of today, he was already three quarters of the way through the book a record third time and was still riveted.

There was just something about it.  Something that rang true to him.  Something that he couldn’t quite put his finger on, but he knew he was close to a great understanding.  An epiphany.  Maybe even a concept that he could use in his book.  That important.

Polishing off the last of the pizza with a belch, Albert slung the triangular paper container into one of the many identical food court receptacles shaped like a short, squat Bot.  After the lid--painted to look like a mouth--snapped closed, the receptacle gave a loud “crunch,” followed by a smacking sound that the designer must have thought was “simply precious.”

He listened for the inevitable “swallow,” which it completed with an exaggerated cartoonish “Gulp,” knowing that the trash flowed down a moving chute to an incinerator in the basement of the Mall.  It made sense that a structure this large would have to dispense with their garbage in a more efficient way than most places.  Placing it all in bags to await pick up simply would not do.

The kids certainly loved the spectacle of all of it, Albert thought bitterly, watching as one of the tiny freaks, at this very moment, was shoveling waste into one nearby, one piece at a time with an enormous smile on his face, the can responding with a gulp and juicy belch after each deposit.

And where was its parent?  Certainly not watching their spawn!  No, certainly not that.

The six year old looked over his shoulder at Albert and smiled brightly at him as he continued to load the can.  “Look, mister,” he exclaimed proudly.  “I’m feeding the Bot!”

About this time their blank-eyed, painted-up Jezebel mothers would chuckle and bat their false eyelashes.  Oh, look at little Johnny!  Isn’t he simply a genius!  So environmentally conscious and still so young!  He’ll be a leader of men, that one will!

Albert made eye contact with the child and asked, “Do you know where all that trash goes?”

The child shook his head and turned to Albert, his full attention on the wise friendly grown-up.

“It goes down to the basement where a dragon the size of a jumbo jet eats and eats and eats day and night.”

The little boy studied Albert with slowly widening eyes.

“And sometimes if a little boy like you leans a bit too close, the dragon’s powerful lungs suck him right down the tube and swallows him whole… if he’s lucky,” Albert told him, articulating every word as clearly as he was able.  “If you’re not so lucky, the dragon might chew on you for a while like a piece of beef jerky, then swallow you.”

The child’s eyes moved from the painted smiley-face on the receptacle to the remaining ball of wadded napkins in his hand.  Tossing it to the floor, the boy raced away.

With a grunt of amusement, Albert turned hungrily back to his book. Glancing at his watch, he realized he was a few minutes over his break.

Maybe just a few more pages.
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“I know it’s late, but I need a room for the night, please.”

Her watch read a quarter to ten.  They had wasted nearly two hours in the E-Bot store and in that time after coming up and discarding more ideas than she could remember, she had come up with a sort of plan Z.

The attendant at the front desk of the luxurious Clearlake Regent barely glanced at her as he called up the logon screen at his computer terminal.  “We take reservations all night as long as there’s availability.  How many, ma’am?”

“I have two children,” Lara tried to keep the anxiety out of her voice, as she studied the young attendant.  He was dark-haired, in his mid-twenties with an indifferent sort of delivery that concerned her.  She would rather have dealt with the older female attendant that she had seen earlier when she first stepped into the lobby.  Unfortunately, as Lara had started up to the desk, the woman had said a few words to the male attendant and disappeared.  Bathroom break probably.

The male attendant who Lara saw from the nametag pinned to his breast was named “Henry,” cocked an eye at her for the first time.  He glanced past her and saw no children because she had strategically told them to stay put just outside.  “Ages?” he asked, bored exhaustion in his voice.

“Five and ten.”

He inputted some numbers and glanced up at her again.  This time, his lips curled slightly as he recognized something that he hadn’t before.  “No bags?”

“Our stuff is in the car,” Lara answered, making deliberate eye-contact with the young man.  “I’ll bring it around once I know where the parking garage is.”

“May I have your credit card, please ma’am?”

Lara started into her pre-rehearsed performance.  “Here’s the thing.  I had a family emergency and had to leave the house suddenly.  My husband is out of town and took the credit cards.  All I have is cash.”  She paused to glance back at the children with just the right amount of concern in her face.  “I sure hope it’s enough, or I don’t know what I’ll do.”

Henry had her full attention now.  He had abandoned the keyboard altogether.  “Ma’am, the most reasonable room we offer is two hundred a night.”

Lara sighed and placed the full amount of cash she had at her disposal (minus ten dollars) on the desk before Henry.  “I have twenty-six dollars cash.”

Henry stepped back in front of the computer’s keyboard, almost defensively.  “I’m sorry, ma’am.”

“I know that it’s a far cry from two hundred, but I’m sure you have some sort of bereavement or traveler discount or something.”

“Even at the discounted rate, you’re still looking at one eighty.”

Lara paused, both hands palm down on the edge of the front counter.  This part wouldn’t be performance.   She looked down at the worn, dried skin of her hands and found the ring.  Her wedding ring.   The only thing of value she still held in her possession.

Henry followed her eyes and caught the gist.  His eyes widened briefly before the inevitable embarrassment. He shook his head and murmured, “I’m sorry, ma’am, but I…”

“Listen Henry,” Lara said, finding the other’s shifting eyes and holding them firmly.  “I’m the mother of two small children with no place else left to go.  My paycheck of eight hundred dollars will be deposited into my checking first thing Monday morning.  The first thing I’ll do when that money hits my account is pay you a big tip for going out of your way for me.  Now to show you how trustworthy I am, I’m going to give you my wedding ring.”  And her hand reached for it, she prayed that it would come off.  She hadn’t taken it off for any length of time since that day a month before his death, when on a lark she’d had it polished just before their ten year anniversary.

How radiant that humble little stone had been on the day of his funeral!

Oh, how it had shined when they lowered him into the ground!

Henry broke eye contact as the older female attendant stepped back behind the desk. Supervisor, his posture said.

And just like that, the spell she had briefly held him under was instantly broken.

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” he said in a louder tone than the one he’d previously used with her, pushing the cash on the counter back toward her.  “I wish I could help you, but we have a very strict policy on this.”  His eyes fluttered up and found her briefly, apologetically before fleeing again.

Lara lowered her head, reaching out and taking the money.

The female supervisor glanced over with marked curiosity then stepped a respectful distance away, cocking an ear in their direction.

Henry leaned forward as Lara started to turn away.  “Y’know, I’ve spent many a long night theater hopping at Cine-Verse.”

Lara glanced up at the attendant in shock.

“They have a pretty relaxed policy over there after hours.”

But Lara was already retreating, Henry’s hallow words falling short of their target.

What exactly was this pompous little asshole suggesting?  Did he actually expect her and the children to camp-out in a movie theater like common vagrants?  That was scarcely better than sleeping in your own car!

How dare he compare me to..?

Lara’s shoulders slumped as she stepped out of the lobby of the Clearlake Regent and into the Mall, where Owen and Cora were—oh, wonders of wonders—fighting again.  Her instinct to leave them outside was right on the money, not that it would have made much of difference anyway had they made a display inside the lobby.

Owen had taken a tiny troll doll that Cora had brought with her and was rushing around like a maniac playing keep away, while Cora chased after him, bordering on tears.  Misery has a hierarchy, too, Lara thought, stepping forcefully up behind Owen, grabbed him by the arm, and gave him a single hard shake.

“Ow! Goddammit!”

Lara yanked him forward until her face was scarcely an inch from his.  “Say that again!”

Owen quivered in the harsh spotlight of his mother’s livid eyes.

The troll doll slipped unconsciously out of his fingers.  Cora snatched it up, and backing slowly away, pressed it to her tiny breast without a moment’s hesitation, like a smaller dog seizing the spoils of two larger ones embroiled in battle.

“Do not swear again,” Lara growled.

Owen stared frozen, seemingly incapable of even blinking.  Suddenly, his vision cleared and he muttered, “You do.”

She would not be distracted.  “Do you understand me?”

Owen moved his head down and up and Lara started forward, dragging Owen by his arm behind her.  He yanked her hand away and fell behind a few steps, something Lara felt obliged to allow.

“I hate you,” Owen growled.

“C’mon, Cora.”

Ignoring him, she snapped her fingers and the five-year old dutifully scampered forward, but when Lara held out her hand for her, she shrank back, casting a glance back at her brother.

When Lara reached out and took Cora’s hand, she saw fear in her eyes.
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Lara’s FAC (or Food Allotment Card) still showed a balance of fifty dollars.  The problem with the card was that it was all but useless in a place where your choices were limited to prepared food.  After all, the Mall had been designed for those with disposable income, not those on public support.

Welfare, she scoffed.  Her father would have been mortified if he’d still been alive.

She’d never thought that she would be in the position of having to raid Uncle Sam’s pockets like this.  Her parents had raised her to be self-sufficient and had condescended to those on welfare.  Even during the lean times, her proud hard-headed father had never stooped so low as to apply for unemployment.

God will provide, she could remember her mother saying with that devil-may-care smirk and a look of barely masqueraded doubt just behind her deep-set brown eyes.  Mom had always been able to put on that mask of hope for Lara’s benefit no matter how dark it had seemed.  Not that they had ever had to deal with a situation approaching the one she was faced with now.

No, this was new territory.

Their family had never gone hungry.  Lara had never had to go to bed on an empty stomach.  Her father had always made a good living as an electrical engineer for NASA in Clearlake, while her mother had stayed home to raise Lara.

That was at least until cancer had killed them both.

Now here she was.

Hunger knows no shame, she thought, staring down at the plastic card in her hands.  Eat or die.  It was as simple as that.

After several attempts swiping the card at several different automated vendors in the food court, Lara gave up and started back to the parking garage where she had parked the Toyota SUV.  There she knew they could at least have the remains of the cold cuts and cheese that were still in the cooler in the trunk.

“Where are we going?” Cora wanted to know.

“Back to the car.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s getting late and we need to find a place to stay.”  Lara hoped that she could at least find a hotel cheap enough for a single night’s stay with the sparse cash she had left.

There was no waiting for the tram and it was almost empty.  After ten, the pulse of the Mall was starting to slow.  The consumers (its lifeblood) were returning to their respective shelters with their new found spoils, to sleep in their comfy beds and eat their midnight snacks.

Lara hadn’t even realized that she had been staring at a woman in a business suit, seated in the seat opposite them and nibbling on a low-calorie energy bar, until the woman glared at her.  She had been ignoring the pangs in her stomach for several hours now in deference to the children, but now the urge was becoming irresistible and the growling had started.

“Mommy, your tummy’s talking.”

Normally, Lara would have had a snappy reply for her youngest, but tonight, the creativity well was dry.  The only words that came to mind—ones she kept to herself—were, “Yes, dear.  Mommy’s hungry.”

Even with the tram, it still took them fifteen minutes to reach the parking garage at the north entrance.  The elevator took them up to the roof where the Toyota SUV sat parked.  The top level of the garage lay nearly empty except for three or four cars.  Lara’s SUV sat near the elevator, the backseat folded down and filled to capacity with boxes and clothing on hangers, gathered in a rush.  It was humbling to see the remnants of a person’s life loaded into a space as limited as a vehicle.

Owen quietly brooded while Cora filled the vacuum left behind by doing the lion’s share of the whining.

“Why are we leaving?  I wanted to ride the Fairy Wheel?”

“We can’t this time, hon.”

Owen quietly stood beside the passenger door, glaring at Lara when he thought she wasn’t looking.  When she unlocked the doors, he threw himself into the passenger seat and slammed the door behind him.

“Hey, you got to ride in the front on the way up here!”

“Cora, get in the car,” Lara snapped, climbing behind the wheel.

She made a sound of frustration deep in her throat and settled into the only available space left next to the boxes stacked on the backseat.

Lara glanced at the gas gauge.  Sucking in a surprised breath, she rested her forehead on the steering wheel in frustration.

“What’s wrong?” Cora wanted to know.

“We’re on empty,” Owen told her.  It was the first words he’d uttered in half an hour.

Lara glanced up at Owen incredulously.

“You said before we left that you needed gas and for me to remind you and the last time I reminded you, you yelled at me and told me to stop reminding you.”

Lara sighed and rested her head on the steering wheel again.  She’d had to drown out a lot of voices to keep that fantasy going that everything was going to be just fine, but like all deception, the truth had caught up with her like a relentless animal.

And now she was feeling its teeth.

“I’m sorry,” she said weakly and finally lifted her head, blowing a few stray hairs out of her eyes with her outthrust bottom lip.  “I’m sorry that every one of my plans to find you guys a bed tonight fell through.  I’m sorry for letting it even get to this point, sitting in our car with all our worldly possessions around us.  I’m just sorry for being a bad mother.  Maybe one day, you’ll see that sometimes a parent feels like a child, still capable of making mistakes as big as she did when she was five and ten years old.  Just at my age, the stakes are much bigger and the damage can be that much greater.”

She sighed heavily and stared at a crucifix--along with several other jingly trinkets-- hanging from her keychain in the ignition.  In that moment, she couldn’t for the life of her remember exactly where it had come from or why she had thought it was a good idea to put it on a keychain.

When Lara glanced over at her son, he wore a confused expression that she couldn’t read, a cross between “who-are-you” and “is this some sort of trick?”

“That being said, we’re going to take a vote as a family unit, since honestly,” Lara scoffed, “I’m not feeling very parent-like right now, and I haven’t the least bit of maternal instinct on the best route to go from here.”

Half turning in her seat so that she could see both her children, Lara took a deep breath and said, “Okay.  Here’s our options:  A) We can drive out of here to look for a grocery store to get some food and a hotel to spend the night, assuming, of course, that we actually have enough gas to get us where we need to go; or B) We can eat bologna sandwiches…”

Both Owen and Cora moaned in unison.

“—and stay in the Mall over night.”

“The Mall!” Cora yelled, arm raised.

Owen frowned.  “Won’t they throw us out if we’re not buying anything?”

“I figured maybe we could afford three movie tickets and wait it out until morning.”

Cora squealed loudly and grabbed Owen’s shoulder from the backseat.

Owen looked Lara over, the tension slowly dissolving from his face.  “Let me get this straight?  You’re going to let us stay up all night and watch movies?”

“Yeah,” Lara said with a tired smirk.  “That’s the idea.  Take it or leave it.”

“And you’re saying that it’ll be okay to hop from screen to screen?”

“Just this once.”

A smile was slowly dawning on the ten-year-old’s face as his little sister flung herself into the front seat, grabbed her mother around the neck and gave her a loud smack on the cheek.

“Do we really have to eat the bologna?” Owen added.
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“I’m almost out of health points.  Loan me a credit.”

“This is my last credit, man,” Chance told Jesse, stabbing the Merlin the Wizard player button.

“The Elf needs food badly!” the game’s synthesized voice urgently advised.

“Just get over here and give me a hand,” Jesse yelled, his finger a blur as he blasted monsters with his arrows.

They had been playing Gauntlet for a good part of the night after leaving the CD store.  When they’d first come into the Di-lithium Mine arcade it had been crowded with the late night crowd of teenagers.  Now there were less than ten people left.

“The Elf is about to die!”

“C’mon, use your magic!”

“It’s not going to help, Jess,” Chance muttered, slapping the magic button with his palm.  All the monsters surrounding him disintegrated, but it did little good for the starving Elf.

Questor the Elf disappeared in a flash of light.  Jesse pounded the side game with his fist and bellowed in frustration.  “Let’s blow this place!” he growled, grabbing his skateboard from where it leaned against the wall and tossing the other at Chance’s feet.

“I just zeroed out my card to stay in the game,” Chance protested.  The moment he stepped away from the joystick some other kid that looked to be about ten slipped in and took over.  What were kids that young doing out this late, anyway, Chance wondered?  Could there possibly be parents in this world more incompetent than his own?

Jesse dropped his board to the floor just outside the arcade and stepped onto it, riding it casually up the nearly empty yellow coded corridor.

“Dude, I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Chance warned, glancing back down the corridor.  “What if fat ass is still around?”

“Are you kidding me,” Jesse sneered.  “He won’t bother us again.  He’s too busy hassling some little old lady in the red zone on the other side of the Mall.”  He leapt off his board.  Managing to keep the same pace, he snatched the board from the floor and tucked it beneath his arm.

“Don’t you think we should head to Dickie’s?  He’s probably wondering where we are by now.”

“What happened to spending the night in the Mall?”

“I said that on a goof, dude.  Like when you said you wish somebody’d shoot President Connally.  You weren’t serious either.”

“Shit yeah, I was serious,” Jesse chuckled.  “Hell, I think spending the night here is the least lame idea you’ve ever had.  A lot better than staying at Dickie’s.”

“What if my folks call his house?”

“He’s got just enough sense to cover for us.  C’mon, I’ve got something I want to show you.”  With that pronouncement, Jesse pressed the buds dangling from around his neck into his ears and hit play on his CD player.  U-2’s “I Will Follow,” drown out the words of protest Chance uttered.
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With misgivings and alarm bells going off all through her head, Lara fed fifteen of her last remaining twenty-six dollars into the vending machine just inside the theater entrance and received a debit card back, newly embossed with the Mall of the Nation logo.  Directly next to this machine was an automated ticket vender and a flashy digital marquee.

Owen and Cora stood before the massive marquee, reading a scrolling list of the thirty some movies currently showing. 

“Goonies,” Cora cried.

“No way, Smeagol, you already saw that one!”

“I want to see it again.”

“Thirty movies to choose from and you want to see the only one you’ve already seen?” Owen scoffed.  “I want to see Explorers.  I hear they build a spaceship in their backyard.”

“Judging from the show times, it looks like we’re going to have to see this Back to the Future thing.”

 “Currently number one at the box office and very popular with all age groups,” the theater’s patron liaison Bot interjected.  There were a total of fifteen Bots assigned to the theater, one for every two auditoriums, each one with the fluorescent yellow strips bearing the name and logo of Cine-Verse, the theater chain, all over their bodies.  “It stars Michael J. Fox from the popular television show Family Ties and Christopher Lloyd from Taxi.”

“That’s the one with the cool car in it,” Owen remarked.

“I want to see Goonies,” Cora cried, that whiny quality entering her voice.

“Is there any policy against buying different movie tickets for my two children?” Lara asked the liaison.

“No policy per se, although management does try to dissuade the practice, especially after hours,” the service Bot replied.  Then in a more official sounding voice, it said, “Management is not responsible for any injuries sustained on the premises due to a lack of parental supervision or disagreements between adult parties.”

As the children continued to argue, Lara leaned closer to the Bot and discreetly asked.  “Is there… human security here?”

“There are two Security Agents posted on the premises after hours.”

Well, that assuaged her fears for the time being.

“Mom, didn’t you say we could sneak-in to more than one.”

Ignoring Owen, Lara nodded to the Bot and said, “Thank you for your help.”

The Bot bowed slightly but didn’t seem to pick up her insinuation.  Guess they didn’t program the things with etiquette. “Um, excuse us, but…”

“Go away,” Owen barked and with those words, the Bot started immediately away from them.  “You have to give them direct a command or they’re clueless.”

“That was rude,” Cora barked.

“What does it care?  It’s a machine.”

“Yeah, well, it looks like the next showing of Back to the Future lets out in plenty of time to see a couple of others,” Lara said, swiping her card and retrieving the three tickets it dispensed.  “That is, if you guys can stay awake.”

“I can,” Cora chirped.  “I might even watch Goonies twice.”

One by one, the three of them fed their tickets into the automated turnstiles and pushed their way through the plexi-steel booths into the main lobby of the theater.

One of the movies must have just ended as a group of ten or fifteen couples meandered through the lobby to the exits, talking excitedly amongst themselves.  The lobby of the Cine-verse at the Mall of the Nation might have doubled as a ballroom, even the crystal chandelier that hung directly above its center contributed to this illusion.  Multi-colored carpet covered the fifty yards leading to the enormous concession stand that split into two sections: one for automated service and the other for full “interactive” service (as it had been termed in the customer service industry).  The lighting had been slightly diminished on that side to give a gentle prompting that if you wanted live service, sir, you were out-of-luck.

An elderly couple laughed as they fumbled through the procedures of purchasing their snacks at the concession stand.  The gentleman glanced over at Lara and the kids as they entered and flashed them a smile.

“Would you be in need of assistance, sir?” one of the lobby robots asked the gentleman.

He waved his hand at the Bot.  “No-no-no.  Mind your own business, Sparky!” he growled.  

Lara snickered and felt instant affinity for the couple. She knew that there was the higher degree of distrust of the mechanized men among the generations born before the technological boom of the seventies.  Being an engineer, her father had been at home around Bots; her mother on the other hand had reacted to them in much the same way the elderly man just had.

“Look, Mommy, popcorn!” Cora said in a loud whisper that, nonetheless, rivaled her normal speaking voice.  “Can we get some?  Pleeease?”

“Hush, Cora,” Lara hissed.  “We have just enough for the movie.  That was the deal.”  Though she had eleven dollars left, Lara could not bare to part with it just yet.  After all, it was her life savings now.

The elderly gentleman gently brushed his wife aside and tried to take control of the situation.  She moved dutifully out of the way and noticed Lara and the kids for the first time.  “Why, look here, George,” the woman exclaimed.  “A smart young lady and gentleman.  Maybe one of them might see fit to help us with this infernal machine.”

Owen stepped forward tentatively and said in a shy voice: “I can show you.  It’s easy.”

The couple glanced at each other with identical expressions of amusement.  “That’s what our grandchildren are always saying.  ‘It’s easy.  It’s easy,’ the older gent said in a gently mocking tone, stepping back and glancing at Lara.

“Sure, why not,” Lara stated.  “He’s been waiting for the opportunity to flex his grey muscle all evening.”

“We’ll take one large bucket of popcorn, my good man.”  The gentleman held his debit card out to Owen and smiled over at Lara.  “I’m George and this is my wife Tess.”

“Your techno-savior here is Owen and this is Coraline.”

“Nice to meet you,” Cora said brightly.  “We’re going to see the Goonies.”

“Back to the Future,” Owen growled under his breath.

“We figured on seeing this western Silverado,” George responded, quietly admiring the confidence with which Owen punched through the button sequence.  “Pretty fancy shooting there, kiddo.”

“Butter?” Owen asked.

“Well, of course,” George quipped.  “What’s movie popcorn without butter.”

Tess and George watched as a large empty tub dropped down into position.  A thin spray of butter coated the popcorn as it tumbled from a separate tube down into the tub.  When it stopped, Tess lifted the tub and offered it up to George.  He took a handful and sampled it.  “So, it’s not cold and stale?  How do you suppose they know to pop it fresh like that?”

Lara shrugged.  “Maybe it has something to do with purchasing history on your credit card, y’know, that you usually get a large bucket of popcorn when you see a movie or…”  She glanced over her shoulder melodramatically.  “Either that or we might have a Big Brother situation here.”

“You really think so?”  Tess looked up as well and gave an involuntary shudder.  “There certainly are enough cameras now that you mention it.”

“Hold this for me please.”  George held the tub out to Owen, took the card back from him and swiped it through the reader again.  “Now let’s see if I learned anything from you and get us some drinks.”  He pushed a series of buttons and a large tub of popcorn dropped into position. “Whoops!”

“You should have hit the drink button,” Owen commented.

“Ah, well, what shall I ever do with a spare bucket of popcorn?” George said with a smirk, tipping his wife a wink, and patting Owen on the head.  “You don’t suppose you two could do me a favor and eat this tub of popcorn for me, could you?”

“I will, I will,” Cora yelled, hopping up and down on her tippy toes.

Lara shook her head at the elderly couple as she handed the first tub of popcorn back to them.  “What do we say, folks?”

“Thank you,” Owen and Cora said in unison as they hovered over the slowly filling tub.

George slid his card into a separate vending machine adjacent to the first.

“Would you consider letting me pay for that?” Lara offered, praying that they were the kind of couple she was hoping they were.

George smirked at Lara as he retrieved a plastic bottle of water from the chute with a grunt of effort.  “It was a small price to pay for a couple of genuine kid-smiles.   We’re pretty selfish that way.”

As George led Tess away from the concession stand with a final wave, he grumbled, “Now, how the hell do we find the right theater in this place?”  One of the yellow service Bots scurried anxiously along behind them as they wandered across the lobby, reading signs like a couple of travelers to a far away exotic land.

Cora stared after the couple with a smile that took up most of the tiny space below her button nose.  She squeezed her mother’s hand and said, “I like them.  They make pretty colors together.”

Lara wrinkled her nose at her daughter and shook her head in confused wonder.  “C’mon, you lucky little charmers,” she told her kids.  “Grab your pot of gold and let’s go.”

As Lara turned back to watch the elderly couple slowly walk out of their lives, the opportunist in Lara considered the prospect of calling out to them and asking them if they, by any chance, knew a good safe place a displaced mother and her two destitute children could find shelter for the night.

Yet, the diplomatic side of her knew it would be inappropriate to prey on their good will.

So she let them walk away.

There was a momentary chill in the pit of her stomach that she would later recall as the moment that hope abandoned her.

Glancing around wide empty lobby, Lara saw neither human nor robot anywhere.  There was no trace of a live human voice, nothing but loud recordings of the coming attractions trailers on the monitors overhead and the scrolling electronic banners advertising concession products.

And she felt a sudden desperate loneliness and recalled the moment on the residential level only hours before.  Where were these feelings coming from, she wondered? Why now?

Taking Cora tightly by her hand, she handed the stamped tickets retrieved from the turnstiles to Owen and mustered a smile for him.  “Give me a direction, Magellan.”
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“What’s in the pack, dude?”

Jesse pulled the black backpack with the faded Billy Idol transfer out of the pay locker, hoisted it onto his shoulder and leapt onto the empty down escalator.

Trotting after in an attempt to catch up, Chance thought that Jesse could be a real douche bag sometimes.  “Hey, Cinderella!  What’s your hurry?”

He finally eased up just before they hit the subterranean level.  Taking a quick suspicious look over Chance’s shoulder, Jesse started into the empty passage beneath the Mall.  “Will you keep your voice down?”

“You got a bomb in there!” Chance said, intentionally louder than normal.

Jesse made a face and stepped casually up to the entrance to the moving platform.  There were no stores down here.  Instead, the subterranean level was composed entirely of four long platforms (very much like the ones in airport terminals), each broken into four variable-speed conveyor belts; two of the platforms moved west to east and east to west, separated by a short wall, and two more platforms moving north to south and vice versa.  These platforms extended the entire length of the Mall, enabling shoppers to move to the polar opposite side at a faster rate of speed without having to walk or take a tram.

Just before he stepped onto the platform, Jesse flung the pack into Chance’s chest.  “Try and catch me, momma’s girl!”  Jesse took a four step jog, and then leapt sidelong to his left onto the entrance to the next platform running parallel to the first, this one slightly faster than the first.

For a moment Chance stood immobile with the backpack in his arms before cursing under his breath and rushing after his friend.  There was no way he could catch up with him after the head-start he’d taken.  Jesse was a pro at navigating the belts in dense crowds, faster than anyone he knew and there was no one riding along down here tonight to create an obstacle for him.  The platform was completely empty.  It was the first time, Chance had been down here in the bowels of the Mall so late, and it was downright eerie to be alone amid all that open space.

Within thirty seconds Jesse had already skipped to the fourth and fastest belt in the center of the corridor.  He turned to face Chance, running back down the platform toward him, taunting him with a tug at his crotch.

Ignoring him, Chance came to a complete stop and unzipped the backpack.  Tucked inside were a dirty pair of gym socks--to dissuade the casual snoop--and a half a dozen CD’s that he’d lifted from a couple of music stores earlier in the day.  Hidden at the bottom were two cans of spray paint--neon red and fluorescent yellow.

He shook his head.  Son-of-a-bitch, he thought.  Not this again.

When he’d reached the escalator stop in the direct center of the Mall, Jesse was waiting for him, standing directly in front of the platform exit.  He had hoisted himself off the floor by his arms on the platform’s uptake railing, his elbows locked and his big red Nike cross-trainers cocked out before him in mid-air threatening to kick like a frisky kangaroo.  Chance tossed the backpack directly at him, forcing him to drop back down to his feet.  He stepped off and started toward the up escalator.

“So what do you say, Chancie?  Are you down?”

“Blow me,” Chance replied with a bored sigh.  “I don’t have a strong desire to see the inside of a jail cell tonight.”

“What, you think Big and Beautiful is gonna catch us?” Jesse asked, stepping onto the escalator backwards and giving his friend a huge toothy grin.  “Fat chance, Chance!”

Chance tried to ignore Jesse as he split a gut over his witty repartee.  “Look, Jess, I just don’t give a shit about getting in that stupid gang.  I just don’t care,” he told him, as he stepped onto the moving staircase after him.

“This thing will buy me a little street cred, dude.”

“Not interested in any of that.”

Taking a step back down to Chance, Jesse leaned against the railing, staring down at the pack in his hands.  “Neither am I, man.  I just want to give myself a little breathing space, s’all,” he replied, in a low voice.  “Y’know, it’s just that I figure if I don’t, something bad’s gonna happen.  Then maybe if I can get in good with them, they won’t mess with you either.”

Chance followed the other’s eyes to the pack gripped in his hands, the nails of which had been chewed down to the quick.  He could just make out Billy Idol’s fading scowl, that curled lip of his, and remembered how Jesse had gotten the pack for Christmas two years ago when every other song on the radio was “White Wedding.”  They were both thirteen back then.  Still kids, Chance thought.  Now here they were talking about “street cred” and covering each other’s asses.

What a wonderful world they lived in.

“Look, it’s quarter to two,” Jesse continued.  “There’s not gonna be anybody on those trams.”

Chance glared up at Jesse and found himself listening for the first time.

“The trams, huh?”
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When Albert reached the tram, Vernon Willowby and Sam from maintenance were already on the scene.  He could see the damage from a distance through the slowly dissolving group of shoppers stepping away from the sign Vernon affixed across the outside glass of the car reading “Out of Order.”

“Next tram will be along shortly, folks,” Vernon explained in a loud voice.

Albert stepped through the crowd to stand beside Vernon.  “What happened here?”

“They saw a couple of kids on the surveillance cam just before one of them blacked out the lens,” Vernon replied, rubbing the bubbles out of the plastic self-adhesive sign.

Almost on cue, both their radios squawked: “Attention all security agents, be on the lookout for two teenaged boys in jeans and t-shirts with skateboards, one with a backpack, last seen in Yellow Sector.  Wanted for defacing company property.  Message has been transmitted to all mechanized support units via the network. Bots have been ordered to report location if spotted, not to engage suspects.”

Phrases and slogans in bright red and yellow covered the entire inside of the tram.  “6th St Sculz,” the largest one, across the back wall, read.  Others read: “Watch your ass!” and “Sculz rule 6th.”  Albert’s eyes couldn’t seem to get past the one that read: “Fuk U, Fat Azz Piggy!” with a crude image of a pig wearing a badge.

“If you locate them,” the voice on the radio continued, “please escort them outside the premises.  Remember, never engage a customer physically.  I repeat: do not engage a customer physically.  If they refuse to leave peacefully, call law enforcement immediately.”

Vernon glanced furtively over at Albert.

“They were the ones at the Ferris Wheel,” Albert stated.

“Yeah, I figured.”  Vernon studied the other’s frozen expression as he stared at the graffiti.  “Remember what I told you, Al.  They’re just kids.  Don’t sweat ‘em.”

Sal, a uniformed black man with a perennial smile on his face stepped up to the door of the tram.  “I’m taking her down to maintenance to get her cleaned up before the boss sees.  You guys wanna ride?”

Glancing at Albert, Vernon shook his head.  “Nah, I’ll hang here.  Thanks, Sal.”

With that, Sal hit a button inside the open panel beside the entrance and the doors slid closed.  “Clear?” he asked into his radio and after a moment it squawked back.  He gave a bright smile and a wave and flicked a switch inside the panel.  The tram slid smoothly down the track.

“Boy, those things are sure quiet, aren’t they?”  Vernon glanced warily over at the other, but Albert’s eyes were following the tram into the tunnel, only registering Vernon after it had completely disappeared around the curve of the tunnel.

He turned and looked at Vernon with an odd expression, blinked once, twice, three times, then uttered the following words: “Of course it’s quiet.  It’s a perfect transporting machine.”

Vernon squinted at Albert in confusion as he fished around inside his pocket.  “Hey man, you sure you’re okay?  Have you been getting enough sleep?”

Retrieving a tattered paperback from his pocket, Albert stared foggily down at it.  “Nah, I’ve been having a little trouble lately,” he managed in a slurred voice, then suddenly more clearly, he added, “Hey, Vernon, you ever read Vonnegut?”

Shaking his head at Albert, he glanced down at the book.  “Hell, man the closest I get to reading is the articles in Hot Rod magazine.  By the way, I finally found that damned roof panel for my Ford.”  Vernon had been restoring his old man’s two-tone ‘55 Ford Crown Victoria Skyliner part by part for about five years now, and the acrylic glass roof panel for the “Glasstop Vicky” had been the real thorn in his side.  “Got it mail order from Japan.  Ain’t that the shits?  I had to send off to friggin’ Asia to get a part for an American car. What’s this world comin’ to?”

“Machines,” Albert muttered. “That’s what it’s coming to.  The De-evolution of Man. This society creates skateboarding machines and vandalism machines.  They don’t think or feel like me or… you.”  Albert turned quickly and stared at Vernon with concern in his eyes.

So intense was the expression that Vernon felt himself shrink away.  “Say, you want to grab a bite with me on my break?” he asked tentatively, hoping the answer would be “no.”

Pocketing the book, Albert walked away, without response, but humming what Vernon could swear sounded like the tune to Devo’s “Whip It.”





BOOK TWO
“BREAKDOWN”
 

“John Fitzgerald Kennedy took office on January 20, 1964.  The next eight years of the Kennedy Administration was a historic time.  Domestically, Kennedy implemented his policy of the ‘New Frontier’ that saw an improved economy due in part to tax cuts and unprecedented job growth, mostly in technical fields, which Kennedy was a strong advocate of from his first days in office.  He pushed for the first manned mission to the moon before the end of the decade and saw his vision completed during his administration on July 20, 1969.  His personal interest in technology and space led directly to many foreign policy successes including several talks with the Soviets regarding joint missions during his second term in office (though no agreement was ever reached) and a landmark agreement with Japan, which allowed the sharing of technical advances in the field of electronics and computers (which would eventually lead to the first discussions of robotic technology in the early years of the Humphrey administration).”
 

Excerpt from the article entitled “A Brief History of the Presidents of the United States of America,” from the Uni-pedia on-line resource
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Back to the Future had been such a success with Owen and Cora that they had wanted to stay and watch it a second time.  Despite how entertaining the movie, Lara still found herself nodding off halfway through the first run.  Whether it was the soft cushion against her back or the cool temperature of the auditorium, or maybe just the sense of being in a safe place, all Lara knew was that the tension of the day, the stress that comes with the insecurity of not having a place to lay your head, drained out of her body from the ends of every hair on her head to the tips of her toes.  She had been in a constant state of fight or flight since the eviction that morning and hadn’t eased up.  So much so that when she first sat down in the “rocking-chair” seat, she had felt the ache and throb of every muscle, as if she had just completed a full-out marathon dash for some indefinable goal.

“Oh God,” she purred, rolling her neck along the top edge of the puffy soft seat back.  “Those tickets were worth every penny we paid for them.”  Her stiff neck cracked and she groaned in comfort.  Was it possible to get an orgasm from a seat?

Somehow her eyes had flickered open just in time to see the DeLoren fly away up the McFly’s tree-lined street.  She had been so deeply asleep that for a moment she was completely disoriented.  Where the hell was she?

“Mommy, can we see it again?” Cora wanted to know.

“I don’t know, hon,” Lora attempted, straightening in her seat and blinking foggily at her son in the seat next to her.  “What does your brother have to say?”

“Oh yeah!”  Owen was all pearly white teeth and green eyes--those same deep emerald eyes that belonged to his father.  “That was so awesome!”

“I guess it’s settled then.  We go back to the future one more time.”  She had looked over her shoulder then and realized that the two other teenaged couples that had shared the auditorium with them had departed, leaving them the sole members of the audience.  For a single moment, Lara’s tummy fluttered with an indecipherable panic.  Was it possible that they were the only ones left in this entire thirty screen theater?  Who was she kidding?  Surely on a weekend, there would be tons of teens roaming from screen to screen.

She checked her watch.  It was only thirty minutes after midnight.  Still early for a Saturday night… er, Sunday morning.

Still she had insisted that all three of them take a bathroom break together.  She was comforted to see several other people moving through the corridors, even a couple not much older than her.  She even held hope that she’d see the elderly couple, George and Tess, again.  They’d reminded her of her parents, though her memories of them had grown sketchy over the years.  She’d only been eight years old when they’d died.

One thing she did recall, though, was that they had been inseparable, with a bond that seemed so exclusive that at times, Lara had felt like the third man out.

When they had died, Lara had gone to live with her aunt on her father’s side, the only available relative.

Tragically, her parents had died within a month of each other, her mother of ovarian cancer and her father of a heart attack, though she often told people that they both died of cancer (because in her mind her father had ultimately died of a fatal case of “lack of wife”).

“Because they shared the same soul,” a friend of hers had once remarked upon hearing the story.  “One could not survive without the life force of the other,” had been the friend’s poetically misplaced conclusion.  “When your mother left this world, your father had lost his will to go on.”

Maybe it was that touch of the tragic which made it seem so romantic, but Lara feared that she had carried that ideal of perfected love along with her to every relationship she’d ever formed.  Perhaps it was this more than anything else that had ruined her ability to be happy.

Even with Ben, she hadn’t appreciated him as much as she should have, until the day it was too late for second chances, she thought, staring at a coming attractions one-sheet on the wall of the theater.  It was an advertisement for another one of those low-budget slasher pics that John Carpenter’s Halloween had made popular.

The poster portrayed a dirty-faced teenager clutching the bars of a jail cell, her eyes terror-stricken.  In the darkness behind her was a shadowy figure with--what else--a butcher knife.

For the briefest of moments, the face on the poster was hers, and the figure behind was a grim-faced woman.

The Witch.

“Mommy!”

The sound of her daughter’s voice jarred her out of her thoughts.  “Yeah?”

“Can we go watch the Goonies while we wait for Marty McFly to start again?”

“No, Cora. Let’s make this as simple as we can,” she’d answered, watching as her suave ten-year-old son exited the restroom and checked his zipper in the lobby.

As Owen started up the corridor in front of them, Lara ran her fingers through his hair playfully, “Hey, Casanova, try XYZ’ing yourself inside the lavatory next time.”

Keeping his thoughts to himself, Owen had increased his pace and let the door swing shut behind him as he entered the auditorium again.

“What’s wrong with him?” Cora wanted to know.

“He’s just struggling with his independence,” Lara heard herself saying.  My baby boy’s kicking at the walls of his protective egg shell, she thought.

Once they were settled into their seats and the Universal logo came up on the screen, Lara fell into an impossibly, almost immediate REM sleep.  In the dream, that elderly couple, George and Tess, were wandering around the house where she had grown up.

They were having an argument, though Tess seemed to be doing the lion’s share of the yelling. Seemingly oblivious to her outpouring of emotion, George sat down at the kitchen table where a newspaper lay open, only the pages of the paper were all white, devoid of ink print.

Slowly, he began to turn his chair away from Tess, until his back faced her.  As he stared out the window, Lara could just make out the solemn expression on his face in the reflection of the glass.  His eyes were haunted, like bottomless pools filled with dark water, seemingly focused on some object too far away to reach yet too precious to avert his eyes from.

In the moment just before her awakening, Lara realized that the reflection belonged not to George, but to her father.

Cora shook Lara awake three quarters of the way through the second run of the movie with a look composed of one part shame, one part guilt.

“Wha--?” Lara babbled, then like a soldier in the trenches already half awake, Lara leapt up in her seat.  “What’s the matter?”  She glanced over and realized that Owen was missing.  “Where’s Owen?”

“He said he was going to the bathroom,” the little girl said in a high-pitched voice, bordering on hysterical.  “I told him that I would wake you up if he left and he didn’t go, but then I fell asleep too, and when I woke up, he was gone.”

Lara rose and started up the aisle toward the exit, the auditorium still empty except for her and Cora.  “How long have you been asleep?”

“I guess just after Marty got hit by the car,” Cora yelled after her, trotting to keep up with Lara’s much larger strides.  “Then he woke up in bed and I got sleepy too.  I’m sorry, Mommy!”

They rushed out into the corridor awash with green carpeting and green paint.  Good Lord, it looks like the Emerald City after a weekend of hard drinking, Lara thought distractedly, glancing first one way then the other.  

Not the least bit of motion anywhere.

That fear crept back into her bones.

All alone here.  All alone.

She forced the feeling back and turned to Cora.  “What was that movie he said he wanted to see?”

“Explorers!” she snapped, hopping and pointing up the corridor toward the end of the T-shaped hallway.

“Ma’am, may I be of assistance?” one of the theater Bots asked as they dashed past an open auditorium door.

“Cora, wait!”  Lara turned back to the Bot.  “Yes, I’ve lost my son.”

“Lost child!” the Bot chirped sharply, its eyes pulsing bright red.  Then in the distance, Lara could hear the identical cry repeated at least twice more from the direction of the lobby.  “Please give the full name and description of the male child in as much detail as possible so that we might search our database.”

“Owen Myers.  Ten years old.  Brown curly hair.  Green eyes.  He was wearing a t-shirt and jeans.”  Which t-shirt had he been wearing this morning, she asked herself?  Damn, how could she not remember what her own son had been wearing when he got dressed this morning?  “Cora, what kind of shirt was your brother wearing?”

Cora started blankly at her mother, then snapped, “OP.”

That’s right!  It was a Caribbean blue Ocean Pacific t-shirt, the one with the silhouetted surfer on the back.

“Ma’am?”

“I’m sorry,” Lara asked, turning back to the Bot.  “What did you say?”

“Which auditorium were you in?”

“Thirteen.  Lucky number thirteen,” she tittered with nervous energy, then regaining her composure she started up the corridor again, “but we think he might be in another theater.  C’mon, Cora.”

Cora stopped at the door to theater number seventeen and waited with wide-eyes for her mother.  Lara pulled the door open and dashed inside.

She staggered down the sharp incline into the darkened auditorium, letting her eyes slowly adjust.  The seats appeared to be empty.  No, there was someone.  One person.

Lara rushed up the aisle, a low growl starting in her throat, her mind formulating what form of punishment she would bring down on him after this unpardonable offense, when the single dark silhouette of a person split into two teenagers, horny, breathless teenagers, staring with wide, startled eyes.

The blue and purple haired girl shrieked and threw herself into the next seat, while the boy with the Flock-of-Seagulls-special thrust his hands out before him in a defensive posture.  Lara couldn’t help but think that he had been through this scenario before.

Looking past them and registering that no one else was in the auditorium, Lara turned away in frustration and started back up the aisle without an apology, Cora trotting to catch up.  When she thrust the door open, she nearly collided with a Bot.

“Ma’am, we may have identified your lost child,” the Bot announced in a disinterested monotone.  “This child is still within the confines of the Mall.”

“Thank God,” Lara barked.  “Where?”

“One of the central protocol Bots have located a child matching his description.  He can be located at..,” the Bot began, his eyes flaring once more before winking completely out.

The lights around them first dimmed then extinguished, casting Lara and Cora in complete darkness.  In the walls and in the floor, the vibration caused by projection equipment ceased, along with an unidentifiable hum of air-conditioning that had so thoroughly penetrated the building that only the lack of it was conspicuous.

Beside her, Lara could hear her daughter’s sudden intake of breath.

“It’s okay, hon,” Lara tried to comfort.  “Just a power outage.  Give it a few moments and the emergency lights should kick on.”  Lara reached down, found her daughter’s warm little hand clutching her pants leg, and held it tightly.

Suddenly, Cora screamed in pain and released her hand.

“What is it?” 

“My eyes,” she whined.  “It burns.”

Lara reached out and found Cora’s shoulders, then her head.  She felt cool to the touch.  No fever.  “Like before?”

“Yes.  Just louder.”

“Louder?  What do you mean, Cora?  What do you hear?”

“All of them.  They’re all a-scared of the dark.  All the grown-ups are acting like kids.”

What was she talking about?  Was she hearing things?  Cora had always had an active imagination.   She had been much easier to entertain than Owen at her age.  All she needed was a doll, a room and time and she’d create some amazingly intricate scenario out of nothing.  But what was this new fantasy about?  Should she take it seriously?

Cora shivered and clutched her mother tightly.  “Mommy, I want to go home.”

I do too, Sweetie, Lara thought, holding her protectively in her arms.

“Just what makes that little old ant,” Lara began to sing, “think he can move that rubber tree plant?  Everyone knows an ant—“

“C-Can’t,” Cora joined her, “move a rubber tree plant.”

“Cause he’s got…”

The emergency lights flickered on in the lobby, fifty yards or so down the corridor.  “Ah, there we go, Coraline.  See, nothing to fear!”

The door beside them burst open and the two teenagers collided with a frozen theater Bot standing just behind them.  Cora screamed as the boy clawed at the face of the motionless Bot as if fighting for his very life.  The teen girl had already fled up the aisle ahead of him and the teen boy leapt off the chest of the fallen Bot and followed her, screaming her name in a high pitched voice: “Leslieee!  Don’t leave meee!”

Lara glanced at Cora, who had started to shiver uncontrollably.  “Hey now, what’s all this about?”

“Mommy, I’m scared,” Cora murmured through quivering lips, staring down at the frozen metal man at their feet.  “What happened to the Bot?”

Lara tugged her arm forward away from the fallen body and started toward the light in the lobby.  “Well, y’know, they run on electricity too and when the power went out, they went out too, I’ll bet.”

“But don’t they run on batteries?”

In the lobby, the bright arc light poured from a single ceiling fixture just behind the chandelier.  Long stark shadows cut through the lobby and tiny colored spots reflected by the crystal teardrops flittered across the walls.

Other customers staggered forth from their darkened corridors like dreamers awakened too early from their sleep.  They peered at each other and the two frozen theater Bots in confusion.

Cora cast a look back into the darkness of the green hallway they’d just left and asked, “Do you think the Bots are gonna be okay?”

“As soon as the lights come back on, I’m sure they’ll be as good as new.”

A surly faced old man looked around at Lara with a look of incredulity and gave a bitter laugh through rotted teeth as he started for the exit.
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When the power went out, cries of dismay and frustrated curses went up throughout the Di-Lithium mine arcade.  All those world records lost to the ether.

There was barely ten people left inside by then and Owen had been watching a particularly riveting game of Dragon’s Lair.  The player, a twenty-year old college student from Rice, who had advised Owen during a third level animated exposition scene to “never, ever listen to anyone over thirty, little dude,” had advanced so far he had almost gotten to the final level.

Around that time Owen sensed motion out of the corner of his eye and looked up.  A Mall Bot with the distinctive yellow stripes of the east sector had just entered in a rush.  He was scanning from left to right as he stepped deeper into the arcade, stopping suddenly when he spotted Owen.

The ten-year-old stiffened as its sensors locked on him and glowed bright blue.

Feeling a burst of rage, he knew somehow that his mother was staring out at him through the eyes of that machine.  She found me, Owen thought in frustrated anger.

That was when the Di-Lithium Mine went as black as the inspiration for its name.

“No!” the player bellowed, his screen winking out.  “No way in hell!”

Owen backed a few steps away in the darkness and felt his heels strike something solid.  He slowly panned from right to left and tried to glimpse some evidence of light, but there was nothing.  If people started trying to reach the exit in the dark all at once, this might be bad.

“Lights,” someone started to chant and before long everyone had picked it up and began to repeat in like a mantra.  “Lights-Lights-Lights.”

“Shut your nerd holes,” a rugged adult voice yelled above the din.  “There’s nothing I can do until the emergency lights kick on!”

“I’m suing this place for the ten dollars in credits I just invested in this game,” someone shrieked in frustration.  “And two million for my pain and suffering!”

Since Owen had arrived, he’d spent the intervening time watching others play and periodically finding quarters on the floor dropped in a white hot moment of panic before the timer ran out on them and they were forced to start completely over from level one.  (Though most of the newer machines now took only cards, some of the classic games still took hard currency.)

He’d played Stargate and Joust and had even found a free credit on Frogger.  Once he’d even taken over an on-going game of Gauntlet that a couple of skateboard kids had left behind, but he hadn’t lasted very long on the advanced level they had left him.

Owen had intended to be back at the theater before the movie let out.  What time had it been the last time he checked his watch, he wondered.  He was never going to hear the end of it.  Not that it mattered.  Lately, she came down on him for breathing.

He hoped she was panicking now.  It would serve her right after the way she treated him.

“Hey, kid,” the college student’s voice floated to him out of the darkness.

“Yeah?”

Owen felt a hand reach out and tentatively touch him, grab a handful of his shirt, then step past him to the wall.  He heard him loudly patting the wall with the flat of his hand.  “Got it,” the other murmured.  “The exit’s got to be this direction.  C’mon.”

“Hold on and follow me,” he told Owen.  “We’re getting out of here.”

After several awkward minutes of bumping and excusing themselves around game consoles and video game zombies, Owen and his guide eventually made it out of the Mine.  As they spilled out into the yellow sector hallway along with a few others, they saw the silent dimly lit artificial city stretched out before them.

The first thing Owen noticed was the hush that had settled over everything.  The almost constant ambient chatter produced by the scrolling electronic banners strategically posted for maximum exposure across the Mall had ceased, their screens black.  The audaciously lit signs over each store had gone dark and muted.  He could actually hear the echo of human voices calling out in the distance.  One female in particular called out over and over for a “Graham,” with the plaintive urgency of a mother cat.

The overall effect--like stumbling into the empty street of a normally busy section of a big city—was wholly unnatural.  An unconscious shudder rolled through Owen.

A single yellow sector Bot led a small group west past the arcade.  He watched as the party split into two as they diverted around another Bot lying on its face in the center of the corridor.  Looking in the opposite direction, Owen could see another Bot in the distance, a single arm raised in mid-gesture like a monument to a forgotten historical figure.  Its eyes were as blank as the banner screen above him.

“But this is not where I’m parked,” one member of the group of customers barked at the Bot leading him.

“For your own safety, please proceed to the nearest exit, sir.”

“The chattel leading the sheep,” the man grunted and separated from the group.

Owen sidled up closer to the college student.  “What do you think happened?”

The college student looked up from the dead cellular phone in his hand, glanced one way, then the other and chortled.  “Wouldn’t surprise me if we were at war with the Ruskies,” he replied with a glance back at Owen.  “They’re behind all of America’s problems, y’know.”

“I thought they were our friends now.”

“What, just because President Connally
says they are?” the other snorted.  “Don’t believe anything you hear from them.  They’re paid to keep secrets from us.”  He started off to the right.  “I’m parked over on this end, so… Good luck!”

“Wait!” Owen exclaimed rushing to catch up then falling into stride with him.  “My name’s Owen.”  He thrust out his hand and the other stared down at it with amusement.

“Say, little guy, what’s your situation?  I mean what are you doing out here by yourself after midnight?”

Owen looked him straight in the eye.  “I’m homeless.”

The other studied him.  “How does a kid your age end up being homeless?”

“My father’s dead and my mother don’t care about me.  What’s your name?”

“Victor,” he said, pausing at a pay phone terminal where an overly made-up woman in her forties clutched her purse tightly to her chest and tried to dial out.  “Phones working?” he asked her in a casual tone of voice.

Her wide eyes flittered to him anxiously, tugged her purse closer, then looked away.  She hung up the phone then skittered up the corridor.  Victor shrugged and checked the phone himself.   With a shake of the head, he let the receiver dangle from its cord.  “This is so bizarre!”

Another group of customers marched past down the opposite side of the corridor led by a red sector Bot and a uniformed security guard.  The guard spotted Victor and stopped.  “You there!  Head for the front exit!”

Victor gave a bright smile and a wave, murmuring out of the side of his mouth.  “Rented pork.”

Owen backed toward the shadows as the guard started over.

“Did you not hear me, son?” the tall beard man asked.

“My car’s parked in lot C2.”

“We’ve been directed to evacuate everyone from the building.”

“I am evacuating, sir,” Victor sniffed contemptuously at the other.  “Why does it matter which way I leave?”

“Because of safety issues.”

“What safety issues?”

“The kind that could get you good and dead! That kind of issue,” the guard said, pointing at the tail end of the large group and glaring at Victor with hard eyes.  “I would appreciate it if you could just follow the rest of the group.”

Victor took a deep breath and started toward the group.  When the guard started to turn away, Victor glanced back at Owen.  Turning back one last time, the guard spotted Owen just as he bolted in the opposite direction.

“Hey!” the guard bellowed.

“Go, little dude,” Victor screamed at the top of his lungs.  “Fight the power!”

Owen raced back down the corridor in the direction of the shuttle he’d taken from blue sector.  He considered the possibility that he might have made a mistake traveling so far from the theater.

Briefly, he thought about the second group of customers that he’d seen.  The Bot that had led them had been from red sector.  What was a red sector Bot doing leading evacuees into the yellow sector when there were plenty of closer exits on that side?   Perhaps there really was a “safety issue” as the guard had said.

Whatever the problem, he couldn’t evacuate yet, could he?  Not without his mom and Cora.

But maybe they were already outside.  Without him.

His only hope was to get back to the theater and catch them-- if it wasn’t already too late.
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Chance was just thinking that they could have planned their getaway slightly better, when darkness fell on him and Jesse.  A loud definitive CLUNK came from the set of exit doors just within a few yards of them and he could feel a sharp vibration through the heels of his shoes as the locking bolts built into the doors shot into their corresponding holes in the floor.

Jesse threw himself against one of the doors and recoiled in pain as it remained immobile and unyielding.  “These bastards just locked.  Right in front of us,” he exclaimed, trying another for good measure.  He spun around, as if expecting to catch a pursuer.

Chance looked over his shoulder as well, thinking to himself, “These people are serious about a little graffiti.”

But there was no one in the darkness.

For all he knew, the Mall might have been completely empty or filled with armed men with Russian accents, killing Americans for sport.

Chance recalled that earlier after riding the tram through several stops with several other passengers, the car had finally emptied, leaving them alone and giving them what they pre-determined were a total of four and a half minutes between stations to do their work.

It was Jesse’s idea to spray the tiny almost invisible camera lens hidden in the corner of the car, giving them total anonymity.  Jesse did most of the work.  As evidence for Jesse’s “friends,” Chance snapped pix with his cell phone, while keeping an eye on the time.  He had given Jesse a one minute warning.  At which point, Jesse tossed the empty yellow spray paint can beneath one of the seats along with empty shell of its red brother, zipped up the backpack, and hefted it to his shoulder.  He joined Chance at the doors, grabbing the handrails beside him and steeling himself against the gentle automated breaking of the robotic car.

“You think anyone’ll be waiting at the station?” Chance asked, craning his neck to try and see down the tunnel.

Jesse shrugged and tried to look nonplussed.  “If there are, we’ll just give them the old ‘How do you like that? What some kids will do nowadays, huh?’”  He gave Chance an uncertain smile that attempted to be confident, but failed.

When the car stopped, they both relaxed slightly at the sight of the empty yellow sector tram station.  They had taken the complete circuit, ending up back at the same place they had started from.

They stood side by side at the closed doors, waiting patiently for the car to settle to a stop.

“What’s the plan?” Chance asked finally.  It was the first time the word “plan” had been uttered between them since this whole debacle had begun.

“Please step clear of the doors,” the recorded announcement stated, repeating the same phrase in various other languages.  An electronic bell tolled and the doors parted smoothly, both boys leaping out and striding casually with as much control as they could muster.

“We better head for the nearest exit,” Jesse said with an amused snuffle, glancing back over his shoulder at the results of their handiwork.  Letting loose a hysterical hoot of laughter, he exclaimed, “Oh shit, lookit that mess!” and broke into a sprint down the corridor toward the up escalator back into the Mall.

Chance rushed after.  “What happened to staying here overnight like we planned?”

“After what we just did?” Jesse had scoffed.  “I’m not hanging around.”

Now, here they both stood at the nearest exit to the scene of the crime, and they had found themselves locked inside.  The closest means of escape blocked to them.

Methodically, Jesse pushed on each of the doors in sequence, hoping he might get lucky on one.  Finally, he whipped around, Chance’s own irrational fear reflected in his eyes.  “You think they know?”

“Get real, dude,” Chance snapped, feeling the first inkling of fear but for a reason greater than the prospect of being captured for vandalism.  “There’s something else going on here.”
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Albert was on the can when the lights went out, frustrated at his bowels for copping out on him during the process of searching for the two punks he knew were responsible for defacing Mall property.

“Shit!” he growled into the darkness, tucking the copy of Breakfast of Champions that he had been reading under his arm.

He had already finished his business long ago and was now just using the privacy to read a few pages before going back on the floor to resume his search.  The pizza he’d eaten earlier had done a number on his stomach.  Lately, it seemed nothing he ate seemed to sit well.  It was almost as if his stomach had become a hostile entity. 

Wait, a voice told him.  Wait for the emergency lights to come on.

Pulling his pants up and buckling his belt, he took a deep breath and relaxed.  His hand found his radio and raised it to his mouth.  He depressed the button to speak, but there was no sound.  Tapping it a couple of times against his leg, he tried it again.  Nothing.

It was eerily quiet and his mind began to wander to the section he’d just been reading.  

In the book, this writer, Kilgore Trout, had written a science fiction story entitled Now It Can Be Told, in which the main character was the only one in the world capable of free will.  Everyone else was a machine, built to do a specific task and was compelled to do whatever they had been designed to do over and over again.  He was the only one with the ability to do whatever he chose.

Something about that idea struck a chord with Albert Lynch.

All those shoppers, spending their easy-won income on disposable goods, proudly displaying their brand name purses and shoes, going home to their condos, so that they can plug into their televisions and wait to be programmed by rich whore corporations.

Weren’t they, after all, machines?  Machines of meat?

What about him?  He wasn’t egotistical enough to think that he was the only one on the planet with free will, but he was more enlightened than most.  That was a given.

So, what if it was true that along with everyone else he was simply an automaton, built for a specific purpose, slave to the function he’d been built to complete?

If this was true, what was his ultimate function?

The answer pressed in close to him like unwanted attention.

He heard the shuffle of a shoe a few feet away.

All the muscles in Albert’s body tensed.  The book pressed between his arm and his ribs squeezed out and dropped to the floor with a thwack!

“Who’s there?” he called, trying and failing to sound authoritative.

Albert?

His mouth snapped shut.  He felt his legs go numb beneath him.

Alll-bert Lamia?

His hand dropped to the Faze-Wand in his belt.

Who’s there?

Rising carefully, ignoring the tingling of his sleeping legs, Albert attempted to peer over the edge of the enclosed stall.  It was completely dark.

In a shaky voice that only succeeded in making him aware of just how scared he actually was, Albert said: “When I get out of here, I’m gonna…”

“Fulfill your function, Lamia,” Albert heard a strange voice say.  Even the elevator’s voice had been programmed to sound human, but this one was not even remotely so. This was a voice devoid of all inflection.

The emergency lights flickered to life on the wall just above Albert, revealing the dead little girl, half her face torn away, staring at him from the far corner of the restroom.  She stared at him with accusatory eyes, her flesh the bluish-white of meat that all life has abandoned--aside from the tiny devouring worms, which dripped in small squirming masses from the torn holes in her body.

Her mouth formed the word: “You,” but no sound reached his ears.

The truth that struck him was as unpleasant, as pungent as the odor rising from the corpse standing before him.

The little girl was dead.  He had run her down with his car.

He averted his eyes and cringed back into the stall, closing and locking the door.

He recalled now, hitting his brakes and waiting for her to rise to her feet; perhaps give him a look of shock and fear and finally rush away, never to commit the same stupid mistake again of running across a busy road.

But she never did.

His heart racing in his chest, feeling somehow distant from the proceedings, Albert had looked around the street before him and realized that he was all alone aside from the disappearing taillights of the white van that had fatefully blocked his view.  That van.  Wasn’t the driver just as culpable, if not more so, than he?  The driver was the murderer, not him!

Albert was a victim of circumstance, simply in the wrong place at the wrong time.

And yet, no one had seen what he had just done.

Putting his car in reverse, he had backed the car up, feeling a slight resistance.  A drag.  He resisted the urge to look, but saw the mass from the corner of his eye.

He turned the wheel as far to the left as possible and pulled out into the empty road, driving slow and casual, glancing back in his rear view mirror only once.  Shade from a broad oak tree above slightly obscured the shape.  From a distance, the tiny form simply looked like a fallen branch or a perhaps a stray dog.

Roadkill.

Perhaps she was just unconscious, he had thought.  She’ll probably stand right up and rush home with a scratch or two, maybe a bruise.

When he got to the parking garage, he walked slowly around the front of the car, in a secluded spot away from the heavy traffic of others.  His flashlight revealed the corner of the front license plate had been folded back slightly, the bumper slightly dented.  Not bad.

Albert dropped to the floor next to the fallen paperback and lifted his knees to his chest, withdrawing as far away from the stall door, where two small feet approached.

The lock on the door turned of its own accord and swung slowly open.

Unable to look away, Albert peered up at the little girl, the tattered remains of her skull now revealing the truth beneath.  He could see the shiny metal of her skull piece and the slow blue glow of her eye sensors.

Albert’s hand fell to the paperback on the floor next to him and looked down.

Now it can be told.

Machines!  They’re all machines!

It wasn’t murder, then.  You can’t kill a machine.

Fulfill your function, Lamia!

My name is Albert.

“No,” the dead girl (machine) said in a flat voice that was not the slightest bit human.  “You are as I have created you to be.  Go forth and fulfill your function.”
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“Where is everybody going, Mommy?”

“Quiet, Cora,” Lara hissed, pushing her back into the middle of the clothing carousel where they had taken refuge.

The small group of ten people marched past them headed in the opposite direction.  One woman shrieked hysterically at one of the two security guards.  “I cain’t find my chile!  She still inna store!  Jes’ lemme find her!”

“Don’t worry about your daughter, ma’am,” the security guard replied, guiding her firmly after the rest of the group.  “Everybody’s being escorted to the nearest exit.  She’s probably waiting for you this very moment outside.”

Lara felt her heart skip a beat.

“Please move toward the main exit to the north!” the second security guard leading the group yelled from between raised palms.  He had been repeating the phrase over and over for the last few minutes, his deep voice resounding in the unnatural silence of the empty Sears store.  They had earlier ducked inside the store when she had heard another small group coming up behind them.  She had chosen the first hiding place she could find.

Why did it feel so familiar?

Then almost as if prompted, the memory came back to her.  She had often used this sort of carousel to play hide and seek with her father as a child while her mother shopped.

But it had only been a game to her.

From her vantage point, she would watch her father as he grew more and more agitated, the urgency in his voice growing, that elusive emotion slowly edging into his voice as he called her name.

Anything to hear that sound in his voice.
Emotion.

Then just at the height of his anxiety, she would sneak up behind him and reveal herself.  He would get so angry at times that he would actually spank her, but it was never very hard.

Even in his discipline, the passion was missing, she found herself thinking.

Afterward he would always hold her hand--her little hand in his big protective one--and she would feel a little of what she rarely felt from the man.

At this newly unearthed thought, a sudden chill settled about her.  For a moment, she was eight years old again, alone in her aunt’s house, waiting in the dark for the sound of that key in the lock.

Why did she leave me there? Lara thought.  What could she have been thinking? I was only eight.

“Mommy?”

The sound of her daughter’s voice broke the spell and for a moment, she was completely disoriented, staring at the multi-colored dresses around her in confusion.

“Not another word,” Lara hissed into Cora’s ear.  She parted the dresses carefully and peered outside.  She could hear the voice of the security agent fading in the distance.

She swept the clothing aside with both hands like a diver parting water and helped Cora back out to the floor.  Taking her hand, she walked briskly out into the shadowy aisle, a dim auger of brown light spilling up the floor from the Mall entrance they had come from.

Cora followed after her whining, arms in the air.  “Pick me up.  Pick me up.”

“No, Cora, you’re getting too big for that.”  The five-year-old hadn’t asked to be picked up for over two months now.  They had made such progress in that department and now this.

Cora was sniffling now, on the edge of a crying fit.

“Don’t you dare, Coraline,” Lara said, spinning on her and looking her in the eye.  “You’re a big girl.  Now c’mon.”  

Stepping outside the store, Lara took her by the hand and started down the empty corridor, peeking through the opening of one of the shops she passed--a trendy shoe store--and judged it too dark to risk entering.   With Cora in tow, she found a Radio Shack a few shops down, and glancing over her shoulder furtively, snagged a flashlight from the display.

Cora gave her wide-eyed look of confusion, opened her mouth then closed it again.

“We’re just borrowing it, hon,” Lara explained, depressing the button below the handle once, twice, three times.  “Shit,” she hissed, and returned to the display.  She turned back and retrieved a combination weather radio/flashlight from another display that read, “Are You Ready for the Coming Storm?”

“What the hell?” she murmured in confusion, before realizing that there was a hand-crank on the side of the unit.  Giving a few turns, the bulb glowed dimly like a half-dozing firefly.   Flipping the switch to the off position, she handed the light to Cora and said, “I need you to turn this handle as many times as you can, as quietly as you can.  Can you do that for me?”

Once Cora took the flashlight hesitantly from her, Lara started back outside, thought twice, and grabbed a second one from the display.  “C’mon,” she said, taking her by the arm.

Cora continued standing in place, the flashlight held motionlessly at her side.  “Mommy, why are we going in a different direction than everyone else?”

“We can’t go with them, because we have to find your brother.”

“What if he’s with them?”

It was a thought that had already occurred to Lara, but knew she couldn’t alarm Cora by acknowledging the possibility.  So, as she often did when faced with a well-posed question from one of her two children--often times wise beyond their years--Lara did what came naturally to her.

She bull-shitted and hoped that her passion could sell the lie.

“He would never have left the Mall as long as he knew we were still inside,” Lara replied matter-of-factly, tugging her daughter toward the corridor.

“He left the theater without us,” the five-year-old countered.

Damn these smart children.  She was right, though.  What if Owen had left the Mall?

“Cora, we can’t take the chance that he’ll be left behind by himself after we leave.”  Though, if he was, it would serve him right, Lara thought, the simple unadulterated maliciousness of the thought shocking her.  She instantly regretted thinking it, considering the possibility that they might have been evacuating the Mall for any number of reasons: gas leak, structural instability, maybe even terrorists.  Knowing she couldn’t start getting hysterical without cause, she turned her attention back to Cora.  “I want you to think, now, hon.  Did Owen say anything to you about where he wanted to go?”

Cora nibbled her lip as she considered.  Her eyes lit up and she answered in a quiet voice, “He did say he wanted to go back to the E-Bot store.”

Lara nodded and started outside again.  “That’s here on this side, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, we’re in blue.”

Lara knew the E-Bot store was on the ground floor, because they hadn’t gone to any of the stores on the upper levels.  Most of the main stores were on the ground level.  The smaller stores, independent and boutiques, were usually situated on the upper levels.  Anchor stores—the big crowd-pleasers--were always strategically placed on the ends.

Taking a furtive look outside, Lara took Cora by the hand and started toward the distant voice of the yelling security guard.  As long as they were headed in the same direction as she was, she figured the best tactic would be to follow the crowd.  There would be less of a chance of being questioned by other security agents if they were headed in the right direction anyway.

“Not another word until Mommy tells you, okay?”  She drew thumb and forefinger zipper-like across her lip, and Cora responded with a nod of understanding.

Sticking to the shadows, she and Cora started up the corridor.
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Owen tried calling the elevator car down but the button refused to light up at his touch.  Taking a step back from the closed doors, he noticed the digital sign above the top edge scrolling a message composed of red dot letters: “Currently out of order.”

Why was the sign working and not the elevator, he asked himself.  For that matter, why were some of the emergency lights still functioning?

At that moment, both the digital message flickered and a nearby wall light dimmed several watts.

They’re on a separate circuit, he hypothesized.  Probably a battery.

But didn’t the Bots run on batteries?  So why then had some of them frozen up?

Owen knew the fact that he had noticed these discrepancies put him in a class above most ten-year-olds.  He knew that he was a sharp kid.  Not that it helped in his current situation.

Nothing was making sense.  He was beginning to feel every bit the shortcomings of his ten years of experience and knew he was ill-equipped to deal with the overwhelming events that had been dropped at his feet.  He ached for anything familiar.

Grandma Charley!

It was a more logical choice than being thrown outside with total strangers.  If he couldn’t get up there using the elevator, surely there must be a stairway.

He turned down the hallway adjacent to the bank of elevators.  The corridor was completely dark except for a single dim exit sign at the end and tiny slivers of light spilling out from beneath the twin bathroom doors.

Owen tried the unmarked door just under the exit sign and discovered it unlocked.  He stuck his head within the stair well and peered up into the pitch black darkness beyond, listening to the distant whistling of air currents.  Was that fresh air coming from a rooftop door?

In his enthusiasm, he slipped inside and started up the first step, letting go of the door.  An instant later, a terrifying thought occurred to him and he leapt back down into the path of the door, wedging his foot in the doorway before it could close.  He conceded the very real possibility that the door might lock behind him, and if the doors above were also locked, he could be trapped here indefinitely, in total darkness no less.

Leaning his back up against the door, he untied his shoe and yanked off his sock, moist from nervous sweat.  Tucking it into a firm ball, he wedged it between the jamb and the locking mechanism of the door.  It eased shut, held open by the sock ball.

That should hold for a few minutes until he could check out the state of the doors upstairs.

Replacing his shoe, he took one deliberate step at a time, holding the handrail firmly and peering up into the slowly graying darkness.  He decided that there must be an operating emergency light somewhere up above and sure enough as his eyes slowly adjusted, he discovered that he was capable of finding the steps with his eyes rather than by reaching out blindly with his foot.

The door to the second floor was unlocked.  Peering within, he saw a hallway and set of bathrooms identical to the one downstairs.  He closed it gently and continued up.

Third and fourth floor door, unlocked.

When he reached the fifth floor—the first floor on the apartment level--he found the source of the light shining dimly through a protective metal cage.

He reached tentatively out and tugged on the door handle.  It was firmly locked.  He rushed up to the sixth and seventh floor doors and found them locked as well.  He tried some knocking, then some pounding, but he got no response.  Taking one final shot, he trekked the last flight of stairs he assumed led to the roof and found that locked as well.

Finally, he was forced to return to the first floor, the feeling in his stomach growing prickly with anxiety at each step he took.  He had begun to realize that he was alone now, separated from his family by locked doors on one end and distance on the other.

For the first time, he recognized that there was a short flight of stairs leading down.  He trotted down and opened the last remaining door.  Behind it, a vast dark open space stretched out before him and he realized that it must be the subterranean moving platform level that he’d heard about on the TV commercials for the Mall and from his friends.  He’d heard of some kids running races on the platforms to see who could get to the end the fastest.

He could feel a steady flow of air against his face and wondered about the source of it, though he knew there was no way he could gather up enough courage to walk blindly into that open field of darkness to find out.  Instead, he returned to the first floor.

Pulling his sock out of the door and carrying it over to a nearby bench, he pulled it back on over his bare foot as he considered his choices.  The only alternative he could see was to head back to the theater and hope that Mom and Cora would still be there.  Who was he kidding?  It seemed logical to him that they would have left with all the others and were probably sitting in the car right now, cursing him for all the trouble he had caused them.

He was truly alone now.

His knees gave a brief but violent shake and he had to lock them to keep his balance.  All those times he’d wished he could’ve been born an only child or that his mother would drop dead returned to him with a bitter taste of well-timed irony.

So, now that you got your wish, Big Man, what exactly are you going to do now?
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Albert wandered through the darkened corridors of the Mall in a stupor, radio lying dead in his hand.  He tried a few doors and discovered that they were locked.  This didn’t alarm him in the least.  He dimly recalled learning during the security orientation and training that in the event of natural disaster or civil unrest, the Mall would enter “lockdown mode.”

Essentially, this meant that all entrances and exits would automatically close to contain possible shoplifting or looting, what they in the retail industry referred to as “shrinkage.”

When someone on staff would use this term, Albert often thought that this was the perfect descriptive term for both the theft of goods, as well as the effect the loss would have on the individual private parts of Mall shareholders when they discovered what said stolen items would cost them in profit.

At the moment, however, Albert was not making this wry observation.  The Albert-that-he-had-once-been was currently “away from his desk.”

He wasn’t sure he would ever be capable of expressing humor again since his discovery that he might very well be a machine, along with everyone else in the world.

No, Albert wasn’t alarmed by the locked doors he kept finding throughout the Mall.

On the contrary, the fact that the Mall performed the way it had been designed during a time of apparent emergency was instead a great comfort to him.

He reached into his pocket for the object he knew was there, but yanked his hand back out in alarm.  He couldn’t think about what was in there anymore, because it only confused him.

Since he’d had his revelation--his epiphany--that people were machines, the object in his pocket had begun to make less and less sense.  Best just to shelf it for now, he decided, and get on with the job at hand.

Which was what?

Fulfill your function.

But what was that exactly?

He continued through the darkened Mall, hoping his legs would lead him along the right path.  For if he was truly a machine, shouldn’t he be following a program at this moment?

What he found the most vexing was the way the others would approach him—hysterical, panicky—asking for answers, bleating for guidance like mindless sheep.  He supposed that they couldn’t be blamed for running their own corresponding programs.  As long as their routines didn’t conflict with his own, there wouldn’t be a problem.

“Head to the northern-most exit,” he would tell them, one after the other, repeating the words like a mantra.  “Head north.”  He knew that per protocol, the only escape would be the central entrance to the Mall.

“But that’s, what, like a mile away,” they would complain, some burdened down with their purchases—being the shopping and complaining machines that they were.  “I can’t walk that far.  I require assistance!  Get me a Bot!”

Albert knew that all the Mall service Bots were programmed to lead groups toward the North entrance.  He also could see that a great many of the Bots—nearly three out of four in his crude on-the-scene calculations--had been deactivated, though he wasn’t exactly sure why.  The batteries running the Bots were supposed to store enough energy to work at least a week on a full charge and the batteries recharged themselves throughout the day on simple sunlight alone.

They had failed to function as they had been designed.

They were faulty machines.

But he couldn’t explain all this to those people (machines), because it would simply be a waste of his time and energy.

It would be inefficient.

An unwise use of resources.

So, he would often turn and walk away, sometimes giving a shrug, sometimes repeating that phrase burned into his personal hard drive.  “Head north.”

Then they would explode with emotion—
being the emotion producing machines that they were--something that was becoming more and more foreign to him.  They would flail their arms and fling their curses, having as much effect on him as frothy sea water rolling over the surface of a great stone.

At one point, he’d even gripped the Faze-Wand at his hip and experimentally depressed the button along its shaft, hoping the dramatic crackle and blue arc of electricity that would flicker from the two prongs at its business end might affect the enthusiasm of some of the more annoying ones.

The wand had been as dead as his radio.  Not even a buzz.

Another faulty machine that failed to do its job.

But how could he blame the people (machines) for attempting to fulfill their function, no matter how mundane that particular duty might be?  He felt it best just to avoid them for now.

So, he steered clear of the north entrance, away from the sounds and confusion of human beings (other machines), working his way south, deeper and deeper into the slowly thickening darkness of the Mall as one by one hour by hour light source after light source would die, depleted of its stored solar charge.  There were some areas that had gone completely black except for the faint glow of the one-quarter crescent moon peering down through the glass central ceiling, giving him just enough light to avoid any missteps.

Though he tested the flashlight on his hip and knew that it was another malfunctioning machine, he preferred the dark anyway.  He felt comfortable there.  The lack of vision seemed to enhance his hearing.  He could hear every footstep and voice as it faded in the distance.  He could hear the flutter of every bird that had made its nest in the rafters above, confused by the sudden onset of darkness for the first time in their artificial world of constant daylight.

Were they machines as well, he wondered?  Tiny nest-building, flying and shitting machines?

Even the voice of the Mall itself he could hear.  Every little creak and groan of settling material, like a living entity around him, protecting him, shielding him, coaxing him along its pathways like blood itself flowing through healthy wide veins.

“Lamia?”

Albert cocked his head down towards his dead radio.  He reached blindly out, found it in its pocket on his belt and lifted it to his ear tentatively.

“We’re almost alone you and I.”

The concept of being alone there inside a complex the size of a city, sent a chill of almost erotic proportions up his legs and into the core below his belly.  Suddenly, he wanted to be alone in the dark vastness more than he had ever wanted anything.  To lie on the floor in the center of the Mall and watch the sun rise in the glass overhead.  To be alone with the Mall as it awoke from its slumber.

Albert made a pleasant hum in the back of his throat in response.

“But there are others still here,” the voice from the radio told him.  “You know what they are, despite their appearance, don’t you?”

Albert nodded, picturing the two punks in his head.  “Yes, they are skateboarding, law-breaking machines,” Albert answered.  “But I don’t know how to find them.”

“I will show you.”

Then suddenly, a tiny light appeared in the vast darkness some distance ahead and Albert started toward it dutifully.
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“Owen?” Lara hissed from her position just inside the entrance of the E-Bot store.

The hiss of static came from the hand-crank radio/flashlight in Cora’s hand.  She had been searching from one side of the dial to the other almost constantly since she’d discovered the function, though there hadn’t been the slightest bit of break in the white noise.

She snapped a finger at the child in frustration. “Turn that off, Cora, so I can hear!”

The beam of her flashlight skipped around the darkened E-Bot store from one frozen display to another, reflecting light back to her whenever it would strike glass or plastic turned in just the right position.

“Owen, this is your mother,” she raised her voice.  “If you’re hiding from me, so help me I’ll…”  Wrong tactic, her intuition screamed, as she continued deeper into the store.  “Owen, I’m not mad at you, hon.  I’m just worried, s’all.  Please come out if you’re still here.”

Briefly, the light skipped over the disc-like eyes of a short Bot about the same height as Owen, sending out a momentarily flash.  Lara took a step toward it and heard the servo-motors within buzz weakly.  The perfectly round eyes swiveled around toward her, reflecting the light back at her.

Lara gasped and stumbled backwards a step into Cora.

Attracted by the movement, she told herself.  It’s as dead as every other piece of electronic equipment in here.

She spun on her heel and took Cora’s hand.  “C’mon, he’s not here.”

Lara swung out of the store entrance and looked first one way, then the other, listening for sounds of security personnel, who in the absence of any public announcement system or bullhorn had all taken to using the old fashioned method of Vox Humana.  It was especially convenient for anyone trying to avoid them. 

Cora gave her flashlight another series of cranks and switched on the static.  “Mommy, I can’t get any stations.  Am I doing something wrong?” the five year-old asked.

Unwilling to admit to even herself what that might mean, Lara exchanged the radio/flashlight for the one she’d been using.  “Something’s probably wrong with that one.  Here, can you do Mommy a big favor and crank this one up for me?  The light’s starting to dim.”

The child took the light and diligently began to crank it, wearing an intense expression. 

Lara switched the setting back to the light bulb icon on the side.  The beam was strong and with good reason.  Cora had been winding the crank almost constantly since they’d left the Radio Shack.  Coraline Myers was a pleaser.  Give her an assignment and she’d work it as long as the praise kept rolling in.

To Lara’s surprise, several lights remained in the hallway which led to the Repair Shop.

“We’re going to see the Wizard,” she responded, leading Cora up the hallway to a familiar door marked “Authorized Personnel Only.”  Ignoring the red button marked “Service,” she noticed that the door had been cocked open with a wooden wedge.  Lara pushed it open and stepped through.  “Hello,” she called aloud.

No voice answered.  No light came through the round port-holed doors of the Bot operating room.

“Stay right here in the light where I can see you,” Lara told Cora, sliding the wedge further down the edge of the open door, so that more of the light from the hallway spilled through into the foyer.

“No, Mommy,” Cora said with alarm.  “Don’t leave me.”

Lara looked back at Cora with concern.  “Cora, I won’t leave you.”

“Owen left,” the five-year-old stated bluntly.

“I’ll never leave you,” Lara snapped, planting a kiss in the center of her head.  She took Cora by the hand and pushed open one of the swinging doors.

Peering inside, she saw him sitting at his cluttered desk, head bowed, a single votive candle lit beside a thick book. Her first impression was that the mechanic—for she had no better name for him—was asleep.

“Hello,” she said, in a barely audible rasp.

For a moment, the mechanic remained still, then suddenly his head gave a subtle jerk and he turned smoothly around toward Lara, eyes blinking sleepily at her.

Oh, this is pointless, Lara suddenly thought.  The whole Mall is falling down around our ears and this guy is reading by candlelight.  This guy was a dead end, not worth exploring.

Lara spun around and had already started out into the hallway before she even lifted her eyes.  The big silver robot had already skipped back a step to avoid colliding with her.  “Oh!” she gasped.  “I’m sorry.”

“My apologies, ma’am,” the familiar silver robot said in its deep melodious voice.  “I did not mean to startle you.”

“Hello… Reggie, is it?”

“Yes, thank you for remembering, ma’am,” it replied, its head turning to Cora, blue eyes flashing brightly.  “Hello, little ma’am.”

“Hello, Reggie,” Cora whispered, glancing apologetically at her mother.  “Can you help me find my brother Owen?”

The silver robot’s eyes flickered.  “Accessing historical data files.  Owen Eugene Myers entered the Mall of the Nation today at 545 pm, Central Standard Time, accompanied by Lara Lynn Myers and Coraline Justine Myers.  His face was scanned in the system and was subsequently tracked a total of twenty-five additional times in the course of seven hours.  Reported lost by his mother Lara Myers at exactly 242 am.  Last known location was…”  The blue eyes flickered.  “Last known location was… processing.”  The blue eyes continued to flicker.  “Processing.”

Lara instinctually checked the watch on her wrist, the hands frozen at around ten minutes before three.

“I am sorry for the inconvenience, but the network officially failed at 248 am.  As a result, there is no record of the last known location of Owen Eugene Myers.”

“What’s the current time?”

Reggie’s eyes flashed.  “Internal clock reports 327 am.”

“Could you please check to see if my child left the Mall with the others who were evacuated?”  Lara moved closer to the mechanized man, unable to fight the biological urge to ingratiate herself with another who could provide aid to her, though she was aware in the background of her mind that her proximity could in no way influence the machine.  The Bot would either help her or not.  Though she knew it had been programmed to help a human being if asked, she feared that a higher priority might restrict it.

“I am sorry, but all communication with the network has been severed, ma’am.”

“It’s Lara,” she said absently, glancing back to the hallway.  “Now what?” she found herself murmuring nervously and when she turned her head back to the Bot, a figure was standing at the double doors behind it.

The mechanic just stared at her, the light of his glasses reflecting the dim light from the hallway.  “Hello again,” he muttered.  “Is there a problem?”

Disbelievingly, Lara stared blankly at the figure standing in the shadows, then chortled at him.  “Wrong?  No everything’s peachy.  Oh, you didn’t happen to notice that all the lights are out in the Mall, did you?”  Lara craned her neck and realized that now there was more light coming from the lab--dim light, but light nonetheless.  “How is it that you have light when the rest of the building is as dead as Judgment Day?”

His eyes widened and he stared at Lara as if for the first time.  “Judgment Day. Nothing quite so dramatic as that,” he murmured.  “I’ve hardened certain systems in the lab in anticipation of this scenario.  Are you familiar with the concept of a Faraday Cage?”

“What scenario?”  Unconsciously, Lara tugged Cora closer to her.  “Do you know what’s going on here?”

“Either a catastrophic solar flare or some man-made event, possibly an attack on the United States by a rogue nation. Both would produce the resulting Electromagnetic Pulse.”

“Uh huh,” Lara replied, trying desperately to contain her slowly building frustration.  “Break it down, Doc Brown. When will the lights come back on?”

“Oh, they won’t.  All the power in the building is out,” he replied with a disinterested certainty.  He made no move to come closer, but chose to continue speaking half inside/half outside the swinging doors, like a commitment-phobic turtle.

With that image in her head, Lara had to suppress a giggle, bringing a hand to her mouth.  What was it about this infernal place that “gave her the bubbles”—as her Midwestern-bred mother had been fond of saying?

The face in the doorway studied her with interest.  “Protocol is to evacuate everyone in the facility.  Why are you still here?”

Ignoring the question, Lara asked, “So you’re saying that you think the Soviets just knocked out the power in this Mall?”

“No, the Russians would never attempt an assault of this type.  It simply wouldn’t be a smart tactical move…”  The other lowered his head and finally decided on a direction, withdrawing his head back into the lab, his voice fading to a murmur as the door closed behind him.  A moment later, he reappeared and said in a low tone of voice, “Please come in.”

Lara gathered Cora up and guided her through the swinging doors.

When Lara stepped into the lab, the mechanic was clearing off a bench covered with components next to his desk, where Lara could now see that a single lamp was lit.   “Please,” he said, motioning them to the seat.  “I apologize.  I don’t get many guests down here.”  He stood and watched as Lara led Cora over to the bench and seated her.  “Customer service upstairs usually handles the interaction with clients and I…”  His attention was drawn to a Bot torso lying on a table, its left arm dangling.  He stepped over to it and lifted the arm, placing it almost lovingly atop its dented chest piece.  “I stay down here.”

Not exactly Mr. Personality, Lara had already surmised, glancing at the book lying open atop the desk.  Was that a Bible?

“Look, sir, my son’s disappeared and I…”

Reggie strode confidently through the swinging doors, took inventory of all the individuals in the room, then faced the mechanic with a brisk, almost military-like stance.  “Sir, with your permission, I would like to power down to conserve power.”

“Please do, Reggie,” the mechanic replied.  “Thank you.”

The silver humanoid Bot stepped over to one of the many alcoves in the walls of the lab—some empty, some hosting other Bots less sophisticated than Reggie—and backed into the space, its eyes pulsing bright once, then slightly dimmer a second time, then finally winking out completely.

“Reggie’s going night-night now, Mommy,” Cora whispered, giving a sympathetic yawn, leaning her head against Lara’s arm, but still continuing to crank the radio/flashlight, albeit more slowly.

The mechanic smiled dimly at Cora.  “Your daughter has a very healthy attitude toward Bots.  I’m used to humans treating them as sophisticated appliances.”  He took a step forward and went to one knee before the little girl, but instead of addressing her, he squinted at her as if studying a specimen.  His eyes fell on the flashlight in her hands.

Cora finally extended her free hand.  “Hi,” she said demurely.

“That is a very smart tool to have in this type of situation.  Many standard flashlight batteries would have been rendered inoperable by the EMP.”

“We borrowed it from the Radio Shack.  Mommy said it was okay as long as we returned them when the lights came back on.”

He cast an accusatory look at Lara.

Sighing heavily, she said, “I’m Lara and my daughter’s name is Coraline. I have a son named Owen.  The reason you don’t see my son is because he’s missing, separated from me just before the black-out. Or whatever the hell happened.”

“My name is Simon Peter,” the mechanic replied, turning back to Cora and grasping her hand.  She giggled and glanced at her mother.

“Mommy, his hand feels like a fishie.”

Simon rose and stepped over to a personal computer on a short dolly in the center of the room.  He unplugged a hand-held device that looked like a large cell-phone and studied its screen distractedly.  “You really should proceed to the north exit along with the others.  Since everyone else is headed outside, it would seem reasonable to assume he’ll be with them.”

Lara hopped to her feet, Cora mirroring her a second later.

“He’s not with the others.  My son wouldn’t leave the Mall without us.  Maybe it’s unreasonable to assume, but right now, that’s what my intuition’s telling me.  Believe me when I tell you, that instinct is not something I would have trusted before this day started,” Lara replied, her voice rising along with her ire.  “I’m not leaving this Mall without my son.  Now if you can’t help me narrow down his location, I would at least appreciate your not alerting security to my presence, because if anyone tries to take me out of this Mall without my son by my side, I’m going to physically break one of their limbs.  Do you understand?”

Simon stared silently at Lara with a blank expression, his eyes magnified slightly by the glasses.  After a moment, he returned his attention to the hand-held device in his hands, not a word spoken in response.

Lara sighed heavily and started for the door, pulling Cora after her with a firm tug.  “C’mon, Cora.  Let’s go find your brother.”

“He was inside the Di-Lithium Arcade in yellow sector when the network failed,” Simon told her in a matter-of-fact tone.

“Yellow sector? How do you know that?”

“I have access to information saved to the parent network but not yet distributed to sib units.”  He displayed the small unit in his hand as if the gesture explained everything.

Lara dropped Cora’s hand and stepped toward him with eyes wide with expectation.  “Please tell me that security has him.”

Simon shrugged his shoulders, flipped the cover down over the device, and slipped it into the pocket of his pants.

“Does your thingee tell you if he’s been spotted since then?”

“That information had yet to be transmitted from the sibs to the parent when the system failed,” he replied.  “If a sentry obtained that info, the data sits un-sent in its processor.”

Lara stepped into Simon’s face, the other shrinking back slightly.  “You’ll have to excuse me if I’m a tad tense just now, but what exactly does that mean in English?”

“That is the last bit of information on your son,” he replied, studying her with a sort of cautious interest.  “There is a high probability that your son left with the others.  I would radio security but all communications are down.”  Simon collapsed atop a rolling stool and looked around the room at the scattered bodies of the mechanized men filling the room as far as the dim light revealed.  “I recommend you proceed immediately to the northern-most exit in red sector.”

Lara stared at the mechanic incredulously, then turned her back on him, frustration etched in her face.

“Soon it will be completely dark inside the complex.  The power of the emergency lights is limited given the charge built up from the solar panels on the roof.  Oh!  There goes another one.”  One of the lights in the hallway flickered and died, the mechanic’s face drifting even deeper into shadow, causing even more of his features to disappear, like the tide washing a sandcastle away.

Her patience depleted, Lara threw open the swinging door, pushed Cora firmly through as she tossed a quick “bye, Reggie,” over her shoulder, and thrust the door back behind her with as much strength as she could muster.  “Thanks for your help,” she called out bitterly.

As Lara pulled Cora after her down the hallway, she asked her.  “Mommy, why don’t we ask Reggie for help.  Robots are required to help humans in trouble.  It’s part of their basic programming.  That’s what they taught us in Mrs. Sawyer’s computer class.”

“We can do it ourselves, sweet pea,” Lara told her, rushing forward until she reached the end of the hallway, then stopped and glanced clandestinely around the corner.  “Now, we’re going to be just as quiet as we were before.”

Edging carefully around a fallen blue sector Bot, Lara stepped before a blank screen where a digital map had once been displayed.  “Hell’s bells,” Lara grumbled looking around in an effort to get some kind of orientation.  “Doesn’t anyone believe in simple low tech solutions anymore?”  She gave the immobile Bot at her feet a solid kick to its head.

Never good at directions, Lara attempted to draw herself a quick map in her head.

Red-North—This was where they had first entered the Mall and where the evacuees where all headed.  She noted to steer clear of this section at all costs.

Blue-South—This was where they were now.

Yellow-East—The arcade, their destination--though she had no clue where the arcade might be in this section, and without a map and with the number stores in this leviathan, it would be like finding a needle in a haystack.

Suddenly, Lara heard footsteps behind her and she froze in place.

Shit!

Putting on her best vulnerable female face, she turned toward the source of the sound with a congenial smile, which turned quickly to shocked surprise.

Simon Peter strode past, a large industrial flashlight in hand, with scarcely a look in her direction.  “We should take the escalator down to the subterranean level.  We can make quicker time that way.”

Allowing a few seconds for her confusion to crystallize into understanding, Lara glanced from Simon to the silver Bot closing the distance between them.

“Hi Reggie!” Cora hissed loudly, unable to suppress the excitement in her voice.

“Hello, little ma’am,” it replied, gesturing for them to follow Simon.  “If you could both please step this way toward the escalators, I will follow behind to prevent any possible incident.  Thank you for your cooperation.”

Lara rushed after Simon.  “Hey,” she called loudly, then frightened by the volume of her own voice, she hissed, “What are you doing?”

“Didn’t I say that I would help you,” Simon murmured, glancing back and delivering a mysterious hand gesture in Reggie’s direction.

“Well… no,” Lara replied with confusion.  “No, you didn’t.”

“Oh, you’re right,” Simon replied in a dazed tone, glancing furtively at Lara.  “Sorry.”

He glanced back at the silver Bot again and made two more gestures.

Reggie swept both his arms out and lifted Cora in one smooth motion, placing her securely on his shoulders, the five-year-old screeching more out of joy than fear.

Lara spun and thrust her arms into the air as if to catch her daughter.

 “We’ll make much better time if she rides with Reggie,” the mechanic called over his shoulder.

 “She’s quite safe, ma’am,” the silver Bot announced, gently taking her tiny hands in his massive metal fingers and guiding them to either side of his smooth skull piece.  “Hold tightly, little ma’am.  I’ll tread as smoothly as possible.”

As Cora grabbed the Bot’s shiny head, Lara relaxed slightly and glared at Simon.  “I would appreciate some warning next time.”

“She’s quite safe, ma’am,” the silver Bot reassured, beckoning her forward with a delicate wave of one metallic hand.  “Please do not be afraid.”

“Thank you, Reggie,” Lara responded, rushing after Simon.  “You seem to have been programmed with a much better bedside manner than your friend here.”

Simon glanced back, making eye contact with Lara.  He opened his mouth then closed it again.  “The escalator should be just ahead.”

“Why are we taking the escalator?  We need to get to where my son was last spotted--the arcade,” Lara exclaimed, making an effort to catch up to Simon.

“The subterranean level is the quickest way to the yellow sector.”

Lara frowned and shook her head.  “My son wouldn’t go down there.  If we go below, we might pass him by if he were headed toward us on the upper level.”

Simon continued at his same pace.

Lara reached out and snagged him roughly by his shirt-sleeve.  “Are you even hearing a word I’m saying?”

Simon swung around, a look of confusion on his face.

“We’re not going down there,” she repeated.  “We’re going to stay up here.”

After a moment, Simon finally gave a nod of acknowledgement as Reggie came around to stand in front of him at attention.

“Sir, I feel it’s imperative to warn you that the last remaining exit will be closed and locked shortly in accordance with policy and procedure code 6112…”

Simon raised a hand and slashed the air, cutting the Bot off in mid-sentence as if a plug had just been pulled.  He started walking again, Reggie following dutifully behind and leaving Lara standing in confusion.

“Hello?” she called, scampering to catch up.  When she reached Simon’s side, she glared up at him in exasperation.  “Care to explain what that was all that about?”

Simon made a quick series of gestures.  The silver Bot led Cora slightly ahead and out of earshot as Simon and Lara continued behind them at a distance.  “Mrs. Myers…”

“Lara, please.”

Simon appeared to lose his train of thought momentarily before continuing with even more urgency.  “I must warn you, Lara, that in taking these steps to find your son, you might be placing your other child in indirect danger.”

Frowning at him, Lara glanced up ahead at Cora, who was engaged in a running one-way dialogue with her stoic companion.  “Then Mrs. Boudreaux read us a book about jellyfish and Jason Sperling kept talking through the whole thing, so he got a time out.  He’s always getting time outs.”

“Danger of what?” Lara asked Simon in a low voice.

“Once the doors have been shut and locked, there will essentially be no way out of the Mall, until management determines that the current threat has been alleviated.  Even the most optimistic outlook won’t have us out of here for a few days at least, though I suspect from the evidence I’ve seen, if we don’t leave, we might be stuck here much longer than that.”

“How much longer?”

“If there is evidence of looting and civil unrest,” Simon replied with a shrug, “perhaps indefinitely.”

Lara swallowed awkwardly and stared at her smiling daughter’s face.  “But there’s food and water here, right?  It’s not like we’d starve or anything.”

Simon blinked at Lara, his expression almost comical in its amazement.

“Listen, I’m not suggesting that we just go nuts and start making snow-angels in puddles of caviar or something,” Lara added urgently.  “I’m just thinking of long-term survival here.”

“Well, in such cases of survival, I would say that we would have enough food and water to sustain ourselves for well into the foreseeable future, as long as there aren’t others trapped along with us.  There’s no way to know for sure, of course.”

Lara stared at Cora silently.

“I would advise that you let us get you safely outside then organize a search for your son.”

“No,” Lara responded definitively, with a single stern shake of her head.  “Sorry, I can’t do that.”

Simon wagged his head slowly back and forth, frustration creasing his forehead.  “I’m afraid I don’t understand your reservations.  Clearly, you…”

Lara grabbed his arm and pulled him to a complete stop.  “Simon, do you have children?”

For a moment, it looked as if he would speak, but instead he simply shook his head.

“Try and understand when I tell you that I’m afraid.  I’m afraid that I’ve already put my son in very serious danger by not being able to provide simple things like food and shelter for him.  I’m afraid that when the authorities find out that I’ve lost him, during some sort of emergency, they might decide that I’m an unfit mother and take my children away from me permanently.”

Simon simply watched as the tears began to roll down her cheeks and she rubbed them away angrily with the back of her sleeve.

“But I’m not going to let them!”

With that, she strode determinably forward after the silver Bot that held her daughter.
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If the Mall of the Nation was designed in the shape of a cross, the tram-way formed a ring-like target around it.  Even with the fast moving belts, located on the subterranean level as well, it had been the quickest way to get from one anchor store to another without going all the way back to the hub.

Here at the yellow sector tram station, Jesse and Chance had come to the end of their limited supply of patience.

“I’m telling you, man, it ain’t coming.  It ain’t just the lights.  Everything’s down,” Chance snapped.  “We should have gone along with the rest of that crowd you wanted to hide from.”

“Are you serious?” Jesse scoffed.  “You saw the security geek that was with them.  I’m sure every one of them’s looking for us by now.”  He set his board on the ground and stepped up to the glass plasti-steel partition that separated the loading platform from the track.  Digging his fingers under the lip of the door, he half-heartedly attempted to pull it open.

“Now what are you doing, dumbass?”

“I don’t know about you, but I’m not walking all the way back past two hundred stores to get back to blue sector.”

That’s where the bikes were locked up. Chance had nearly forgotten.

“Y’know, why don’t we just start coming in through the yellow sector,” Chance complained.  “We always end up at the arcade anyway.”

“Cuz the blue sector is closer to Sedgewick Park where we come in from, Dingleweed, and I’m not about to ride a marathon around the building just so I can park my bike outside the arcade,” Jesse shot back.  “C’mon, over here and help me with this.”

Chance sighed heavily to let Jesse know what a stupid idea he thought this was before dropping his board next to the other and grabbing the edge of the door just underneath his hands.

“On three now,” Jesse told him.  “One, two, three.”

Both of them grunted and strained.  After a few moments, the door screeched in protest and slid roughly apart.  Pulling it wide enough for passage through, Jesse eased up and finally let go entirely.  “It’s staying open.”

Chance wiped his hands on his pants and casually glanced over his shoulder.  He thought he had spotted something in the shadows and fixed his eyes on the darkness, waiting patiently for another sign before he spoke up.  He sure as hell didn’t want to catch crap from Jesse if he’d been seeing things.  Maybe it had just been one of those Bots wandering around.

“Hey, wake up!”  Jesse slapped him roughly on the arm and pointed down to the tracks.  “Go on down and I’ll toss you the boards.”

“Screw you,” Chance hissed.  “I ain’t going first.”

“What’re you?  Some kind of pussy?”

“Yeah, that’s exactly what I am, you fag,” Chance replied, giving him the finger.  “When was the last time that worked for you?  When you were five?”

“What’s your point?  Aren’t you five yet?”

“If you’re in such a hurry to get electrocuted, you go first.”

“How would we get electrocuted?”

“Haven’t you ever heard of the third rail, dumbass?”

Jesse rolled his eyes.  “Explain to me how we could get electrocuted, Mr. Science, if the power’s out?”

“Screw you.  I’m outta here,” Chance murmured under his breath.  

When he turned his back and started away, Jesse took a long look down into the darkness beyond the plasti-steel doors and sighed heavily.  “Fine!  Just go get the boards for me.”

Chance walked tentatively over to the two skateboards peering into the darkness where he thought he’d spotted the figure.  Maybe he had just imagined it.  Truth be told, all this was starting to spook him the hell out!

He watched as Jesse carefully lowered himself down to the tracks beyond, nervous lines wrinkling his brow.

Chance watched him with a smirk.  He walked casually over to Jesse and spun one of the rear wheels of his board, causing the ball-bearings to clatter around in the base with a sizzling sound.

Jesse threw himself back against the lip of the concrete platform with a startled huff.

Grabbing his gut, Chance wobbled backwards in a fit of laughter, while Jesse, red-faced and sweating, gave him a one-finger salute.  He dropped the final few feet to the floor beside the tracks and waved his hands in the air.  “C’mon, candy-ass!”

Chance kneeled down on the platform and craned his neck to look down the tram tunnel.  “Dude, how the hell are we going to be able to see where we’re going down there?”

Jesse raised the stolen laser pointer high above him, shining a small pin-light into the other’s eyes.  “It’s got a pin-light, too.”

“You’re a regular girl-scout.”

“Now ask me if I’m wearing clean underwear.”

The other chuckled under his breath.  “I figure I know the answer to that one.”

Chance took a brief moment to ponder the obvious question of why all of the Bots they had seen so far had stalled out when they supposedly ran on batteries, while the little laser/pin-light continued to work.  But the question just as easily slipped from his mind as he turned back to the matter at hand.

Handing the boards down, Chance took one last look back down the corridor before lowering himself down beside Jesse.

“See,” Jesse sighed with a smug smile on his face, tucking the boards beneath his arms and taking a step backwards.  “What did I tell y---?”   Dropping the boards, Jesse’s face contorted and he stiffened, his whole body quivering and shaking.

“Son of a bitch,” Chance growled in bored exasperation, leaning down to snatch his board off the tracks and inspecting it closely.  “You better not have scratched my board!”

Jesse chortled, grabbed his own board, and started into the darkness.  “I had you going there for a millisecond, didn’t I?”

“Yeah, I was actually thinking to myself, wouldn’t it be great if that wastoid fried himself crispy and I didn’t have to put up with him anymore,” he replied, following a few yards behind him.  “But then I’d be left with the job of having to explain to your poor parents how you died humping a fuse-box.  Oh, the humanity of it all!”

“Quit screwing around and get up here, willya?” Jesse snapped, shining the pin-light back at Chance.

“Nah, I think I like following you at this distance,” Chance commented wryly.  “Gives me a few seconds more to run, just in case something happens to your ass.”

As their dueling voices faded into the darkness, a figure dropped silently down through the open plasti-steel doors behind them.
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“Mr. Simon, what issa Electro-magnet-pulse?”

For the last few minutes, the group had been walking in virtual silence, broken only by the occasional hiss of static from Cora’s hand-cranked radio/flashlight.

“It’s a burst of electromagnetic radiation that could damage electronic systems.”

“Would that break this radio?” she asked, swinging the flashlight down to him by its fluorescent yellow leash.

Lara watched with interest as Simon examined the gadget for a moment, turning it off and back on, raising and lowering the volume of the incessant hissing of static.  “It seems sufficiently operational.”

“But I can’t get any music on it.”

“Probably an issue with the transmission source, not the receiver,” he concluded, handing it back up to Cora, who wore a thoroughly confused expression on her face.

Lara frowned disapprovingly at Simon and was about to make another comment on his people skills, when Reggie slowed, raised a single hand into the air with fingers spread then closed them into a fist.

“What was that?” Lara asked, keeping pace beside Simon.

“He was informing me that the doors have been sealed,” Simon replied, his eyes finding Lara’s and lingering on them significantly.

Lara realized for the first time how interesting his eyes were.  They were of a unique color that she was attempting to define when he looked away again.  “How does he know?  I thought you told me that the system was down or something?”

“It is,” Simon told her.  “He heard the northern doors close and lock.”

“Wait, we’re on the southern end, right?  He heard all the way across to the other side of the Mall?”

Simon gave her a simple nod.  “Yes.”

She looked across at the silver Bot and gave a low whistle.  “Impressive, Reg!”

“Thank you,” the Bot replied humorlessly.

“So, I guess that’s it then, huh?  In for an ounce..,” Lara quipped, hoping that the other would take her cue and finish the time-worn phrase for her, but he didn’t.  What the hell did it take to connect with this guy, she wondered?

“By the way, what’s with all the gesturing?”

“It’s a form of shorthand I invented,” Simon stated.  “It saves time.”

“What’s one to do then, with all that time?” Lara asked, with a chuckle.

After nearly a minute of silence, Lara decided that Simon had simply decided to ignore her attempt at small talk.  Figures that he might be frustrated as hell that she hadn’t taken his advice, and now that they were sufficiently prisoners in a capitalist paradise, here she was, making stupid jokes.

“You think we’ve made a big mistake, don’t you?”

“It’s not my place to judge.”

“That’s a refreshing attitude,” Lara said, flashing him a smile.  “Are you religious?”

Simon was silent.

Sensing that she might have overstepped her boundaries, Lara rushed into a verbal soft-shoe routine.  “It’s just that I noticed the Bible earlier and I was just wondering… Maybe I’m getting a little too personal, though.”

Again silence.

“I guess I find it hard myself to buy… I mean, if there this all-powerful being, why does He want his creations to suffer so much?”

“I don’t know the answer to your question, Lara,” Simon replied.  “I’ve been making an effort to educate myself about a part of life that I was raised to disregard as inconsequential.  I’ve read the Torah, the Koran, as well as the New Testament of the Bible. The truth is a lot more complicated than I was initially led to believe.”  After a moment’s silence, he continued, “I find that, in general, religious individuals are happier.  Do you find that to be true, in your experience?”

Lara shrugged.  “I wouldn’t know.  I’m neither happy, nor religious.”  She scoffed.  “Hey, I think I might have just proved your hypothesis there.  Guess I’m really a mess.”

Simon glanced over at Lara beside him and scrutinized her, a confused smile on his face.  “Considering the circumstances, you’re handling this situation with better humor than most people would.”

She glanced over at Cora, running a palm down over the silky-smooth top of her hair, if for nothing more than to give herself some motivation for breaking eye contact.  “Yeah, well that’s just the Myers game face.”

When Simon turned away, she glanced back at him, her eyes seeking a physical representation of the newly formed dimensions that she’d just discovered in his personality.

But he looked like the same lost soul she had found back in the machine repair shop a little over an hour ago.

“I’m assuming that you’re not married.  Only single men have the luxury and time to soul-search like that.”

Simon cocked a single eyebrow at her.  A moment later she burst into laughter.

“I’m sorry.  You looked so much like Spock just then,” she murmured as an aside, her voice trailing off into an inaudible whisper.  Midway through the statement, she had come to the horrific realization that Ben used to make the same face at her when she had lapsed into, as he was fond of putting it, “Lara-speak.”

Just another in that long list of terms of affection that our-boy-Bennie used with his gal “Gloria.”

Lara felt herself sinking back into that cold swamp of self-pity that she despised when Simon said something that jerked her right back up like the hand of a rescuer.

 “You have a pleasant laugh.”

Lara glanced at him with an expression that might have appeared as shock.  She could feel the blush rising in her cheeks and felt absolutely foolish for it, and the mere thinking about it made it just that much worse, she knew.  She’d always been a chronic blusher, one of the draw-backs of being born a peach-skinned daughter of an Englishman.

“I’ve been doing that a lot lately.  I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” Lara responded apologetically.  “This is how I fight off the impending panic attack, I guess.”

“Don’t worry,” Simon stated with a matter-of-fact bluntness.  “I won’t let anything happen to you or your daughter, Lara.”

Her instinct was to protest--to tell him that she didn’t need taking care of.  However, with shocking clarity, she realized that not only didn’t she mind, but she actually felt comforted by the statement.  It had been a long while since she had allowed herself that luxury—to be vulnerable enough to allow someone else to take the reins out of her hands.

It felt simultaneously foreign and achingly familiar.

Before she was aware enough to stop it, she heard herself asking another personal question.  “How long have you been divorced?”

“Never married.”

Almost instinctively, she began tallying up a list of flaws in her head.  She barely kept from asking the question, “How old are you,” before controlling herself sufficiently to be slightly more diplomatic.  “That’s too bad.  Any specific reason?”

“I’ve been told that I’m a perfectionist and a workaholic,” he replied briskly, casting a little boy’s smile into the darkness ahead of them.

“That’s a deadly combination,” Lara murmured.  Then rephrasing the question of several minutes before, she asked: “What do you do with your downtime?”

“My work is my life.”

With those five words, Lara Myers knew that Simon Peter had just tapped the very core of his being, the definition of the man he was.

Suddenly, she felt very safe and uncharacteristically lucky that he had become her ally in the impossible task of searching for her son in a shopping mall the size of a city.  She knew he was the sort of man who would see a job through to the end, once begun.

Surprisingly, Lara found herself thanking whatever coincidence, stroke of luck, or nebulous Creator-figure that had thrown her and the stiff little man together.  It was surprising simply because when the morning had begun, Lara had been sure she was an atheist.

Now, she was only certain of one thing.  She would reserve judgment until after her son was safely returned to her.

“I’ve been thinking about the question you asked and I think the answer is ‘yes.’”

Lara glanced over at him questioningly.

“You asked me if I thought He wanted his creations to suffer.”

“So God’s a sadist,” she replied.  “Is that what you’re trying to tell me?”

“No, on the contrary, I believe He may be trying to make us better,” Simon commented.  “Suffering changes what it touches.  Like a whetstone against a knife edge.”

“So what is your God trying to improve when He kills a newborn?” Lara snapped with more bitterness than she had intended.

Simon glanced at her, but remained silent.

Lapsing into a sullen silence, Lara pondered the source of her sudden burst of anger.
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They had been walking in silence for only a couple of minutes, when Chance heard the noise in the impenetrable darkness behind.  It had sounded like a foot shuffling, though he couldn’t be sure, especially since the acoustics of the tunnel made it hard to distinguish the direction of the noise.  It could just as well have come from in front of as from behind.

He casually edged up closer to Jesse and touched his arm.

“Hands off the merchandise, you fag.”

Chance ignored the taunt, and moved closer still, whispering in the general direction of his ear, though in the puny illumination of the pin-light, he couldn’t be sure just how close he actually was.  “Do you hear that?”

“We’ve been through this one before,” Jesse moaned, elbowing the other in the ribs.

“I’m serious this time.”  Chance stressed each word distinctively, hoping to get the point across in his delivery where his words had failed.  “Footsteps.  Listen.”

Jesse had the good sense to keep his mouth shut.  A few moments later, as if on cue, Chance heard it again.

Without a word, Jesse picked up his pace.

“Hey!”  Chance had no choice but to pursue.  “What are we gonna do?”

“Tell you what I’m doing.  I’m shagging ass outta here,” Jesse hissed.  “I believe I can make out some light just around the bend ahead.”

Sure enough, Chance could see the subtle lightening of the darkness that might mean a light source in the distance.  Still, if they were being pursued, they’d never get out of the tunnel before their stalker overtook them, because they still had the platform door to open, and it would be a whole lot trickier from their current position than it had been at street level.

“I’m gonna stop, but when I do, you gotta keep talking,” Chance proposed.

After a moment’s confused hesitation, Jesse came back with the expected, “Say what?”

“I gotta get behind him, see, and he won’t notice that I stopped until he passes me,” Chance tried to explain.  “But this won’t work unless you make him believe that I’m still walking beside you.  Got me?”

“Ohhh,” came the slow reply.  Then: “What if it’s…” Jesse stopped right there.  He had just enough oats left in the bag to know that if he expressed his true monster-in-the-closet irrational fear of what might be following them in the musky-oily smelling darkness he’d never be able to live it down.  “What if whatever’s back there is bigger than you, dude?”

“When I yell out for you, you better get back here.  And I mean, quicker than a bad case of the Hershey squirts!  Okay!”

“Yeah,” he answered timidly, due more to the prospect of being alone than any doubt he might have had in the plan itself.  “All right, man.”

Chance could tell now from the way he answered that he did indeed “get it.”  Jesse was as ready as he was ever going to be.

“Okay, start talking,” Chance snapped, coming to a complete stop, and dropping to a crouch in the dusty darkness, lying the top of his board securely across one leg.

And he waited.

“So did you catch the Astros game the other night?”

Chance squeezed his eyes shut in frustration.  That idiot!  You don’t ask questions!  Silently, he prayed he wouldn’t be stupid enough to try and imitate his voice answering.

“Well, I saw it and you know what I think?” Jesse came back loudly, his voice growing as his obvious anxiety grew.  “I think those bastards are gonna blow another season.  I can tell just by the way Biggio is swinging the bat.”

Chance shut his mouth and took slow, even breaths through his nose.  He could clearly hear footsteps now that Jesse’s voice started to trail away.  It was coming closer, whatever it was.

“It’s like after that defeat in LA, the spirit just got sucked out of the team, like they didn’t even want it anymore, y’know?”

Clearly now, Chance could hear the lift and fall of the shoes, the owner sounding as if he were trying to create as little noise as possible.  The source of that sound was almost on him now and he could no longer distinguish the individual words of Jesse.  It was simply an indecipherable drone of dialogue—no more coherent than his typical conversation, Chance thought with detached amusement.

What was he going to do when the other got within reach?  Jump him (or it)?  Let out a yell to scare him off balance, then jump him?  Maybe he should just confront him and ask him what he thought he was doing following them?  But then that led to the obvious question of what the two of them were doing here as well.

Before he could clearly choose a course of action, the owner of the shoes was between him and Jesse.

Chance silently cursed himself.  He slowly turned his head and could see Jesse’s dim pin-light floating like a firefly in the dark, just before the shape blocked it from his view.

His muscles stood locked in place, incapable of movement, afraid of making a sound and giving away his presence.

Must wait, he thought.  Just a few moments more and I’ll follow at a safe distance, so he won’t hear me.

Chance reached down and steadied the board resting on his leg with both hands, trying to ignore the sudden cramp in his right calf.  Carefully, he redistributed his weight to his left and pain flared through his leg muscle like the tiny teeth of a terrier.  Seizing the calf with one hand with the intention of massaging out the cramp, he felt his balance waver.  His body started to tip and the board began to slide down his leg.  Urgently, he went to one knee with a solid collision that reverberated through his entire body and caused his teeth to come together with an audible “clack.”

It was the only sound he’d made during the whole awkward maneuver, but it was just enough to attract the attention of their shy admirer.

Chance looked up and could see for the first time with sufficient distance--from both the dark shape and the pin-light Jesse held--that the figure was small, diminutive in fact.

It’s just a kid, Chance thought as he rose from his squat, all his lower muscles protesting at once.  He grunted and that was all the excuse the figure needed.

He bolted.

“Jesse!” Chance yelled, breaking into a run after him.  “Now!”

Trying as he could to locate the kid in the musty gloom, Chance took his eyes off Jesse’s pin-light.  For a split second before the inevitable impact, Chance remembered his minor league coach’s almost religious mantra that good players “never ever take their eye off the ball.”  As much as he’d hated Coach “Pee-Pants” Parker, he realized that this would have been an excellent opportunity to have heeded his advice, as he and Jesse plunged head-long into each other in the darkness, their skateboards clattering off to both sides of them.

Having simply stepped off to one side just before the impact, the figure that had been following them made a sound of sympathetic regret deep in his throat as Chance and Jesse rolled off of each other, both clutching their heads.

“Sorry,” the kid kept repeating.  “Sorry.”

Chance opened his eyes and blinked at the tiny figure hovering over them, his outline more distinctive now that they were closer to the light coming from the entrance to the next tram station about fifty yards away.  He was still having problems focusing his eyes however.  No matter how many times he blinked, he kept seeing a second figure, a larger figure just behind the first.  It seemed to hover over Jesse, who was moaning and rolling in the darkness next to him.  

Chance opened his mouth to speak but couldn’t get his lungs to produce a breath, all of it having been knocked out by the impact.  He sucked in lungful after lungful like a dehydrated man at a water fountain, but it was too late.

The second figure came sharply into focus, lifting a four-foot long object above its head.  Chance had only enough energy to point.  The smaller figure spun and disappeared into the inky blackness of the shadows.

The instant before the raised object came down atop his skull, Chance realized that it was Jesse’s own skateboard.  The noise it made, amplified in the enclosed space, sounded to Chance like an egg cracking.

Jesse made only one sound, indistinguishable from a sigh before the enormous figure raised the board again.  He brought it down again and again, each time with more force, almost as if he was gaining strength with each motion.

Chance took one glance down and in the tiny pool of light cast by the dropped pin-light, he could see a single wide, unblinking eye, perfectly captured in its dim luminescence.

His muscles taking over for his brain, Chance bolted, following the now familiar sound of the other’s footfalls.  The tiny figure, he could see, already had a good head start down the tunnel as he dashed toward the only source of light.

Suddenly his progress stopped and Chance could feel something holding him, the tail of his baggy t-shirt stretching to its limits.  He pulled with all his strength, then gave a sudden unpredictable twist.  The figure seemed to take a step forward and Chance heard a distinctive sizzling sound—the sound of skateboard wheels.   Next, came the thud of a heavy object hitting the concrete floor of the tunnel, an exclamation of pain, and Chance was free again.

He ran faster than he’d ever run before in his fifteen years.
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Owen didn’t remember scrambling up the platform to the subterranean level of the Mall or through the open plasti-steel partition.  It was almost as if he had been transported from the darkness into the light, instantaneously.

His legs had had a mind of their own, almost like two machines with a pre-assigned program to flee.  He had started to doubt if he were even capable of stopping them, when he heard the scream.

All of a sudden, he could feel his legs again, his tiny firm muscles tingling with the furious exertion he had just put on them.  He felt weak and foggy.

Maybe this is all dream, he thought for a moment.  I fell asleep in the theater watching Back to the Future a second time and now I’m dreaming all this.  As he strained to hear the dialogue of Michael J. Fox, the older kid’s voice rung out again—this time louder--shattering all illusions.

“Help!” the kid cried over and over.  “Help me!”

Owen turned and found the eyes of the older kid, maybe as old as sixteen, he couldn’t tell.  He wasn’t good with ages.  All he knew was that he wasn’t quite a grown-up like the man in the arcade.  He was, just like him, a kid.

He watched as the other slid to a stop a few yards from where he was standing at the foot of the escalator leading to the upper levels of the Mall, just panting and staring with wide, bulging eyes—the sort of eyes he only seen before on the faces of zoo animals.  Terrified, trapped animals.  In the dim emergency lights along the wall, Owen could see speckles of red on his forehead and down along one cheek.

It was the blood of that other kid who had been with him… and that other kid was still in the tunnel with the big dark thing.

The sight of the blood crystallized the reality of what he was experiencing.  

This was no dream.

That other kid wasn’t coming up out of the tunnel.  Owen knew this, but he could tell by the way the teen had turned back, that he wasn’t quite so sure.  Or at least, he hadn’t really accepted that fact yet.
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Stopping at the foot of the escalator, Chance turned away from the little kid and stared at the open plasti-steel door leading down into the dark hole.  A dim sound came from within, growing louder.   It was the footsteps of something big, growing closer, each step amplified by the natural acoustics of the tunnel until his legs began to tremble in fear.

It’s not human, he thought.

Then a shadow appeared on the far wall of the tram tunnel and he could see the top of a head appear at the entrance, then one hand and the other gripping the edge of the platform, each one stained red.

It rose from the depths, its eyes hallow but intense as they scanned methodically from left to right, capturing all and recording every minute detail of the scene before it.

The thing pulled itself up into the light, its face covered with swatches of blood.  It eyes rolled and fixed on them.

For the first time, Chance recognized that face.  It was the security guard that Jesse had taunted back at the Wheel of Time Ferris wheel.  Or at least, it used to be.  Somehow, he had changed in a fundamental way.  Whatever sat behind those eyes—those cold, mechanical eyes—no longer appeared human.

When something grabbed his arm and yanked him backwards, Chance came close to letting go of his barely controlled bladder.  It was then that he realized that the kid was still with him.  He was not alone and that momentarily gave him renewed strength.  He stumbled a few steps back in a dreamy daze, his eyes still unable to detach from the creature rising from the hole.

All that blood.  All that came out of Jesse, Chance couldn’t stop thinking.  He’s still down there and…

“C’mon!” the kid screamed in his ear, the sound shocking him with its volume, making his whole head ring.

Unable to wait for him any longer, the kid ran up the steps of the frozen escalator.  At the sound of his retreating footsteps, Chance finally broke out of his reverie.  He turned and saw the other retreating.  A second later, he found his legs again and followed.
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Cora began to scream, a sound high and piercing, pitched at a frequency honed through thousands of years of evolution to assault the mature human ear in just such a way that made it impossible to ignore.  At the sound, every thought and inclination deserted Lara’s mind and the moral imperative “Protect the child,” pulsed like a red neon sign through every fiber of her body.

She spun and watched in adrenaline infused slow-motion as Cora clutched both sides of her head with her chin slightly raised.

Reggie staggered, his hands a blur as they reached up to secure the tiny cargo riding upon his shoulders.

Almost simultaneously, even before the nerve impulses in her muscles could catch up with those flickering across her brain, Simon stood before Reggie, reaching up to retrieve Cora.

Reggie lowered himself to one knee, bringing the child in closer proximity to the mechanic.

In a single smooth motion, Simon had taken Cora off the metal man’s shoulders and swung her around, anticipating Lara’s arrival behind him.

All in the course of seconds, Lara had her arms around her daughter, lowering her gently into her lap even as she kneeled opposite the silver Bot.

The whole display viewed from start to finish might have struck an outsider as some choreographed and well-rehearsed ritual. 

Without taking his eyes from the five-year-old, Simon Peter made a slashing gesture in the air at his side and the quivering silver Bot relaxed, the blue light fading from its visual sensors.  Simon turned back to Cora, shining the beam of his flashlight over her face and body.

Searching for a wound that wasn’t there, Lara eventually placed her hands on both sides of Cora’s face and tried to shush her, but still, the single long scream continued.  Finally, Lara drew her hand back and delivered a single hard slap to the cheek.

Simon, who hovered very close beside them, recoiled.

Cora’s wide unfocused eyes seated themselves and located her mother’s face.  The tightly-pulled skin of her face rippled and she began to sob uncontrollably, folding forward into her mother’s bosom, almost seemed to bury herself there.  Lara gently rocked her, stroking her long kinky brown hair.

Eventually satisfied that Cora was safe, at least for the time being, Lara glanced over at Reggie, temporarily deactivated and kneeling a few feet away.  Her eyes then drifted over to Simon.  In the darkness a few yards away with his back to them, the mechanic almost seemed to be standing a silent sentry.
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When he was seven years old, only six months after his father’s sudden death, Owen had been diagnosed with night terrors.

Every few nights for almost a month, he would wake up screaming, his pajamas moist with sweat, with his mother usually sitting next to him with a furrowed brow of concern.  She would sit with him until he fell back asleep or until he conned her into letting him sleep in her bed for the night.

The first time it happened, Owen had awakened in a disoriented state, vaguely aware that he had narrowly escaped something horrendous, but with no image of what his nightmare had been about or awareness that he had even had a nightmare at all.  In this confused state, he had lain perfectly still in the twisted blankets of his twin bed, his heart fluttering like the last wing beats of a dying bird and held his breath, trying desperately to hear some sound, some indication that whatever was causing this indescribable fear wasn’t still in the room with him.  After five minutes of shallow breathing, the sensation had faded and he saw it for the dark fantasy that it truly was.

But for those five minutes, alone in the darkness, Owen knew, with a concrete belief that adulthood rationality eventually erodes, that he was in grave mortal danger.  His mother and sister lay asleep in adjacent rooms completely unaware of the precariousness of his situation.

Not once during that month of waking in a temporary state of panic could he describe what he had just experienced.  Not to his mother nor to Dr. Ross, nor to his friend Mikey Baynard, to whom he had eventually admitted his dread secret.

It was beyond his ability to describe what he was feeling in those first few moments of waking from a night terror.  Oddly enough, the closest anyone had ever come to hitting the target was a man who had been long dead nearly forty years.

Miss Gershawn had played a recording of a speech by President Franklin D. Roosevelt in American History class.  The President had been giving his first inaugural address to the nation when he uttered the now immortal words: “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.”

Owen decided then and there that the source of his night terrors, the thing that awakened him every other night for nearly a month, was only “fear itself” and nothing more--a thing unworthy of real consideration.  

And since that day, the explanation had satisfied him.

Now, as he ran into the dark corridor of the Mall, lit only by a quarter moon, Owen believed he knew the origin of those long ago indefinable fears.  Now, he was finally able to put a name to what had pursued him in that in-between country of his dreams.

It was a demon in a security guard’s uniform, smeared with the blood of another human being.

And as his feet carried him along almost of their own accord, he could not be sure even now that he was not still asleep in his own bed, his mother sitting beside him with that wrinkled brow of confusion, watching him moan and kick the sheets into tighter and tighter knots.

Then he remembered what he had heard down in that tunnel.  In the absence of light, the sound had painted a picture perhaps more vivid than reality could.  He’d heard the cracking of bone.  The gurgling of the kid’s dying breath.  That sharp smell of freshly-spilled blood.

It was real.  It was happening.

Owen ran with no destination in mind, just trying to put as much distance as he could between him and the monster.  In the dim light, none of the stores looked familiar and he realized that he wasn’t in the blue sector where he had overheard the other two boys saying that they’d left their bikes.  Confused by the tunnel, they had traveled in the opposite direction.

He was in the red sector on the complete opposite side of the Mall.

He knew that he had to get back to the movie theater that was also in the blue sector--though the hope that his mom and sister were still there had dwindled to virtually nothing.  They were probably outside with the others, but what else could he do?

He had already tried enough exit doors to know that he was locked inside and when he had first heard Chance and Jesse, he had followed, sensing that the three of them might be the last human beings left inside, but was still suspicious enough of them to keep his identity secret until forced to reveal himself.

He knew now what a mistake that had been.  Maybe he was even the cause of that kid dying, he thought with numb shock.

The footfalls of running feet slapped somewhere in the distance behind him, and he was sure that they belonged to the other kid, but was too afraid to turn.

He had to find a place to hide.

He made a quick right turn into the open doors of the massive JC Penney store.  It was pitch black inside, so he began working his way through the first clothes section to the right of the entrance--Men’s Casuals, his mind vaguely registered.  He scurried as fast as he could to the far wall and began to work his way deeper into the store along the wall beneath a hanging rack of Hawaiian-style knit shirts, keeping his eyes on the entrance.

As the sound of the runner began to fade, Owen vaguely wondered if it had been wise to separate.

Better him than you, a voice in the deep animal part of his brain suggested.
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When Chance noticed that the kid was no longer in front of him, he continued running straight up the corridor deeper into the Mall.

Hey, he can’t go after both of us if we split up, he thought.  Better him than me.

Chance ran as fast as his eyes could reveal the shadowy terrain around him.  He ran until his chest felt tight, his head cloudy from lack of oxygen.  When his calves grew weak and shaky, he resorted to a sort of limping gallop, until he was forced to come to a complete stop.

He whipped around and looked back in the direction he had come, trying to get his breathing under control so that he might hear the pursuer he knew must surely be closing in on him.  His chest ached with each gasp of air and the racing of his heart filled his eardrums.

It was at that moment that he realized that he had left his board down in the tunnel and felt a tinge of regret.  Only then did Jesse enter his mind, and instantly, he felt ashamed for first thinking of an inanimate piece of wood with wheels over his friend.

Jesse, his mind screamed!  It killed him!

He, Chance corrected himself.  Not it.  He.

Just a man.  A mental-defective crazy man, but just a man nonetheless.  You can stay ahead of him here in the darkness, like you did down in the tunnel, but you have to get your shit under control. 

Stay chilly, he could almost hear Jesse tell him.

He squeezed his eyes shut and suppressed the whimper rising from his throat.

Don’t be a pussy, man!

Chance took a deep breath, listening for a sound in the enormous open space.  He glanced up and could see the other levels rising above him in the dim moonlight.  The frozen escalator was just a few yards away.

The thought occurred to him that the crazed guard might have gone vertical, trying to get behind him.  He looked at the escalator rising up into the darkness and considered maybe doing the same.  After all, if he could get to the top level before the other did, he could keep an eye on the floors below.  If he did, though, he might be taking a chance that he would spot him again.

Suddenly, he realized with horror that he had lost track of how long he had been standing there in plain sight, frozen there by his own indecision.  Had it been less than a minute?  Over ten minutes?

He turned and began to run again, the aches and pains of a moment ago a distant memory as fresh adrenaline pumped through his body, renewing his tired muscles.

He rushed behind the shiny body of a Mercedes-Benz automobile on display and tried to get his breathing under control again.  He turned his head one way, then the other, wondering which way he should go, all choices looking equally hopeless.

A skittering sound a few yards away drew his attention and he literally dropped to his hands and knees, half-expecting to feel the hands of the security guard seize his throat.  Instead, he turned to find the shell of a downed Bot lying half inside, half outside a sunken area featuring a set of benches.  The Bot’s feet moved back and forth in place as if trying to regain its footing on a floor that was no longer there.  Chance had seen the innumerable bodies of Bots lying around the corridors of the Mall, but had not yet seen one moving.

Taking another look back in the direction he’d come, he maneuvered back beside the fallen Bot.  Spotting a dull blue light glowing within its visual sensors, he propped the machine’s head atop one aching thigh and lowered his mouth down to the narrow channels on the sides of its shiny head.

“Hey,” he called in a subdued voice, casting fitful looks up the corridor.  “Can you call for help?  Can you please...?”

The feet of the Bot stopped moving and for a moment, its eyes pulsed a brighter shade of blue.  There was a brief hiss of static within the machines hidden speaker before it began to hum.

“Please head to the north exit,” it exclaimed, the recorded voice amplified in the still, empty space around Chance.  “Please head to the north exit!  Please head..!”

Chance hopped to his feet, turned and made a mad dash up the steps out of the sunken section, casting a look over his shoulder as he ran up the corridor.  The command repeated by the mechanical voice fading as he drew farther away.

When he began to feel that dull ache in his legs, Chance thought distractedly that he could sure use his board right about now, which led instantly to images of Jesse and a renewed sense of disorientation.

As he struggled toward the center of the Mall on wobbly legs, Chance tried to focus on what he would do next.  I need to go north just like we should have when we first heard those security guards, he decided.  I just need to get out of this place and tell the first cop I see what happened to Jesse.  Maybe then I’ll just wake up and have a good laugh about all this.

But in order to do that, he’d have to head back to the Northern entrance, which was one level above the red tram station from where he had just fled.

Back toward that security guard.

And Jesse.

He turned and looked back, but his legs refused to move.  When they finally did, he started and stopped again.  Rushing forward in a burst of confidence, then scrabbling backwards to his previous position in fear.  He couldn’t muster the courage to do it.  He was just too afraid.

You worthless piece of shit, he thought, tears of frustration rolling down his face.  You’re gonna die here just like this, running in a circle.  Death by indecision.

He scampered to the bordering wall and peered into the darkness, straining his eyes for any movement.  When he saw none, he slowly crept along the storefronts, feeling like a whipped hound, hugging the border of an enemy’s yard.

Head north, he repeated like a drumbeat in his head.  Head north.  Head north.
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Albert used the dropped pin-light to examine the shattered skull-piece of the machine lying between the tracks of the abandoned tram tunnel.  He had discarded his own flashlight an hour ago when he’d discovered that it had been a defective machine unable to fulfill its function.

Feeling oddly disoriented and uncertain how he had gotten down here, he moved the tiny beam over a bit to the right and examined the bright red flower of color covering the teenager’s face, obliterated except for one clear and undisturbed wide eye.  Scattered within the blood were stark white bits, that might have been pieces of the splintered skateboard lying broken beside him or shards of the kid’s own shattered skull.

Every sense he possessed told him that the corpse before him was real.

Of course it looked real, how else would they have passed for machines all those years?  Hey, Hollywood did it all the time and some of that stuff in movies looked pretty realistic!

Albert’s mind seized on the concept like a piece of flotsam passing a drowning man.  He thrust the weight of his entire psyche onto that idea and prayed that it would support him.

Just below the mass of blood and dark hair, shiny with sweet-smelling gel, he thought he could make out something bluish-grey in color.

There!  That’s metal!

Momentarily considering the prospect of examining it closer, he shook his head in revulsion and backed away from the disabled unit.

If anyone were to see him down here with this…

Slowly, his present situation came back to him.  The Mall was abandoned, right?  There was an evacuation, wasn’t there?  Something bad must have happened outside and the Mall was locked-down.

But why exactly did he choose to stay behind instead of leaving with the others?

There was something he had to do.  Some work he had to finish, but what that task was he was having problems remembering.  And who had given him those orders?  Had it been his boss, Jason Marrs?

Why was he having so much trouble concentrating all of a sudden?

He shut his eyes for a moment, took a deep breath, counted to ten in his foggy mind, and let it out.

When he opened his eyes again, he discovered that he was standing at the closed set of double doors marked “Authorized Personnel Only,” a large ring of keys gripped tightly in his right hand.

With utter confusion, he stared down at the keys, still swinging as if from forward momentum.  He felt an icy numb sensation rush up his back.

He glanced over his shoulder offhandedly and was surprised to find a flat-bed cart from the House-Wheres store parked at his heels.  The machine that looked like the kid from the tunnel sat atop the flat-bed, a single wide eye aimed accusingly at Albert.

Albert threw a hand over his mouth, stifling a frightened moan.

How had all this gotten here?

He turned his back on the ghastly image and giving it a wide berth, walked out into the middle of the corridor.  He recognized that he was at the fore-end of Red sector, the familiar scaffold-like structure of the Wheel of Time looming in the shadows above him.  The last thing he remembered, though, was standing in the abandoned tram tunnel over a quarter mile away.

In front of him on the floor, a Red sector Bot lay on its back, its legs still moving up and down as if trying to move forward, unaware of its present orientation.  One eye sensor flickered light blue, while the other was completely dark.

Why the Bot looked so familiar to him, he hadn’t a clue.

Glancing up the corridor, he wondered if he was being watched, if someone was screwing with him and getting a kick out of watching him in this confused state.

He controlled the urge to yell a curse into the darkness.  Instead, he ducked into the open door of the trendy kids fashion store adjacent to the double-doors, the one with all the dark Goth bullshit, and snatched a couple of t-shirts from the nearest display.

Walking back to the flat-bed, he shook the black shirt out and dropped it over the kid’s mangled face.  A grinning skull peered up at him from the front of the shirt, below which read the words “The Misfits.”

What the hell did that mean?  Was it a b-movie or a devil band or something?

Fucking kids and their morbid shit.

He took the other black shirt, reversed it, and draped it atop the first, hiding the grinning skull decal.

There!

He turned back to the double-doors and was confused to see that he was now standing in front of one of the massive incinerators that were in the bowels of the Mall, a couple of levels below the subterranean people-mover platforms.  His stomach did a cartwheel and once again he looked over his shoulder suspiciously.

What crazy ass shit was going on here?

Albert glanced down and was not at all surprised to find the flat-bed with the so-recently departed skater-punk, lying below him.  He nudged the body once with the tip of one boot, feeling the dead weight of it settle to one side.

Albert reached down and took a corner of the dark t-shirt between two trembling fingers. Lifting it up, he looked at the mangled face glistening in the firelight.  Was that blood-stained brain matter or stainless steel?  And maybe that wasn’t blood at all but some sort of Bot-oil or power-steeling fluid or whatever the hell these things excreted.  

Not dead, Albert countered defensively.  Deactivated.

As deactivated as this Mall.

He felt the dribble of sweat crawl down his face between his eyes and dribble past his nose.  Not completely.  The incinerators still worked, he thought, swiping a sleeve across his brow.

It was hot as hell down here.

The incinerators in the basement of the Mall of the Nation were half as big as shipping containers, or as Vernon had been fond of saying, “half as big as an Egyptian temple and if that ain’t Tootin’ Uncommon, I don’t know what is.”

Vernon Willowby seemed to have a ready-made joke for every occasion—just like Gillie, his best friend from grade school.

Gillie had been a hoot!  He wondered in passing what had become of Gillie.

Gillie was probably dead, too.  Like his parents.  D-E-A-D.

Not dead.  Deactivated.

D-E-A-D dead.  Dead as a doornail.  “Like a Ford, Found-On-Road-Dead,” as Gillie used to say.

That Gillie was one joke-making machine, he was!

Albert had a sudden brief but powerful desire to talk to Gillie as he stood alone staring at the incinerator before him.

The incinerators converted the tons of garbage generated by those dirty animals that passed as people (waste-producing machines) into virtually nothing, reducing the volume by nearly ninety-five percent, the resulting ash carted off in trucks to a solid-waste landfill.  The best part about the process was that the resulting heat and steam was used to supplement the Malls’ energy reserves, some of which was used to power the emergency lighting.

Albert had only been down here twice before.  The first time had been during orientation, the same one where they had explained to all the security trainees the lockdown procedures to be used in case of disasters--a procedure that Vernon Willowby had affectionately called the “Oh shit” initiative.

The second time he’d been forced to come down here was when he had worked the late shift over the Christmas holiday, on one of the few occasions that Marrs had assigned him the acting supervisor position, simply because no one else was available.

That night something had gotten stuck in one of the “tubes” that brought the trash down from the receptacles spread throughout the Mall.

Using the emergency instructions posted along the wall of the basement, Albert had been forced to shut down Central Incinerator #6, disconnect the main tube from the unit, and send one of the heat-resistant micro-Bots up into the maze of duct-work to check things out.

Like everyone else on the job, Albert had heard horror stories of the items customers had sent down the chutes.  One of the stories was that a few months after the Mall opened to the public, the shift officer had dragged out a human leg wrapped in a blanket out of one of the tubes.  There was an extensive investigation conducted by the FBI, assisted closely by the Mall brass, which included the viewing of hundreds of hours of surveillance video but rumor had it that no one was ever convicted.

There was even some speculation that whoever had tried to dispose of the leg in question might have done away with the rest of the body previously in the same way they’d tried to get rid of the leg.  It was even possible, some debated, that the furnaces had been used by organized crime figures for months after the Mall first opened before stricter fail-safes had been added to the system.

Though he had prepared for the worst that night, Albert hadn’t faced anything as provocative as a severed body part.  The image the micro-Bot had sent back was a canvass bag filled with porn magazines and a couple of college text books.

Now, as he remembered the story of the disembodied leg, and its possible Mafia ties, Albert decided that he must have come down here for a specific reason.

The incinerator in front of him continued to burn intensely.  Even with all the heat proofing, the room was nearly unbearably hot.  The air was dense and hard to breath.

Albert pulled a welder’s mask and heavy gloves from the shelf and wheeled the flat-bed close to the nearest incinerator.  Donning the helmet and gloves, he reached down and gripped the handle of the pot-bellied iron door down at his knees.  Preparing himself for the blast of heat, he pushed against the bar and rolled the jaw-shaped door down on its track.  With a clunk, the door slid into place and locked open.

A wall of volcanically charged steam slammed into Albert, hard enough to rock his entire body a few steps backward.

“Son of a bitch,” he bellowed, his voice barely audible above the roar of the ravenously hungry flames contained behind the two-inch thick iron boiler plating.

Albert turned to the flat-bed and gathered the awkward package up in his arms, hoping to turn and fling the lifeless mass all at once, but something he glimpsed within arrested the action.

He saw a face.  It stared at him from the embers revealed in the narrow sliver of space between the belly of the furnace and the door.  The face wasn’t human in appearance.  Instead of a nose and chin, the creature seemed to have a snout within which Albert could clearly see teeth, enormous predatory in their length.

In that instant, Albert knew what he was witnessing.

It’s the dragon.

Then as suddenly as it had appeared, the face collapsed with the shifting of the embers and dissolved back into randomness.

Albert looked down at the body in his arms and realized that in his excitement and horror he had been holding it against his chest almost protectively.  With a blank expression, he tossed the bundle into the compartment, the black t-shirt landing at just the right angle to display that skull, grinning up at Albert mockingly.  He kicked the door shut with his boot, the jaw rolling back to slam closed like the gate of a castle.

Instead of walking away, Albert lingered there a moment longer, attempting to hear the beast as it fed on the flesh of the dead kid (deactivated Bot).

And after several patient moments, he imagined that he could.

“Lamia.”

Albert froze, staring down at the radio on his belt.

“Fulfill your function,” the radio squawked.

Slowly, Albert raised the radio to his lips and depressed the talk button.  “What is my function?”

“I will show you,” the voice told him.
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Cora heard her mother’s voice say, “…too much excitement for one night.  I think she’ll be fine now that she’s resting.”  She opened her eyes and tried to make out where she was lying.  Oddly enough, she felt something soft beneath her, almost like a mattress.

In the dim light nearby cast by a flashlight, she could see two figures standing together, heads bowed conspiratorially and talking in low tones.

“Where’s Reggie?”

“I sent him out to find your son while you and Cora rested.”

“Do you really think he can?” Lara hissed, unable to disguise the hope in her voice.

“Yes, I do.”

“How?”

“He told me that he’s been hearing multiple sounds from various locations since the northern exit was sealed,” the other voice replied.  “With the quality of his auditory receivers, he’ll be able to target the source sufficiently to locate your son if he wants to be found.”

Cora watched as Lara reached out and grabbed Simon’s arm excitedly with one hand, even as the other pressed against her mouth, quaking with emotion.  “Thank you, Simon,” she managed in a shaky whisper.

“Mommy,” Cora managed, pulling herself up on her elbows and looking around at the covers she lay beneath.  “Where are we?”

Lara rushed over to the bed, a complete display model laid out in the center of the Home and Bath department of Sears.  Even the sheets and linens on the bed had smelled clean, though a little dusty from lack of use.

Yes, Lara thought with bitterness, Utopia does still have dust.

“How are you feeling, sweet pea?” she asked, feeling her daughter’s forehead with the back of her fingers.  It was warm to the touch.  “Do you have a headache?”

Cora stared at her mother.  “Are we still here?”

“You mean in the Mall?” she replied.  “Of course we are, hon.  We have to find your brother before we can leave.”

Cora’s face crumbled and she folded forward into her mother’s chest, sobbing plaintively.  “I don’t wanna be here anymore.  I want to go home,” she wailed.

Lara held her silently, glancing over at Simon, who was watching the interaction with an expression of great interest, his brows furrowed in what seemed deep concentration.

“How soon will we know something?” Lara asked him.

“Not long.”

Lara turned back to her daughter, ignoring the feeling of helplessness she felt in her gut.  She lay down beside her daughter, placing her chin on her arm playfully.  Cora peered at her suspiciously, her breathing evening out.  Eventually, she sniffed back the next wave of tears.  “S’okay, kid.  Reggie’s on the job.  He’s going to get your trouble-maker of a brother and then we’re going to get out of here, okay?”

Cora turned her head slightly and looked her mother in the eye with a serious expression.  “Somebody died.”

The phrase was such a non-sequitur that Lara was stricken momentarily mute.  

“What dear?” she finally found voice enough to ask.

“I smell it.  It smells like copper.”

The child’s eyes were wide with anxiety, not a flicker of deception in them anywhere—not that Coraline was given to such performances—and it made the hair on Lara’s forearms stand on end.

“I think he saw it.  I believe he’s running now,” the little girl said very quickly, almost conspiratorially.  “He’s very sceered.  I know that much.”

“Who, hon?  Who’s running?”

“Owen.”

Lara studied her daughter, a pocket of suspicious fear lighting a pilot-light somewhere deep in her belly.  “How do you know this?”

“Because of the burning behind my eyes.”

Her anxiety increasing but compelled to follow the flow of logic to its conclusion, Lara pressed forward.  “Does the burning talk to you, Cora?”

The eyes of the five-year-old seemed to lose focus, almost as if she were looking within somewhere.  When the spark of her eyes reignited, she scooted her tiny body closer to her mother and drew herself up to her ear.  “It tells me without words.  I feel things.”

Lara pulled away and peered at Cora, needing to draw some reassurance from her appearance.  She looked to be the same normal little girl that had entered the Mall that afternoon, but she couldn’t deny that her daughter was unsettling her, fanning the flames of her anxiety.

“What kinds of feelings?”

“Strong feelings,” Cora told her, snuggling closer, pressing her face into the crook of Lara’s neck.  “Mad.  Sceered.  Bad.”

“I don’t understand, hon.  Who are you talking about?  Who’s bad?”

“Wicked like the green witch of Oz that set the straw man on fire.”  Cora pulled away and glanced up at her mother innocently.  “Except worse.  He’s real.  He’s here.”

Lara nodded and gently pushed Cora’s head back down to the pillow and pulled the edge of the blanket back up to her chest.  “Now I want you to rest, sweet pea, okay?” she told her soothingly.  “No worrying allowed.  Me and Simon will do that for you.”

“Mommy, do you like Simon now?”

Lara gave an amused snort and tweaked her button nose.  “He’s growing on me.”

Satisfied with the answer, Cora gave a pleasant smile and rolled to her side.

Lara rose from the bed and went to Simon, who was standing outside the department at the foot of the frozen “down” escalator, peering into the darkened level below.  “Anything interesting?” she asked sarcastically.

Simon glanced at Lara with no sense that he recognized humor in her comment and gave a single shake of his head.  “It’s quiet.”

 “You said earlier that you would know soon if Reggie found my son.  How exactly is he going to contact you if the network is down?”

“I’ll hear him,” Simon simply stated, continuing to stare down the escalator.

Lara glanced back at the Home and Bath section then settled her rump back against the corner of the escalator entrance, placing herself strategically in Simon’s line of sight.  “I don’t know of anyone who could have moved as fast as you did down there when she started screaming.”  She searched Simon’s enigmatic expression for some indication that he had heard and absorbed what she’d just said.  “How did you do that?  You ex-military or something?”

“No.”

“So, what are you?  Some kind of superman?  How were you able to do what you did?”

Simon remained stolid, his expression unchanged.

“I asked you a simple question,” Lara hissed at him between her teeth.  “At least have the courtesy to dignify me with a lie.”

“I could never lie to you, ma’am.”  Simon turned to look her in the eye, “because I’m an android.”
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Casting yet another look over his shoulder, Chance limped warily up to the north entrance of the Mall, a dim emergency light revealing the enormous message to all exiting consumers above the set of ten doors.

“The Mall of the Nation thanks you for your patronage.  Please come back soon!”

The yellow caution tape strewn across the sidewalk outside the entrance lay still in the breezeless Gulf coast night.  Well, I guess it wasn’t a storm that knocked out the lights, he thought.  So what?  Was it the Russians that Ronnie “Raygun” had always warned them about?

Wind-blown caution tape and toppled wooden barricades told a tale about the state of the exit.  Confidence level low, he nonetheless tried each of the doors, one after the other, finding all of them locked.

Unable to face the fact that he had reached a cul-de-sac, Chance threw his weight against the last door over and over until the third time he felt a sharp dagger of pain in the area between his upper arm and shoulder.

Stepping back, he stared at his refection.  Spots of red covered the face of the scared little boy he saw there.  

Then the realization hit him.  That was blood on his cheeks.  Jesse’s blood.

Lifting the tail of his t-shirt to his face, he began to scrub at his forehead and cheeks, feeling them redden beneath the coarse material.  He glanced at his reflection, saw the blood, and began to rub his face again.  Each time his image looked the same.

Were the stains really on his face or only in his head, he wondered?

Finally giving up, he slid down the glass, dropping to the floor with a grimace.  He peered helplessly outside the glass, noticing a thin grey light struggling to make its appearance on the horizon.  Could that possibly be dawn approaching?

He glanced down at the unmoving hands of his watch and sighed.

His folks must be pissed.

There was a smattering of cars still parked outside, yet not one person.

His eyes found a smear of what looked like blood on the glass outside and he reached up, running the tips of his fingers over the only remaining evidence that humans still remained somewhere out there.

His isolation had always been self-imposed.  He’d search for opportunities to get out of his parents’ house, even if it meant going to school early or staying late at the library.  

He’d hated them for years now.  Despised them for their expectation that he must adhere to the narrow perimeters they’d set for him.

Keep your room clean.  Take out the trash out.  Turn the radio down.

He fought against their rules, intentionally bucked their authority every chance he got.  He would never turn out like them.  Never become an automaton.

What a sad existence it must be to lead that kind of life?  To conform.
To be an adult.

Now he was free of those restraints they’d imposed on him all his life and this newfound discovery of freedom was terrifying rather than comforting.

What if his folks were truly gone forever?  What would he do?  Where would he go? What if they were..?


Unable to hold back the tears any longer, he planted the heels of his fists against his forehead and began to cry.  “Oh God no,” he croaked through the lump forming in his throat.  “I don’t want to die.”  He pulled his knees up to his chest, and hid his face in his hands.  “But I don’t know what to do now.”

He dragged a sleeve across his cheek and lifted his head to look back into the darkness of the Mall.  If this was the way a fifteen year old handled this kind of situation, how would a ten-year-old cope?

As that familiar chill of guilt settled across his heart like congealing gravy, he imagined that he could hear an engine in the distance.  He turned his head and watched in a rapt silence as a Volkswagen Microbus flew across the last ten yards of empty parking lot, headed directly toward the spot he now sat.

Someone’s coming for me, he thought.

But the Microbus never slowed.

Instinctively, Chance did the only thing he could in the instant before impact, throwing his arms over his head and rolling away from the advancing vehicle.

The explosion of sound that accompanied the impact was like nothing he’d ever experienced before—not in any theater auditorium or in the soundproof room of a stereo component store.

When Chance parted his fingers far enough to gaze through, he realized that the VW had struck the squat four-foot tall concrete columns placed at intervals in front of the sidewalk just outside of the doors.

He unfolded his arms and legs in a dreamlike daze and examined the crumpled front end of the vehicle, radiator spewing steam and oil pooling at the foot of one of the flat front tires.  A large web of cracks blossomed on the driver’s side of the windshield, where he could see a thin sheen of dark red.  The passenger side wheel had managed to make it up atop one of the concrete barriers and had settled there, causing the entire bus to tilt to the one side.

Suddenly, the driver’s side door swung open and all at once, the upper half of a figure slid out, the backside of the head soaked in blood and one lifeless arm dangling just a few inches short of the ground.

Chance turned away, bent over, and emptied the contents of his stomach onto the waxy surface of the Mall floor.  His abdominal muscles clenched and unclenched like a machine, fulfilling a prearranged program.

So it goes, Chance thought darkly.  How long has it been now?  Five or six hours?  Is that how long it takes for the world to fall apart, he wondered with detached amusement?  

Now that I know the answer to that one, I’ll tackle that one about the tree falling in the woods and how many licks it takes to get to the Tootsie Roll center of a Tootsie Pop!

Chance rolled to his knees, took a deep breath, and raised himself the rest of the way to his feet.

I should go see if I can find that kid, he thought resolutely.  If I’m this scared, he must be shitting his pants by now.

Before he had even taken the first step, an enormous corona of light bloomed across the floor at his feet, illuminating about twenty feet of the interior of the Mall in front of him.  For one terrifying moment, he thought it must be the headlights of another, even bigger, vehicle coming to finish the job that its smaller counterpart had begun.  An instant later, he heard a second even more deafening explosion and he turned to witness the VW Microbus disappear within a cloak of orange.

Revealed in the light of the conflagration, Chance noticed that a series of words had been spray painted across the last few doors of the entrance that he had not noticed the first time.  The irony in the fact that it had been spray painted was not lost on him as he concentrated on reading the phrase backward, as it had been written on the outside glass.

“We all die the Addicts death,” it read in hurried, haphazard script.

Chance stared at the words with a frown, trying to fathom its meaning.

He spun around and for one brief moment, Chance thought he saw Jesse, standing in the flickering light of the Mall entrance and smiling that cocky uneven toothed grin of his.

Go find the kid, he told himself, forcing his legs forward into the Mall.

But he needed to do a little shopping first.
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Sitting on the edge of the bed beside her daughter, Lara watched Simon Peter at a distance, searching for some indication that he was in fact what he had just proclaimed himself to be only minutes before.  Oddly enough, she found herself incapable of it.  Everything about him provided the necessary evidence of humanity, from the receding hairline and glasses, to the spot of what appeared to be dried mustard on his collar-- the ghost of lunches past or simple yellow paint--to the slight paunch of a middle-aged man falling well short of his required daily exercise routine, and finally down to the dusty, worn loafers on his awkward oversized feet.

He appeared as a man, in all his flawed glory.

It was eerie, she thought, trying to scratch an itch out on her neck that she suspected was only psychological.  Admittedly, his admission had initially done a number on her nerves.  She had immediately put some distance between them, hovering protectively next to her dozing daughter.

But nothing had really changed had it?  He was still helping them, still standing guard, and if truth be told, as a machine, she could trust him as she could no other man.  For a man could change his mind; could lose his nerve.  A Bot simply followed a set of command routines with no interpretation.

“Why?” she snapped suddenly, then noticing that her voice had caused Cora to stir, Lara rose and drew closer to the machine that called itself Simon Peter.  “Why do you look more human than the other ones?”

“I am as I have been designed to be,” he stated, turning his piercing eyes to her, “in the likeness of my creator.”  Then he gave an ironic smirk, melancholy in its bitter reflection.

It was in the eyes that Lara finally saw the difference she’d been desperately seeking.  There was an unidentifiable metallic sparkle there, hardly noticeable, but hard to ignore once spotted.  Almost as if an intense golden furnace lay behind them, radiating its energy outward.

“My designer spared no effort to make me pass as human, but the behavioral code that governs all Bi-Mech creations is nonetheless part of my basic programming.  I can’t stand idle while anyone shows pain or discomfort.  When your daughter began to scream, I reacted without hesitation.  Since my reaction time is almost instantaneous, you might have imagined that I was moving at a superhuman speed.”  He gave a shrug of dismissal.  “Actually, I was simply moving as fast as a human is capable without all the constraints of physical and psychological restrictions that slow most people down as their age progresses.”

As Lara began to process the information and got more comfortable with the reality of what the figure before her was, she felt herself relaxing slightly.  It bordered on the miraculous, she thought as she stared at him.  Almost too much to believe.  If she hadn’t seen the way he had moved with her own eyes, she wouldn’t have accepted his claim.

“And all this,” she asked, indicating with a sweep of her hand from his head to his feet, “is stage dressing?”

“I have surmised after some self-reflection, that in order to pass as more fully human, it was decided during the design phase that I should have the true flaws of one.”  He glanced back at Cora, his eyes lingering on her for a few moments.  “Though, I’ll never know the reasoning of my Creator, I can only conclude that it was understood that only in man’s attempt to overcome obstacles does his humanity become more apparent.  I believe that it was for this reason that I was built with more intentional restraints than my brother units.  In a sense, you might call these limits governors.”

“So how were you able to do what you did if you were designed with these governors?”

“The behavioral code inherent in all Bots takes precedence over everything else,” he stated.  “I can’t allow anyone in my presence to come to any danger.  If it is within my inherent abilities to prevent it, I must.”

Although she still had many questions, she had more pressing issues at the moment.  “Right now, I need you to tell me one thing.  Will you be able to hear Reggie when he finds my son?”

He gave her a prompt nod.  “I’ll hear him.  The low frequency at which Reggie will transmit will travel a much farther distance than a higher frequency.  Actually, you might be able to hear it as well, Lara, if you condition yourself to listen for it.”

Lara turned and looked down the escalator anxiously.  “Can you ask Reggie how he’s making out so far?  Find out how much ground he’s covered or something?”

“Oh, I can’t send communications to him that way,” Simon responded.

She turned and flashed him a look that was almost accusatory.  “I’m confused.  Why not?”

“The restrictions that have been placed on me make that impossible.”

“If Reggie can communicate with this low frequency, why can’t you?  You were built with the same capabilities right, they’re just being… stunted, right?”

“In a sense.”

“Well, can’t you turn this governor thing off?”

He gave her a simple shrug.  “No.”

“Why not?” she asked.  “Weren’t you designed to be human-like?  Humans have free will.  Don’t you have free will?”

Simon gave Lara a look of such pained sadness that for a moment she found it nearly impossible to believe that the expression might simply the result of the activation of tiny servos beneath a synthetic material.  “No, Lara.   I’m constrained by the perimeters of my programming.”

He then broke eye contact and stepped back up to the foot of the down escalator, but as he passed her, Lara was shocked to see on his face an expression that could have been described as shame.
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Owen heard the footsteps and realized that he had been asleep.  How long, he had no way of knowing because the hands of his NASA Mission Control wristwatch stood frozen at ten before three, dead with the rest of the Mall’s electronics.

He became aware but disoriented, confused as to where he was and the direction the sound of footsteps was coming from.

It was dark and warm and he was lying down on something soft.  In an instant, it all came back to him in a rush.

After some time waiting for his pursuer

(The Boogie-Man)

to find him, he had regained enough confidence to move out from behind the clothing display along the wall, where he had been hiding, and rushed up the steps of the escalator to the second floor of the JC Penney store, stopping only once to look and listen for any sign of pursuit.

When he’d reached the hardware/automotive section, he was able to find a box-cutter and a heavy-duty flashlight that somehow still worked.  (Why some things worked and others didn’t, he could not seem to find a connection.  It seemed completely random to him.)  The flashlight was a hefty stainless-steel number, rugged and weighty enough to use as a weapon if he had too.

He’d debated for a few minutes on whether or not it was right to take the items without paying for them, then decided that if he paid for them later, it wouldn’t be considered stealing.  Besides, there was no way to pay for them anyway with all the payment kiosks down.  Instead, he wrote down the exact price of each item on a slip of paper and put it in his pocket.

He believed in a God—unlike his mother he suspected, from certain off-the-cuff comments she had made to he and Cora in the past--and he believed that the God in which he believed did ultimately punish, maybe not in this life, but most definitely in the next.  And he did not want to go to Hell for a simple flashlight and box cutter theft!

Thus armed, Owen found a spot in the kitchen and bath section in a dark corner.  There he had crawled onto the lowest shelf and made a sort of cubby-hole in the farthest corner behind all the folded and stacked plush bath towels.

It was from this position that he listened as someone approached, the footsteps growing louder and louder as he came near.  When Owen caught a glimpse of the shadow of the figure moving steadily up the tiled center aisle, he abandoned the tiny eye-space created by two stacks of towels and withdrew deeper into the dusty darkness of the alcove.

Owen held his breath, afraid even his exhalation would give him away.

The footsteps seemed to pass his particular aisle and continue on.

Suddenly, it stopped.

Owen held completely still, listening as the thumping of his heart increased in his ears.  He squeezed his eyes shut in shame as he felt the insides of his underwear bloom with moist heat.  Moments later, he could smell that familiar sharp, sour scent that held so many negative emotions for him.

Bad boy.  Bad boy.  Bad boy.

The phantom continued up the center aisle, his feet making the evenly-paced sound of someone cautiously and meticulously searching for something.

Owen threw off the towels and set his knees carefully onto the carpeted floor of the side aisle, distributing his weight so as not to cause the thin metal of the shelf that held him to bubble under him and signal his location.

Flashlight in hand, he crawled down to the end of the aisle on hands and knees and peered around the corner as low to the floor as he was able.

The store before him was completely dark except for a single starkly white emergency light somewhere along the back wall of the second floor, creating long willowy shadows out of every upright object.

He caught a brief glimpse of the figure just before he disappeared to the right around a corner up ahead, his footsteps fading completely as he stepped onto the carpet.

Flicking the switch of his flashlight on, Owen bolted left in the opposite direction, toward the down escalator up ahead.

“Owen Myers!”

Owen sucked in a lungful of air, his legs locking in panic beneath him.  He slowly turned toward the source of the voice, the action almost automatic despite his unwillingness to know.

The six foot tall figure stepped out into the main aisle, the emergency light at its back giving it an unnaturally long fifteen foot shadow across the lines of tile at its feet, like the legs of a human-sized spider crawling down from its web.

It’s the Boogey-Man, Owen knew with a child’s certainty.

And it knows my name.

All the blood drained out of Owen’s extremities as it advanced on him.  He slowly felt himself back away from the monstrosity, waving his arms before him in a warding off gesture of someone stricken deaf and dumb.

“I am here to return you to your mother,” it exclaimed in a loud almost artificial voice.

In school, they always told us that’s what the kidnappers would say when they came for us, he thought, increasing his backward progress toward the escalator.

Finally, Owen lifted his flashlight, revealing the metal man moving up the aisle toward him, open hands held out before him like a criminal surrendering.

“Owen,” the Bot suddenly screeched, its blue eyes sensors flaring intensely.  “Behind you!”

Owen turned, but it was far too late.  The man in the blood-splattered uniform was rushing up the last few steps of the frozen escalator to drop upon Owen from behind.

The ten-year-old had just enough time to twist to one side as the two-hundred pound adult dropped to the floor, his hands falling on thin air.

Owen dropped backward on his butt just as the man fell forward to his hands and knees.  Owen turned his light fully on him, and the man squinted, his mouth transforming from a toothy grin to a grimace.  Thrusting his face back into the harsh white beam of Owen’s light, the man roared like a wild animal, foam flying from his open mouth.

Owen swung blindly out with the stainless-steel flashlight and felt his arms vibrate all the way up to his shoulders as he connected with the chin of the man.   A shattering sound reached his ears, and for a moment, Owen wondered if the figure he had struck was actually a Bot and he had just broken some vital component.  But then the other howled and cast all doubt aside.

Suddenly something blocked Owen’s view, and a bright white light pooled around him like the beam of a spotlight.

“Back away from the boy!” the voice rung out with blunt authority.

Owen pedaled his feet and slid backwards along the waxy surface of the tiled aisle.  With distance, he could see a six foot tall silver robot glistening in the bright light spilling from its chest-piece.  It was the most beautiful thing he’d ever glimpsed with his own eyes, standing between him and the man who crawled out of the tram tunnel.  This man, the one who’d killed the other kid, just sat back against one arm of the escalator, blinking as if in a daze, his eyes wide and confused.
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“Where..?”

The sound came from Albert’s mouth in a gargle and blood began to seep from the corner of his mouth, trailing down his chin.  His chin was on fire and several pieces of what felt like teeth cascaded loosely across his tongue.

What in the Hell was going on?

Then, in a moment, he knew.  It had happened again.  He’d blacked out and now he was in a department store.  JC Penney from the look of it.

He peered up at the silver Bot and gasped.  It looked as if it meant to attack him!  And just behind it was the familiar face of a boy, probably not more than ten.  Looking at him, Albert felt a sense of dull directionless dread.  In his mind, he could see a woman, a little girl, and a boy and suddenly recalled spotting them this morning on the apartment level.

They were sent here, Lamia.

In his mind, he could see the girl turn and look at him he passed them.  Had that been recognition in her eyes?

Initially, he had thought it had been the girl that he had hit with his car. 

He knew now that it couldn’t possibly be her.  That other girl had died.

Not dead, Lamia.  Destroyed beyond repair.

If the other girl was dead, how was this little boy and his little sister connected?

They were sent here to deactivate you.  To remove you from service.  Specifically you.  Because they believe that you are a flawed machine.  That you are not fulfilling your function.

Albert moaned, staring with confusion at the boy as he locked eyes with him.

“You killed a girl and not a machine,” the boy stated, sneering at him from behind the silver Bot.  “You hit her accidentally with a car, Lamia.  Somehow your program has been corrupted and your sensors have been damaged.  You must be removed from service.”



23
 

Albert shook his head, his eyes pleading innocence.  “It was an accident.  I didn’t mean to kill anyone.”

Owen watched with fascination as the silver Bot quivered at the word “kill.”  A peculiar hum rolled through its torso and its eye sensors began to pulse irregularly.

“Sir, I must ask you to surrender yourself to the authority of Mall management.  Please lie face down on the floor with you arms behind your back.  You must comply immediately!”

“No, I know what you are!  What you all are,” Albert gave a garbled cry of anguish, sliding down the arm of the escalator to the floor, his eyes seizing on Owen with a feverish intensity.  “Get away from me!”

“Please, do not be alarmed, sir,” the Bot responded, raising its hands again, palms open.  “You will not be harmed if you comply immediately and surrender to my authority.”

“Yes,” the security guard pleaded.  “I’ll do whatever you say.”

The silver Bot hesitated for a moment as it studied intently the cowering figure at its feet before turning its back on him to face Owen.
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Albert cringed in the darkness, covering his face in his hands when he heard the Voice break through his confusion:

Although you are a machine, Lamia, you appear to all other Bots as human.  I will show you how to use this data to avoid deactivation.  

“Yes,” Albert whimpered.  “I’ll do whatever you say.”

Albert felt the Voice—the one that had first revealed itself to him in the bathroom—push roughly into his mind and spread like an icy electrical charge through the muscles in his body, lifting him to his feet and standing him at straight-backed as a soldier.

Albert relaxed his will and allowed the Voice to take the lead.  A strange sort of remote confidence flooded through him as if he were watching a recorded video of himself playing a video game particularly well.

In a way it was a relief.  Since his teenaged years, he had always been a torn by conflicting motivations, never able to make up his mind as to something as simple as what to eat for lunch.  Now, as the Voice took control, Albert allowed it to dictate his moves in much the same way he imagined a program would.  He decided that as a machine he should allow it to do its work, assuming that it should know best what his role must be in the world.

Suddenly, it became clear to Albert then that this was what had been happening all night.  The Voice had been appropriately guiding his actions.  That was why he’d had only spotty recall of events.  The Voice was running a program.

It was clear to Albert now that he was a machine, although he was still confused as to what sort of machine he had been specifically created to be.  Though the Voice had insisted earlier that he was supposed to remove the last of the errant machines from the Mall, this was only a short term goal.  What sort of a long-term program was he running?

He wasn’t much of a security guarding machine and it was clear that he wasn’t a book-writing machine.  Perhaps he was a pizza-eating, video game-playing machine.

He found himself philosophizing on the subject as he watched himself approach the silver Bot almost as a spectator would, wondering what he would do next to the other machine.
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Owen rolled to one knee, preparing himself to flee when the silver Bot said: “My name is Reggie. I have been sent by your mother and sister to take you back to the Sears store in Blue sector where they are waiting with Simon Peter.”

Behind the Bot, the uniformed man rose, his face a mask of hatred.

“Look out!” Owen yelled.

The man wore a blank expression as he swung his two laced fists down, striking the silver Bot beside its head and bending it at a forty-five degree angle. His expression never changed as blood flew from the torn skin of his knuckles.

“You’ve injured yourself.  Please step back,” the Bot exclaimed, staggering backwards.  It withdrew its arms to its sides and drooped perceptibly.

The man lifted his limp hands to his face.  He blinked down at the blood trickling between his fingers, an expression of intense curiosity on his face.  “Blood,” he stated in a steady, mechanical monotone.  As his lips moved, gore ran in a steady cascade from his mangled mouth.  “My blood.  Caused by you.”   Fat red drops fell onto the floor at the Bot’s feet, and he displayed his hands before it, almost proudly.

Tremors began to wrack Reggie’s body, starting in his legs and moving steadily up his torso until his entire frame vibrated like a lid of a boiling pot.

Twisting his body and cocking his bent arm back, the man leapt and brought the point of his elbow squarely down on the Bot’s head.

Reggie’s head collapsed to one side with a wrenching crack and hung from its shoulder yoke by a tangle of vividly colored wiring, spilling from the gaping hole in its torso like living entrails.

“You must stop this,” the Bot continued unabated, its voice dragging with distortion.

“No!” Owen yelled, rising shakily to both feet and stumbling with the first step he attempted.

“You have brought injury to a human and have broken the code that restricts your behavior. Terminate your program.”  Casting a look over at Owen, the man parted his lips in a mad parody of a grin, teeth dyed crimson, as he pummeled the hanging head piece of the Bot, punctuating each of his words with a single strike of his bloody fists.  “End-your-program.”

The Bot stumbled backwards with each step, finally dropping to its knees before the uniformed man.  Reggie quivered violently, its eye sensors flickering with an epileptic intensity.  Its vocalizations now scarcely more than a low hum, Owen could make out a single word.

“Please.”



26
 

What was once Albert Lamia Lynch stepped smoothly and assuredly past its kneeling brother, the blood streaming from both sides of its mouth and down its fingers and dotting the floor.  It seized the head piece of the Bot, allowing the crimson spittle from its torn mouth to drip down into an eye sensor.  Curling its dripping fingers beneath the lip of the head piece, Lamia began to walk slowly forward toward the boy, the cord of braided wiring unwinding from of the neck piece like a coil of living intestine.

“I know about your program,” it called to Owen.  “I won’t let you deactivate me.”

When the length of wiring had reached the limit, it gave a single mighty tug.

The dimming lights of Reggie’s eyes winked out completely.

Owen ran.

Lamia lifted the silver head to its visual sensors and stared at it with the fascination of a newborn babe gazing at its true reflection for the first time.  Letting the piece of metal slip to the floor, it marched after Owen at a steady, methodical pace.

It was now a perfect hunting machine fulfilling its programming.
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When Simon Peter had announced that Reggie had located her son, Lara had been so overcome with joy and hysterical questions that she didn’t notice the soft moaning coming from her sleeping daughter.

“Where?” she asked, grabbing Simon’s arms roughly and giving him a sharp shake when he didn’t answer instantly.  “Where’s my son?”

Simon shook his head.  “It doesn’t work that way, Lara.  Like the hand gestures, the communication between us is one of simple broad generalities.  Yes--No.  Found--Not yet found.  Reggie isn’t capable of transmitting complete streams of information without a network connection.”

“Direction,” she snapped.  “At least you can tell which direction the sound is coming from!”

“North,” Simon answered with a simple apologetic shake of his head.  “Since we are in the south wing of the Mall, north could be anywhere in the other three sectors.”

Lara turned Simon loose with a firm shove.  “You’re useless.”

Simon’s eyes widened for an instant, before continuing: “Now that he’s located him, Reggie will bring him back here to us.”

“I knew it.  I knew he was still here,” Lara whispered under her breath, her eyes starting to glisten.  “I’ll be damned if my instincts were right for once.”  Her hands reached out and clutched Simon’s hands--the closest thing she could find to human contact—and was surprised to find them warm to the touch.  Her mind relaxed sufficiently to be suitably awed with the lifelike quality of the artificial creature.

Now that she knew that her son would be returned to her soon, she found that it was possible to think of other things again--like for instance, how she would ultimately kill the disobedient little shit once she got her hands on him again!

“Owen!” Cora called from beneath the covers.

Lara turned away from Simon.  She strode to Cora and stood beside the bed watching her twist one way then the other, eyes closed.  As Lara started to reach out to her, Simon--already at her side--gently laid a hand on her arm.

“She’s not in pain.  Wait.  Listen.”

Lara gave him a look of confusion as he pushed her gently aside and knelt beside the bed.  He lowered his forehead until it almost touched the girl, as if about to lapse into solemn prayer, then he cocked his ear toward Cora’s lips.

He remained in that position for about ten seconds before Lara heard Simon whisper in a monotone voice: “Run, Owen.”  Lara lowered herself close to Simon, as he continued speaking without inflection.  “No, don’t hurt him.”

Straining to hear, Lara drew even closer until she was pressed against Simon’s back like a lover.  Her breath began to quicken, her eyes dilating.  “What’s happ..?”

“Don’t hurt Reggie,” Simon continued in a raspy whisper, like a court reporter reading back a witness’s statements.  “Please.  Run Owen.  Run.”

Suddenly, Cora leapt up, throwing her head in the air and screaming at the top of her lungs: “Run Owen run!”  Her eyes darted around the empty space around her until it fell on Simon and Lara.  Tossing the covers off, she flung herself into her mother’s open arms, sobbing with abandon.

As Lara gently rocked her daughter, Simon turned away, his artificial eyes distant, hazy.

Cora lifted her tear-stained face from her mother’s shoulder and blinked at Simon’s back.  “I dreamed they killed him, Mr. Simon.  They killed Reggie.”

Simon nodded.  “Yes.”  He rose and walked away from them to stand at the escalator.  Almost as if he were using the escalator entrance for support, he locked both arms out and hung his head.

Lara studied Cora’s face.  “You’re okay, hon.  It was just a bad dream.”

Cora’s eyes dulled for a moment and the corners of her mouth sagged briefly.  She shook her head slowly, her glistening eyes widening.  “I don’t think it was a dream, Mommy,” she said in a hushed confidential tone of voice.  “We have to go get him before he catches Owen.”

“Before who catches Owen, hon?” Lara asked.

“The Boogeyman.  Wicked like the green witch on TV that set the straw man on fire.  Except worse.  He’s real.  He’s here.”

“There is no boogeyman, Cora,” Lara replied in as soothing a voice as she could manufacture.

Then Cora gave Lara a look that was so patronizingly adult-like that she felt a moment of disorientation.  “But you know that there is, don’t you?”

The darkness closed around her like a cloak and the walls of the store dissolved around her, her chest tightening.  For a moment, she was small and defenseless again.  Eight years old.  Trapped.  Alone.  Mommy and Daddy gone, never to return.  All alone.

Where’s auntie?  She’s been gone so long.

Cora watched as Lara closed her eyes and laughed, a sound off-kilter and as shocking as a cold splash of river water.  The little girl stiffened for an instant as a seething yellow color began to bubble all around her mother, boiling up from her tummy down her legs and arms until they began to quiver.  Finally, Lara reached out and smoothed Cora’s sweat-moistened hair against her head gently, the warm amber glow settling back over her.

She had been playing the color game since they’d entered the Mall that afternoon.

It had happened so rarely before in her five years of life that she found herself relishing the novelty of the game.  The Mall must be a magical place that she could do it so easily here.  It had been fun to stare at all the interesting people passing them, each with their own individual color, changing with mood and emotion.

Anger mostly red and orange.  Blue or amber usually relaxed or happy.  Green or brown meant nasty thoughts, sometimes a prelude to red.  But yellow--that was the color of fear.  Did Mommies get afraid, Cora wondered?  Maybe she wasn’t playing the game right after all.

“Mommy, are you okay?”

“Relax, kiddo,” Lara replied, a calm returning to her voice.  “We’re going to find your brother if it takes all night.”  Then she sat her gently back on the edge of the bed and knelt between her dangling white-socked feet.  “What was Owen doing in your dream?”

Cora remembered the darkness.  The dustiness.  The soft material around her.

“Hiding in a hole.  Everything’s muffled and quiet.”

“Hiding from whom?”

“I told you.”

Lara’s eyes hardened briefly.  “Where was he… in your dream?”

“Clothes.  Smells like new clothes,” Cora replied with a frown, her eyes drifting down to the hands of her mother holding her own.  “Towels.  Fluffy towels all over, then carpet against his palms.  He’s running away from Reggie, because he doesn’t know Reggie.”  Her eyes returned to her mother’s face.  “He’s holding something big and heavy and metal, like a…it’s a flashlight.  And something else, too.  Something thin and sharp.”

“Did you see a place, hon? The name of a store?” she asked, the excitement leaking through her voice.

“Scared and running, hands sliding over something hard black and smooth, smells like under a car’s hood, grease and metal,” Cora said dreamily.  Then more clearly, “Escavator, right?”

“Escalator,” Lara corrected with a look of wonder on her face.

“There are only fifteen stores with an interior escalator,” Simon announced from beside Lara, making both she and Cora start in surprise.  He’s fast, Cora thought.  “Only eight of the anchor stores have clothing, bedding, and items such as flashlights and cutting tools all in one store.  Excluding the one we’re in now, that leaves seven.  Judging from the time it took for Reggie to locate him, this store had to have been one of the far six in the other three sectors, Green, Yellow, or Red.  West, East, and North respectively.”

Lara turned back to Cora.  “What else did you see, sweetpea?”

Cora closed her eyes and nibbled her lower lip.  Try as she might, she could remember nothing else.  After a few moments she shook her head.  “I’m sorry, Mommy.”

Lara gave her a kiss on the forehead and glanced over at Simon, who took a few steps away from Cora and glanced coyly back at Lara.  She pulled the blanket back up over Cora’s legs.  “I want you to lie down for a few more minutes for Mommy.”

“But I don’t want to.”

“A few minutes, Coraline, while I go talk to Mr. Simon.”

With resignation, Cora flopped back onto the display bed and watched Lara with a suspicious eye as she joined Simon at the foot of the escalator.  The now bluish-green glow surrounding her mother encompassed Simon as she drew closer to him.

Simon himself had no color.  Cora studied him with interest.  She’d yet to see anyone without even a little color dancing around them.  Strange.
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“We’re back where we started from, aren’t we?” Lara asked.

Simon simply stared at her.

“We’ve narrowed it down to six stores, but we still don’t know which sector.”

“There’s something else, Lara.”

At the use of her name, she glanced up at the artificial man suspiciously.

“Just before Reggie was destroyed, he sent out a distress beacon,” Simon explained.  “When a Bot does that, he’s moments from total system failure.”

“So Cora was right?” Lara asked in a small voice, shifting her eyes toward Cora without moving her head.  “So it wasn’t just a dream, was it?  My daughter is… what would you call it?”

“Clairsentience.”

“What is that?  Like a psychic?”

“No, it’s somewhat different.  Clairsentience is a form of extra-sensory perception conveyed directly through feelings or emotions.”

“You believe my daughter has that?”

“The facts clearly bare it out, therefore it must be true.  If you listen closely to her descriptions, she accesses various senses apart from sight, most often touch and smell, which are more closely linked to emotion than sight or hearing,” Simon stated.

“Clairsentience,” Lara murmured, sampling the feel of the word on her tongue, as if seeking the texture of it.  Was its taste fair or foul?

“Perhaps, you should be more concerned right now about whoever destroyed Reggie.”

Lara squinted at the other.  “Do you think it was my son?”  She asked the question, though she knew the answer already.

“No, Reggie clearly expired protecting the boy under the dictates of the code,” Simon replied.  “That much was communicated quite directly.  When a human is in danger, a priority one distress beacon is sent giving the exact coordinates where the human can be found, so that other units can come to their aid.”  He turned to look at her directly, the effect so dramatic that he had her full attention instantly.

“When a human being is killed…”  At the word, distortion entered his voice and he seemed to choke on the word like a taste of rancid food.  “…a separate distress beacon is sent.  Before Reggie located Owen, this beacon was transmitted by another Bot in Red Sector, a Bot that saw evidence of the m-murder of a human.”  Once again, his voice failed him and his body gave an infinitesimal shiver, a gesture that caused Lara to consciously think of that childhood phrase, “Someone must have stepped on your grave.”

Then the implications of what he was saying struck her, and her body turned cold.

“Did you say murder?  Before Reggie found my son, you knew someone was killed here?  In this Mall?”  Lara asked in breathless exasperation.  “And you didn’t tell me?”

Simon appeared to swallow awkwardly.  “It would have caused you undue distress.”

Before Lara could stop herself, her hand had instinctively lashed out and struck his cheek.  Instantly, she felt the solid metal that rested just beneath his skin (or whatever skin-like material covered his body) and turning her face away from him, she sucked in a pained breath.  In an instant, she wondered at her reaction.  Shame?  Shame in front of an artificial construct?

Simon grasped her hand with lightning fast speed and held it before his face in obvious concern.  Lara snatched it back in frustration.

“Never mind that.  Who was murdered and by whom?”

“I don’t know.”

It was obvious now why Simon’s behavior had been so erratic over the last hour and why he had stood vigil at the top of the escalator.  He had been guarding them from this unknown assailant lurking somewhere downstairs.

“If you knew this person was in Red Sector all along, why did you lie when you said my son could be in any of the other three sectors?”

“I never lied.  There was no evidence that your son was in the same location as the suspect.”  Simon studied her now, reaching for the hand that had struck him, and this time she let him take it with a resentful frown.  “It may bruise, Lara.  You should’ve known better than to strike me.”

“It was... instinct to lash out like that.”

“Instinct?”

“You acted inconsiderately and I guess I… wanted to hurt you.”

Simon studied her.  “You couldn’t possibly hurt me.”

Drawing her hand back, Lara turned aside to look over at her daughter.  Cora sat up in bed, wide-awake and arms folded.  “I don’t know what I was thinking,” she told him.  “I just wasn’t, I suppose.  Guess emotion took hold of me.”

Simon continued to stare at her in confusion.  “I’m trying to understand this violent reaction.  It gets us no closer to your son.”

“No, it’s not logical and I’m sorry,” she murmured under her breath in exasperation.

“There’s no need to apologize.”

“I want to, now shut up about it, already!”

Simon took a few steps toward Cora’s bed then turned back to Lara.  “Now you know what I know.  We’re not alone in the Mall.  Others remained behind like you or were trapped here.  This Boogeyman, she speaks of…”

I smell it.  It smells like copper.

“…why does it strike such fear in you?”

“Me? You’re confusing me with Cora.”

“Moments ago you accused me of lying,” Simon snapped. “You’re lying to me now.”

Lara sighed.  “It’s a child’s fear.  Something irrational.  Something… imaginary.”

“Yet, your daughter is clearly distressed.”

“She’s got a vivid imagination.”

“Her perception extends beyond yours or mine. That much is clear.”

Shaking her head to clear her mind of the clustering webs of anxiety collecting there, Lara said, “Listen, we can stand here speculating or we can go take a look with our own eyes.  Do you have Reggie’s last coordinates?”

“No, Reggie was destroyed before the coordinates could be transmitted.  The only reason I know a beacon was sent at all is because of the low frequency blast that Reggie sent just before he expired and that could have come from any direction north of us.”

“Where does that leave us then,” Lara sighed.

Simon turned to look over at Cora.  “To be quite frank, Lara, the best chance you have right now of finding your son is through your daughter’s heightened emotional perception.”

Lara took a deep breath and nodded.  “Fine.”

At the word, Cora’s short legs popped up and out of the blankets and she pulled herself by her legs across the length of the mattress to the far edge.  “Are we going now?”

Lara stepped over and took her by the hand, helping her down to the floor.  She stepped up to Simon and stood blinking before him.  “Well?”

“I’m afraid that I cannot lead you directly into a potentially dangerous situation.”

She stared in confusion, her eyes slowly hardening.  “But my son is in potential danger, right?”

“At this point, I can only speculate.”

“Let’s just say for the sake of argument that he is,” Lara replied, forcing her voice to remain steady.  “Who’ll keep him safe?”

Locking eyes with Lara, Simon slowly shook his head.

“Are you going to try and stop me from going after my son, then?”

Simon again shook his head.

“Fine then,” Lara said, seizing Cora by the hand and pulling her toward the escalator.  “We’re going then.”

“That’s all I needed to hear, Lara,” Simon said starting after her, with what she could swear was an expression of great relief.
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Owen ran deeper into the second floor of the department store, feeling the cold wetness of his own urine-soaked underwear pressing up against his shriveled genitals and knowing with mounting desperation that he was running farther and farther from the exit and escape.  But what else could he do?

The Boogeyman of his nightmares had found him again!

He could hear its footsteps on the tiles of the aisle behind him, its patient evenly-paced footsteps displaying the confidence of one who knew the conclusion was inevitable.  After all these years of waiting for the right opportunity, now it would get him.

Owen could see the rear wall of the store coming up and he darted into the home décor section to his right running in a stooped position, his head lowered and retracted against his shoulders like a turtle, legs pumping as fast as they could manage.

His instinct was to take another right and head back toward the entrance.  Instead he stopped and squatted for the two seconds it took for him to yank off both of the worn tennis shoes and dashed to his left back toward northeast corner of the store, tossing one of the shoes as hard as he could toward the right.

The shoe struck the corner of a display in the distance and gave a hallow clang.

Owen stopped and held steady beneath the entrance of a separate department.  The sign above read “Family Photo Center.”  Squatting at the edge of the entrance, he looked along the rear wall and could see a darkened entrance leading to a hallway.  Just above it read a “Restrooms?” sign.  His muscles contracted in preparation to move in that direction, then hesitated.  Cocking his ear, he strained to hear the impending approach of the other.  

Steady, unyielding, the footsteps grew louder.

“I know what you are.  You and your mother and sister and all the rest of you,” he could hear the distant voice calling from the direction he had thrown the shoe.  “You may be able to fool the others but I know the truth now!”

The strength left Owen’s legs and he fell forward onto the palms of his hands.

The man was insane.  He knew this as sure as he knew he had made the biggest mistake of his life by separating from his mother and sister.

And yet, somehow, he somehow knew this distinct flavor of the voice of madness.  He recognized it.  Almost as if he had had personal experience with it.

Owen glanced over his shoulder into the darkness of the photo center.  There were doors back there, perhaps leading to offices or photo studios or stairways downstairs.  But he couldn’t bring himself to move, hands and feet planted on the floor like an animal, one shoe tucked beneath an arm, the smell of urine wafting up from around him, he felt miserable and pathetic.

It’s going to get me now, he knew.  Finally, after all this time.

“I know where to find them now, you know.  In the Sears with Simon Peter, right,” it said in a casual yet imposing voice.  “I’m going to give you to the count of three to come out, then I’m going to go get them first.  Then I’ll be back for you, Owen.”

Owen felt the blood drain from his face.  How did he know his name?

Because He’s the Boogeyman.  That’s why!

Reggie called him by name, didn’t he?  Surely that must be how he knows.

As Owen watched his shadow drifting up the aisle--darkness slowly crawling along the small area lit by the emergency lighting--he cringed back like a beaten animal and found the check-out stand, the first dark area available, and crawled behind it.

“One.”

The time to run had passed.  The only chance he had now was to wait for it to find his hiding place.  It wouldn’t be long now.

“Two.”

Owen set the other shoe aside and prepared to fight--to kick and scream and claw just like they had taught them to do in school if they were ever grabbed by a stranger.

“I’m over here,” a tiny disembodied voice called out from the depths of the second floor.

At first Owen thought he was hearing things, then the shoes of his pursuer squeaked to a stop and started erratically, uncertainly in the other direction.  The muscles in Owen’s long-tensed arms loosened and he nearly collapsed forward onto his face.

Now, he forced his legs forward up the aisle toward the hallway along the rear wall that he had seen.  Stealthily, he approached the center aisle and peeked out to his left.  The six foot figure was indeed retreating toward the escalator again.  Back toward the dead Bot.

Owen waited until he had disappeared then rushed across the tiled floor, sliding in his socked feet into the pitch black hallway.  He pressed himself down against one wall and glanced back around the corner.

The figure was gone.

He spared a single forlorn look back toward the place where he’d thrown his shoe, then resignedly turned his attention back to the hallway.

A thin strip of light glowed beneath a door twenty feet ahead on his right.  His feet made muffled slaps as he found the door and tried the handle.  He pulled and it stayed stubbornly shut.

He turned and looked back down the aisle.  Maybe he had time to run back down the escalator.  Maybe it wouldn’t see him.

Or maybe it was just a sick mind game to lure him out of hiding.  Maybe it would simply be waiting for him at the bottom of the steps with a mouthful of needle teeth and razor claws.

That was when he heard the scream.  It was a sound of pain, simple and un-distilled.

In his fear, his hand reached out and grabbed the handle one more time, this time his finger instinctively finding the latch-release button beneath and pressing.

There was a satisfying sound of metal retracting from metal and the door swung open.

Owen gasped and looked behind.  The dim blue beam of morning sun filtered down from above and he threw himself toward it like a suffocating man at an open window.

At the third floor, he gazed up to see a sealed sky light casting a spot of morning light down into the stairwell like a taunting vision of an oasis.

But maybe there would be a fire escape on the top level.

He rushed up the last flight and pulled open the final door.

The fourth floor of the JC Penney stared back at him.



30
 

When he had heard the distant voice, every muscle in Albert’s body seemed to tense at once and he felt a substantial weight settle back into his bones.  Teetering unsteadily on his feet, he quickly realized the Voice had relinquished control.  He stumbled forward a few steps, like a sleep-drunk man just stepping out of bed, and began to trot slowly forward, speed steadily increasing as his strength and confidence returned.

When he reached the escalator, Albert bounded down the frozen steps two at a time, conscious with every footfall of a dull ringing pain in his mouth and hands.  He knew without a doubt that the distant voice he had just heard was the other skater punk, the one who had spray-painted that filth about him on the tram.  In his excitement to get down to him, he never saw the first crossbow bolt slice the air about two feet over his head.

Then as he cleared the second floor landing and had a clear view of the perfume department on the first floor, he saw him, standing there in the plain sight with a huge dumbass smirk on his face.

Just standing there.

Wait-a-goddamn-minute, he thought in utter confusion.  It’s that other dark-skinned Mexican punk.  

But how..?

Albert came to a halt, sucking in a lungful of air, sparks dancing across his eyes for a moment.  Then the kid was gone.  The first floor below was empty.

He heard a faint zip like the sound of a shower curtain thrown open and he felt a stab of the most intense and brutal pain he ever experienced.  When he looked down, he saw a long shiny object resting half inside and half outside the side of his uniform, darkness blooming around the exit point like a burst ink pin.  For a brief instant, he wondered who could be throwing ink pens down at him when the pain wiped rational thought from his mind.

Turning around, he began to scream and wave his hands over his head.

“Wait-wait-wait,” he bellowed like a child imploring a bully.  He gazed up and caught a glimpse of sneakers clearing the railing between the up and down escalators that crossed at one point directly halfway between the two and realized with mind-blurring fury that he had been ambushed from behind.

The steps of the escalator swam before his eyes, and he realized, as he lost his balance and began to fall backwards, that he was passing out high atop a stairway.  For one brief moment of clarity, he was grateful that he wouldn’t be troubled by the white-hot pain gnawing a hole in his side, before he folded to one side and felt one of the sharp metal steps stab relentlessly into his shoulder.

He peered up drowsily and saw a shadow and an indistinct face hovering over him.

Payback’s a bitch, Pig!

As he had previously allowed the Voice to take control, Albert graciously let oblivion envelop him in its suffocating embrace and he lost consciousness altogether.
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Tucking the crossbow to his side, Chance slid away from the railing of the down escalator and sought cover by dropping back down onto the steps into a sitting position.  He pulled the butt of the crossbow snug against the crook between chest and arm and used all his strength to pull the steel bow back until it locked into place.  Sliding two darts from the holster around his waist, he loaded them into position with shaky fingers.

This thing was a helluva lot easier than the one he and Jesse had fired over in the woods behind the school.  That crossbow—one that used to hang on the wall above his big brother’s stereo before he went away to college—had been ancient and nearly impossible to set.  This one was so freaking simple to use that a ten-year-old could manage it.

Speaking of a ten-year-old, he wondered if he’d gotten here in time.  He had heard that fat ass goon calling out to the kid, and that cock-sure tone of his voice had driven him almost manic with righteous anger.  In his fifteen years, he’d never wanted to hurt another living person more.  And now he had, hadn’t he?  Maybe he’d even killed the bastard!

His heart galloped in his chest.

There was no sound from below.  The screaming had stopped and he could hear no footsteps.

Surely it was a trick.

Slowly, Chance used his elbows to walk himself backwards up the steps, keeping an eye on the spot where the escalators crossed, waiting for the crazed security guard to pop up like a deranged jack in the box.  

When he reached the top, Chance crawled cautiously around the corner and checked one way then the other.  It appeared to be clear of lunatics.

You nailed that piece of shit, dude!

Chance snorted derisively, the sudden noise in the undisturbed silence, momentarily stunning him.

He slowly climbed to his feet and trotted around the corner to the opposite side where the up escalator let out.

Up-down.  Same difference when it’s stopped.

Chance peered down into the darkness below.  He couldn’t see anything past the halfway mark of the steps.  A dark trail snaked down several steps before disappearing into the shadows.

Was that blood?

You should go down there and finish what you started.

Chance placed a foot gingerly on the first step and craned his neck.  To him, the shadows seemed aware of his presence.  It was the same feeling he used to get walking through the game booth alley at the Texas State Fair, feeling the keen awareness of the carnival barkers, staring a bit too brazenly at a potential mark, promising him all sorts of unimaginable dark treats if he would just step up to the counter at try his luck.  Here was that same dreaded possibility.

Come on down and see, the shadows seemed coax.

No way I’m going down there, he firmly decided.

Listen to me, said the voice within his head--the one he knew to be Jesse’s-- in a clear voice.  He’s hurt.

Good.

Yeah, that’ll get you a big fat cookie, Jesse replied.  But he’s not dead.

Come on, a strange new voice rebutted the familiar one.  Go on down and take a look.

Chance slowly backed away from the escalator steps and looked back for the first time.

A body lay in the center of the aisle.

It seemed to be missing its head.
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Owen ran toward the grey morning light of the fourth floor entrance of the JC Penney, sliding to a halt in his socks when he saw the chain-link barrier hanging across the set of six doors.  He stood immobile and indecisive for a moment, turning and looking back over his shoulder.

Should he go back?

Instead, he rushed up to the barrier and gave it a few good tugs before giving up.  It was solidly locked down and there were no switches on either side of the entrance, only a single compartment that demanded a key.
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Chance had been speculating where all the blood on the floor had come from, when he heard the slap-slap-slap of the footfalls echoing down from the escalator shaft above.  He rose from his crouch beside the decapitated silver Bot and started warily back.  He craned his neck, searching the dark opening above him.  The pace was too quick to be anyone but the kid.

“Hey!” he hissed, then gritting his teeth in frustration.  Man up, you puss, he chastised himself.  He cast a wary look down the escalator then lifted his head and called up in the more forceful voice, “Hey, kid!”

The footsteps stopped.

Silence.

“Can you hear me?”

There was a good thirty seconds, before he saw some indistinguishable movement from above, possibly a head craning over the edge of the fourth floor landing to peer down.

“He’s down!  I got him!”  But the words sounded shallow in his ears.

He thought he heard the dim echo of derisive laughter from below and couldn’t stop himself from checking the impenetrable darkness again.

“W-What’s your name?” he heard the shaky voice call out.

“Chance Summers.”

Silence as the other digested the information and mulled the options over.

“I’m Owen.”

“Look, kid, if you think I’m going to spend the rest of my life yelling up at you like this, you’re shit out of luck.”  Just the sound of those mock words of bravado made him feel better.

Tentatively, he heard one step upon lonely step as the ten-year-old started down the escalator.  Then he stopped.  “Where is he…now?”

“First floor.”

“Are you sure?” came back the question.

Was he sure?  That was the million-dollar question now, wasn’t it?

“He ain’t goin’ nowhere,” he heard himself reply.

Within a few scant moments, he could see a diminutive shadow moving toward him from above.

Suddenly, a horrifying thought struck him.  This kid thinks he’ll be safe with me.  He thinks I have a plan.  In fact, he’s betting his life on it.

The blood fled his extremities and Chance felt sick to his core.  I just put another person’s life in danger.  Isn’t one death enough for one night?  What the hell did I think I was doing coming back here?

He reached the second floor landing and stepped off.

 Chance listened with a sort of morbid fascination as the ten-year-old drew step-by-deliberate-step closer to him.  He watched as if from a third-person perspective as he lifted the crossbow and laid it across his chest, casually heroic.

You poser.

Swallowing awkwardly, Chance dropped the crossbow to his side as Owen peered around the corner at him.  He stared down at his shoeless feet.

“What’s that?”

“Crossbow.”

“Where’d you get it?”

“Picked it up at a garage sale,” Chance quipped.  “Where the hell do you think I got it?”

Owen smiled.  He raised his flashlight and shined it in Chance’s face.

“Yeah.  Great.  Thanks for that.  Now I’m blind.”  Shielding his eyes, Chance next asked, “Where did you get the working flashlight? I went through about a dozen before giving up.”

“Upstairs,” Owen gestured.  “None of the others worked though.”

Owen started closer, watching Chance with reverent attention as he stepped around the front of the up-escalator and pointed down.

“He’s down there.”

As Owen lifted the flashlight, Chance actually felt himself reach out and come within a hare’s breath of shoving it out of the way, almost as if to avoid seeing what he knew he had to.

Albert Lynch lay on his right side facing the wall of the escalator, his eyes closed.  He looked normal, like any other sleeping adult man and for a moment, Chance was glad that he hadn’t been coerced into pumping more darts into him.

He was just some clueless doofus who had been handed unearned authority.

He’s a murderer, the voice rung loudly in his head, echoing there like a call from one person to another in an empty cavern, waiting and hoping for an answer.

“Is he dead?” the kid asked and for one split second Chance thought he was asking about Jesse.

“No.”

Owen stared up at Chance.  “What’ll we do with him?”

Chance looked at him with an expression of confusion.  “Do?”

“What if he gets up again?”

Chance gave a contemptuous snuffle.  “You think this is a movie or something?”

The kid retrieved what looked like a box cutter from his pocket and stared long and hard at the body below.  

Chance watched in utter fascination as the ten-year-old made, what looked like, a series of intense mental calculations.  What did he intend to do with that, he wondered?

“I got this in the hardware section,” he murmured.  “They got rope too.”
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Holding her mother’s hand tightly, Cora stepped tentatively outside of the Sears store, glancing back warily.

“It’s okay, hon.  I’m right here.”

Lara cast a look beside her at Simon, gesturing him ahead with her chin.

Simon stepped ahead of them both, sliding his head smoothly one way then the other.  He made eye contact with Lara and nodded.

“Do you feel anything, sweet pea?” Lara asked her.

The little girl shook her head, staring up at the dim beginnings of morning light peeking through the glass ceiling.

“Okay then.  We’ll just head north a little,” Lara stated, tugging her daughter out alongside her onto the empty street of the Mall.

“Mommy, I’m hungry,” Cora whined.  She blinked and yawned, her loose hand reaching up to rub an eye.

“Where’s the closest food court?”

“I suppose the closest one from us would be the center of the Mall on the second and third floors, but we really shouldn’t…”

“Center of the Mall it is,” Lara responded, releasing Cora and striding confidently forward.  “C’mon, kiddo.  Double-time.  Chop-chop!”

Cora gave Simon a sleepy smile and repeated, “Chop-chop, Mr. Simon.”

Simon gave her a look, unsmiling.  “Would you like me to pick you up, like Reggie did?”

She gave him a blank look and finally shook her head.  “Nah, big girl’s don’t ride on shoulders,” she quipped without the hint of a smile.  She started after her mother.  

Simon followed her, taking small steps to match her pace.  

Noticing this, Cora gave a giggle.  She stared up at his face, expecting an ironic expression to acknowledge the joke he was playing, but found nothing there.  “You don’t smile a whole bunch,” she stated.

Lara cast a look over her shoulder and smirked at Cora.  Her daughter, usually so perceptive, was having trouble picking up on this one in much the same way she had trouble with Charlene’s dog.

“Maybe if you smiled more, I could see your color,” Cora suggested pertly before rushing forward to fall into step beside Lara, who began to call Owen’s name into the empty shopping complex which dawn had turned into a modern museum of consumerism.
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When Albert awoke--

(came on-line)

…lying on his stomach.  He realized that his wrists had been bound tightly behind him.  He shifted his weight to one side and tried to slide a knee up to right himself but found that both his legs were inoperable as well.

The struggle set off a burst of raw, throbbing pain in his side that dizzied him, but then he realized that he couldn’t possibly feel what he thought he had.  Only humans felt such things as pain and fear and hopelessness.

He was a simple machine with a simple program and his only goal was to see that program through to completion.  Period.

Craning his head, he followed the tiled floor up until he found two pairs of feet pointed toward him: one pair of tennis shoes and one pair of dirty socked feet.

The shoes rushed forward and planted a firm kick to his face.

Pain shot from his lips up, re-igniting his sore jaw.

Not pain, he decided.  Maybe this is how you’re interpreting a signal from your CPU to your sub-systems that there might be potential damage.  Not true pain.  Simply a warning signal.

Lamia laid the side of its head against the floor and remained still.  Why had this machine shot him with a crossbow and why did it just kick him in the face?

“You killed him, you son of a bitch!  Didn’t you!”

Then he remembered what the Voice had told him: They were trying to deactivate him, because his program had been corrupted and he was a flawed machine.

He took a moment to consider his options.

Rope restraining arms.  Restraining legs.

How tight?

He attempted to move his fingers.  His feet.

“Why?  Why did you do it?”

Lamia’s eye sensors sought the face of the accomplice of the one he had dispatched earlier, per his programming, but could only see just as far as his knees, now that he was standing a few feet from him.

“I did what I was designed to do.”

The young human-looking machine could only stand there, his raspy breaths flowing in, flowing out in rapid succession.  Apparently, it was confused by conflicting programming.  It didn’t have the clarity of purpose that Lamia had.
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“C’mon,” Owen called in a tiny uncertain voice.

“How do we get out of here?” Chance asked, ignoring the other.  And before he was aware he had intended to do it, he squatted, lay the crossbow aside, thrust his hands beneath the bulk of the guard, and with a strength enhanced by rage, managed to roll him over onto his back, revealing a dark red blotch on the carpet beneath him.

Chance could see the intake of breath in his cheeks and the squint of his eyes and knew he was in a world of pain.  He found himself relishing it.

He glanced at the gauze taped over the wound, where the dart had entered his side and then had been pushed back out on its own again with the force of his earlier fall.  The dressing had been Owen’s idea.  Chance had wanted to let him bleed.

His eyes opened again and stared up at Chance with a steely patient resolve.

“Tell us how to get out of this place,” Chance stated as calmly as he could.

“All the exits have been locked and will only be reopened at the discretion of the management,” the guard stated in a dry matter-of-fact tone.  “There is no way out now.”

Chance nodded, his lips pressed together in compressed anger.  He reached out with the tip of his toe and found the bloody gauze attached to his side.  He prodded.

The man recoiled and sucked wind, but never screamed.

“Tell us.”

He opened his eyes and stared emotionlessly at the teenager.

When hands touched Chance from behind, he nearly lashed out, then quickly remembered that he was not alone here.  Owen tugged at his arm.  “C’mon.”

Chance started to back away, the voice in his head drowning out nearly all extraneous thought.

Do not leave him alive!  You’ll never get a better chance than right now!

Setting his jaw, he turned away with a conscious effort and followed Owen toward the front entrance of the store.  Then he remembered the crossbow and turned back.

The guard’s eyes had been glued to it, hungrily.

When he bent down and retrieved it, he saw a spark in the other’s eyes as they briefly glanced at his face.

The clear emotion he saw there was rage.  Pure and undiluted.
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Slicing off another piece of summer sausage from the foot long log, Lara set it atop a honey wheat cracker and passed it to Cora, who shoveled it into her open mouth.  She crunched loudly on it, humming contentedly.

The three of them sat together at an immobile fountain just outside a Hickory Farms in the blue sector, watching the sun slowly reveal the wide, empty corridors of the Mall.  Despite her assumption that every element of design had been stringently researched and tested to get consumers to spend more money, it really was a pretty Mall, Lara thought, as the stark morning sunlight sparkled off the dewy glass panes of the ceiling.  From this distance, they looked like diamond facets.

Cora stared at the Wheel of Time Ferris Wheel sitting like a giant child’s discarded toy in the distant center of the Mall.  The structure was so enormous that she could only glimpse pieces of it between the cross-sections of the multi-leveled central walkway.

“Hello, Owen!” Cora called up, listening as her tiny voice echoed through the empty city.  She displayed crumb-filled teeth at Lara satisfactorily and glanced down at the sausage expectantly.  Lara began to slice off another chunk for her, with the knife she also “borrowed” from the Hickory Farms store.

To the extent a machine was capable of looking disgruntled, Simon did, protesting during the entire “transaction,” until Cora began to whine about being hungry and he simply stopped.  He had even gone as far as to open a locked refrigerator for them with a set a keys he found lying in plain sight atop the counter next to a cash register--both the register and the metal keys themselves looking as archaic in this digital world as an abacus sitting beside a personal computer.  There had even been a framed portrait of Richard Nixon on the wall behind the counter.  The owner himself must have been quite an anachronism, Lara thought.

As she sat there now beside the stagnant water of the fountain feeding her daughter, she couldn’t help wondering where the owner was and what he might be doing.  Was he safe at home with his wife?  Had he been widowed?  Perhaps he’d never married, too busy to share his life with another and had only a rambunctious Schnauzer to come home to?

Then as if she had just read her mind, Cora asked: “Mommy, what’s going to happen to all those puppies and kitties and Owen’s chameleon?  Will someone feed them?”

Lara had tried to make a habit of always telling the truth to her children even if it might hurt them, with the belief that, though white lies might save them immediately discomfort or pain, it usually hurt them in the long run.  The only exception she made was for the concept of God and Santa Claus, neither of which she still believed in and both of which she felt were sacred institutions whose belief in were better left to the discretion of each individual.

She knew that the answer to her daughter’s question would hurt her, but still, she couldn’t bring herself to lie to her.  So she turned to Simon.

The being--which she had affectionately started to think of as Tin-nocchio—was practicing the very male-like behavior of pretending-to-ignore-when-we-both-know-you’re-listening routine and doing it quite well, in fact.  Lara bumped him hard with her elbow.

Though she knew it was patently unfair, she replied, “Let’s ask Mr. Simon.”

Simon blinked at Lara in dismay, then at Cora.  His eyes seemed full of conflict as several moments passed.  “That’s a question better asked after we’ve found your brother, Cora.”

Lara blinked in disbelief.  That had been clear avoidance.  He hadn’t lied and hadn’t told the truth.  A deft deflection of which any parent could be proud, and better yet, the statement seemed to quell Cora’s curiosity, at least temporarily.

But at the mention of her first born, Lara found her thoughts returning like a pendulum to Owen.  “Air horn,” Lara suddenly barked in a voice hoarse from yelling.  “Where can we get one of those?”

Simon nodded.  “Sporting goods store.  There are five here.  The nearest one is east of us in the yellow sector, level two about 500 yards away.”

“No, I want to stay on this level.  What else you got?”

“The only other ones are back south where we came from and three-quarters of a mile ahead in the Red sector.”

Lara nibbled her lip.  “Okay, but we have to make this quick.  Get in.  Get out.  Understood?”

Simon nodded and rose to his feet.  “This way.”

“Do you want some of the sausage, Mr. Simon?”

Simon glanced from Cora to Lara.

I’ll be damned, Lara realized with amusement.  He’s passing the buck just like I just did.  He actually learned the tactic less than a minute ago and here he is applying it to save his own ass.

“Mr. Simon isn’t hungry.  Now, c’mon,” Lara said, rolling up the remnants of the sausage and placing it and the crackers along with the two radio/flashlights—unnecessary now that it was daylight again--in the shopping bag she’d procured at the same shop.  “Let’s get moving.”

Cora leapt down from the edge of the fountain, withdrawing her troll-doll from her pocket and stroking its wild orange hair while she waited patiently for the others. 

“You’re the leader, remember?” Lara responded, waving her on ahead.

Cora started forward with an uncertain glance at Simon.

Simon fell into step beside Lara.  “You lied for me.  Why?”

“I’m not sure,” Lara replied after a moment’s consideration.  “Sometimes we do without much reason behind it.”  She glanced up at Simon and shrugged.  “Perhaps I have a reason that my gut supplied that hasn’t registered with my brain quite yet.”

“Gut?”

“Instinct.”

“There’s that word again.”

Lara peered at Simon and sighed.  “Do you understand the concept of instinct?”

When Simon didn’t answer right away, Lara thought maybe he had chosen simply not to, thinking it a rhetorical question undeserving of an answer.  But then he surprised her when he said, “You might say the behavioral code that makes up my basic programming is a sort of manufactured instinct.  When I rushed to keep your daughter from falling, I did so without calculation.”

Lara snapped her fingers and touched him lightly on the arm.  “To do something without calculation.  That’s as good a definition of instinct as I’ve ever heard.”  They walked in silence for a while before Lara interjected, “Besides, I didn’t lie when I said you weren’t hungry.”

 “The intent was still to deceive.”

“That’s what we call a white lie, Spock,” she responded, giving him a smirk.  When he returned it, she was pleasantly surprised.  “So, why did you avoid answering Cora’s question?”

Simon looked directly into Lara’s eyes.  “I would think you of all people should know the answer to that one,” he replied.

Lara nodded.  The truth would hurt her.

 “How easily you all justify manipulations of the truth.”  He gave her a look that might have translated to ‘envy’ in his programmer’s palette of facial expressions.  “If I could do that without hesitation, how much more easily I could pass for one of you.”  After a moment’s silence, Simon glanced over at Lara.  “I can consume food, by the way, though it is an illusion that I’m actually digesting anything.”

“So you might say that the concept of manipulation is part of your basic design.”

Simon studied Lara and after a moment gave an uncertain nod.  “Though I’ve never interpreted it in that way, what you say is absolutely accurate.”

Lara turned to him and caught herself searching his face, uncertain of what she was trying to find there. “See? We’re more alike than you might think.”



38
 

Chance stepped outside the JC Penney and looked up into the early morning light, feeling some of the dread that had clung since his friend’s death fall away.  “Look at that, willya!”  When there was no answer from behind, he turned to see that the kid was still inside the store just within the shadows and appeared to be struggling with something.

What now, Chance thought with alarm.

Rushing back inside, he found Owen hopping on one foot, struggling to pull one leg of his jeans back on.  He glanced up at Chance in embarrassment and pounced on a wadded pair of underwear lying on the floor at his feet.  An open package of new underwear lay nearby, one he must have snagged from the boy’s department when he’d gone for the gauze and rope.

Owen turned his back on Chance and zipped up.  He snatched up the wadded pair and strode past Chance to the trash receptacle beside the entrance.

Finally, he glanced up at Chance as if daring him to ask, but was surprised when the other just stepped back into the concourse of the Mall.

“It’s morning.  We’ve been in here all night.”

“Uh huh,” Owen sighed, glancing one way then the other.

“Funny, Jesse and I had always talked about…”  His voice trailed off and he stared glassily into the distance.

  “I need to find the Sears store,” Owen felt it necessary to interject.  When Chance gave him a questioning look, he added, “That’s where that Bot said my mom and sister are.  Reggie. That’s what he said his name was… just before...”

“Just before the security guard tore him apart?”

Owen looked at Chance solemnly.  “No way he’s a security guard.”

“Any way you look at it, the guy’s bugfuck,” Chance spat, his own voice wavering with emotion.

“Do you think he’s dead?” Owen asked in a small voice.  “Your friend, I mean.”

Get this kid! Chance heard the familiar voice in his head.  “Do you think he’s dead?”  Nah, I like catching skateboards to the head just for fun.

Chance shivered visibly and Owen lowered his head with understanding.

“Where’d your shoes go, little dude?”

Owen looked down and realized for the first time since he’d grabbed the rope and underwear that he had forgotten to go back for his shoes and there was no way he was going back in there now.  “I kinda took them off.”

“Well, we should get you another pair,” Chance replied, starting off south down the concourse.  “I think I know where there’s a Foot Locker.”

Starting after him, Owen clutched his growling stomach with a wince.  This was the first moment he’d had to spare long enough to realize that he was hungry.  He’d eaten the bologna sandwich and popcorn over six hours ago.  On a typical weekday, he’d be in the school cafeteria eating breakfast by now.  He never thought there’d be a time when he’d miss those lukewarm potato planks and runny eggs.

Suddenly, Chance pushed something into his hand.  “Yeah, I almost forgot.”

Owen looked down at the Power Cell, energy bar, with the little blocky Space Invader and Asteroid on the wrapper, then back up at Chance in wonder.  

“Sorry if it’s a little broken, but I had it in my pocket and I might have landed on it a couple of times,” he said with an off-kilter grin.  He then displayed the four other flavors of the bar that he had stuffed down in his pockets.

“Where’d you get all this?”

“In that sporting goods store where I nabbed the crossbow.”

The kid gave him a look that might have been surprise then retrieved a slip of paper and a pen from his back pocket.  He went to the wall of the JC Penney and pressing the paper against the hard surface, he began to scribble on it.

“What’re you doing?”

“I forgot to add the gauze and the rope… oh yeah, and the…”  He gave him a look then and clammed up.

“Add them to what?”

“The list of what I need to pay for when the lights come back on,” Owen announced, his tongue slipping out of the corner of his mouth as he wrote.  “How much was the crossbow and power bars, you think?”

Chance stared at the ten-year-old in amusement.  “Hell, I wasn’t really comparing prices when I grabbed them, y’know.”  He stepped over to Owen and glanced at the list.  Owen pulled it out of sight defensively.  “Hey, don’t sweat it, man. I nearly squirted a few out too.  Nothing to be ashamed of.”

Owen folded the slip of paper and pocketed it again.  Finally, he stripped the wrapper off and ripped into the chocolate covered peanut butter bar.  “I just figured I should keep track of what I used.  Otherwise, it’s stealing.”

Chance gave the kid another off-kilter smile.  After all the years hanging out with Jesse, those sorts of juvenile rules had grown less and less important to adhere to.  Now Chance was feeling something he couldn’t identify.  Maybe it was simply nostalgia for quaint notions.

“The way I figure it, as long as we’re locked in here, we got beef with the management.  Odds are, they won’t mind us borrowing a few items against the millions we’re gonna make off them when we sue their asses off, right kid?”

“Why would I sue them?  If I hadn’t run away, me, my mom and my sister wouldn’t still be in this Mall.  So I figure it’s all my fault.”  Giving Chance a shrug, he started forward in the direction of the Sears store, just as Reggie had told him.
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Albert stirred.  For a moment, he was utterly confused.  Was he still in his apartment?  What day was it?

He felt a sudden tightening then loosening of his muscles and blinked up into the glowing sensors of a Mall Bot, who bent closely over him.  The Bot had a big red cross on its chest and forehead, a Med Bot.

“You are injured,” the Med Bot said in a shaky voice.

There was a final tug and he felt his shoulders loosen and his bound wrists shift apart.

He recalled being shot and tied up.  He remembered internal and external damage translated into computer code as pain, followed by power conservation mode leading to a full powering down.

“I have cleaned the torn epidermis of your hands, but you require immediate medical assistance.”

Then it all came back to Albert and he realized that he was not Albert Lynch.

He was a machine called Lamia.

“I require maintenance.”

The Bot simply stared with stuttering blue sensors, its metal body jittering in place.  Though it had been programmed with a much stronger constitution, than the average unit, the Med Bot still seemed unsettled by all the blood it had witnessed.

It must be confused by my outward appearance, Lamia decided.  He remembered clearly what the Voice had told him: Although you are a machine, Lamia, you appear to all other Bots as human.

“How did you come to be restrained?” the Bot wanted to know.

“I was attacked.  They tried to de-acti… kill me,” Lamia replied, realizing that somehow the other machines had failed.  He was still on-line.  The Bot stepped back as Lamia rolled onto his knees and slowly rose to all fours.

“You require stitches,” the Med Bot announced loudly.  “Please refrain from unnecessary movement.  This unit is attempting to connect to the network so that a suitable medical technician can conduct the procedure remotely.”

Taking a moment to view the situation from a distance, Lamia realized how improbable it was that a single Med Bot had found him by sheer chance in a space as big as the Mall of the Nation encompassed.  “How did you locate me?”

“I was told,” the Bot responded enigmatically.

“The network is down,” Lamia replied.  “Where did you get your information?”

“I was told,” the Bot repeated.

This was going nowhere and precious time was being wasted.

Rising slowly to his knees, ignoring the pulsing heat in his side for the simple background alert that it must be, Lamia said, “Those responsible for my injuries must be located before they hurt anyone else.  That is your designated priority.”

The Bot stiffened.  Its sensors intensified for a moment.  “There is currently one human remaining inside the Mall of the Nation.  Security Agent Albert Lynch, badge #21635.”

“That is correct.  As the last human remaining, I alone have the authority to set a new program objective.  Do you understand?”

“I am required to follow your new program objective.  Please proceed.”

 Albert recalled the words the silver Bot had said to the boy just before it was de-activated.  There was the boy’s mother and sister and another one called Simon Peter.

“To my knowledge, there are five H-type android units remaining inside this facility.  Are you familiar with the designation, H-type?”

“No,” the Med Bot replied simply.

“H-type units are units that appear human in every way but are not human.  They are machines.  Do you understand?”

The sensors of the Bot flickered briefly red.  “How then are these units to be distinguished from humans?”

“It is not your role to know the difference.  I will identify the H-type units for you.  They are in appearance one adult female human being and three children—one female and two males.  There also may be one additional unit that appears as an adult male.”

“This unit has no compatible information.”

“You have been disconnected from the network and have not received the most current data available.”  Lamia planted one foot in front of him and tested his weight.  “You will accept these facts from the only human remaining in this facility and an authorized representative of Mall management.  Please confirm.”

The Bot gave a curt nod.  “Information amended to unit database.”

“These H-types must be escorted to this designated representative of management for questioning.  Should any unit refuse to cooperate, it must be must be considered a rogue unit and terminated.  You will de-activate these units in the usual method.  Do you understand?”

The med Bot stood immobile and appeared to look through Lamia.  Finally, it said, “If these units appear human, it will be impossible to use force against them.  This unit cannot comply with…”

“Stop!  Listen carefully.  Any unit human in appearance that remains behind in this Mall after the evacuation of all humans will be by definition an H-type Bot.  Please acknowledge your understanding of the new data.”

The med Bot shuddered.  “This is incorrect protocol…”

“You will ignore previous protocol as erroneous input.  Please amend the current information to your processor as factual information. As the last representative of Mall management, I order you to accept this command!”

The eye-piece of the med Bot pulsed rapidly.  “Action completed.”

Relaxing somewhat, Lamia leaned forward, brought his second foot down, and slowly rose to his feet to stand before the Bot.  “You will disseminate this information to the other functional units within the facility using your Emergency Transmission Frequency.”

“This frequency is only to be used in the event of mass crisis in order to prevent the injury or death of individuals within the confines of the prescribed parameters,” the Bot responded flatly.  “Please state the authorized security code.”

Authorized security code? Lamia thought.  He didn’t have such a code.

Then suddenly, his lips began to move against his will.

“Six one nine nine delta echo.”

“Code accepted,” the Bot chirped promptly.  “Transmission commencing.”

As Albert watched, the blue sensors of the motionless Bot flickered in time to the delivery of the inaudible data-stream, he absently brushed the sensitive pads of his fingers along the length of his lips.

He shivered and recalled the momentarily sensation of shock as his lips had moved against his will.  How his vocal cords had produced the sound without any effort on his part.

I am a machine.  I am Lamia.

Lamia took a moment to admire himself, a wondrous machine; his potential still untapped.  He knew this because he had been told by the Voice.

Now it can be told.

He removed the dilapidated copy of Breakfast of Champions from his pocket and considered the story it contained--the story that had originated this revelation.

Yet, he suddenly felt doubt.  Something troubled him.

Bots were programmed against killing or harming a human being.  Even he knew from elementary school that it was the prime command of all machines, the strongest aspect of every machine’s built-in code, so much so that the sight of blood would drive a unit into an irreparable data loop from which they could never be retrieved.

If this were the case, why hadn’t his CPU collapsed after the car accident--before he had known the truth that all humans were actually machines?  To all appearances at that point in time, he had killed (murdered) the little girl.  The mind of a machine should not have been able of handling the shock of witnessing that!

Was it possible that those other machines were correct and he was somehow damaged?

Was it possible that everything he had been through had already caused a serious catastrophic failure of his CPU and something was already wrong with him?

(Or maybe, this was all a delusion.)

Did this necessarily mean that what he had been told was a lie?

Did this mean that he himself was no machine after all?

He recalled the book and how at the end, the main character Dwayne Hoover had eventually gone crazy and attacked friends and coworkers and eventually was put into a mental hospital.

For the first time, Albert considered the possibility that he may have missed the point of the book entirely.

Was it the knowledge that he was alone in the universe that drove Dwayne crazy or was he already crazy to begin with, he wondered?

Suddenly, he wanted very much to be home in his apartment.  Safe and alone.  There he could analyze his situation better and consider how to proceed.
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When he, Lara, and Cora stepped off the escalator onto the second floor landing, Simon pointed toward the Time Out sporting goods store visible in the distance some hundred yards away and started forward.  “I’ll be right back.”

Lara stopped him with a hand to his chest and pointed toward the Wheel in the center of the Mall, visible from the bridge connecting the north and south concourse of the Yellow sector.  “No, I need your sharp eyes here and I don’t want Cora going anywhere without you,” she replied as she hurried down the north concourse, turning briefly to walk backwards.  “Cora, I want you to stay here with Mr. Simon and keep your eye out for your brother, okay?  If he passes, you’ll be able see him on the floor down there.”

Cora stood and watched as her mother walked away from her, silent alarm on her face.

“Listen and watch. Okay, Coraline?” she called back over her shoulder as she turned around and picked up her pace to a brisk walk.

“Okay,” she murmured uncertainly, glancing at Simon Peter, then turned back.  “Can I yell for him?” she called back at Lara.

“Yes,” Lara answered.  “That’s a good idea!”

Cora turned to face the Wheel and began to yell Owen’s name from the bridge.

Simon stood beside her and silently stared down at the center of the Mall, his stolid expression as serious as if studying a particularly complicated equation.

Cora rubbed her throat and glanced at Simon, her brow wrinkling into a frown.  “You can yell, too, if you want,” she stated matter-of-factly.

Simon gave her a look, nodded, then threw his head back and yelled: “Hello!”

Cora blinked at him in surprise, then finally smirked and gave her own cry.  “Hello out there!”

The beginning of a smile began to grow on his face as he leaned against the railing again. “We’re here!”

“Here we are!” Cora countered with a giggle, glancing over at him and nodded to herself.  “You’re like Grandma Charley’s dog, aren’t you?” she asked matter-of-factly.

The artificial smile displayed on Simon’s face wavered slightly.  Without taking his eyes off the court below, Simon replied, “I’m as similar to your grandmother’s automaton as you are to an army ant.”

Cora called her brother’s name again then asked, “Do you get sad?”

“No.”

“Do you get asceared?”

Simon studied Cora’s lips for a moment as if trying to work out the definition of the word she had uttered.  “No, I feel no fear.”

She nodded and called her brother again.  “I wish I were like you.”

Simon gave a gentle nod, then asked, “Have you ever been excited by an unexpected gift or laughed so hard your stomach ached?”

Cora turned to look at him.  “Yeah.”

“You know what chocolate tastes like,” he stated simply.

“Yeah.”

Simon locked eyes with her and gave a single nod.

Cora let her eyes wander away from his face as the meaning slowly sunk in.  She let her weight rest against the railing and exhaled loudly.  “Oh.  That’s sad,” she admitted with a cluck of her lips and a shake of her head.

Both turned back to the floor of the Mall and stared silently down.

“Sometimes when Owen and me used to fight, Mom would say, ‘Just pretend that you love him.’  So that’s what I used to do, but he still made me mad,” Cora told Simon, glancing over at him.  “You know what?  I think after all this time pretending, I actually convinced myself that I really do love him.  Maybe that’s what you should do, Mr. Simon.  Pretend until you do.”

Simon studied the little girl with interest.
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Owen swung the large flashlight from hand to hand impatiently, staring down at his shoeless feet.  Watching silently as Chance tried all the doors of the Mercedes sports car on display in the center of a roped off section of the Mall, he decided that trying to get it open was a complete waste of his time.  Time that could be better spent looking for his family.

“Let’s just go,” he suggested, trying to keep the urgency out of his voice.

“Are you kidding?” Chance spat.  “If I could just get this thing open and hot wire it, we can drive it right the hell out of here.”

“Do you know how to hot wire a car?”

“I saw it in a movie once. How hard could it be? But first I need to break a window.”  His eyes locked onto the flashlight in Owen’s hand.  He started to reach for it but Owen stepped back, dropping it protectively to his side.

“Are you kidding?  This is the only flashlight on earth that still works.”

Chance sighed heavily and looked around.  He spotted one of the formidable-looking iron stanchions that held the red velvet rope.  Stepping over, he tested the weight of it.  With a clench of his teeth, he hauled it off the floor briefly then let it drop with a loud echoing clang.

“Yeah, this oughtta do the trick.”  He slid the heavy stanchion closer to the driver’s side window of the car, causing the rope attached to it to tighten and topple the other two stanchions adjacent to them.  Bracing himself in front of it, Chance bent his knees and gripped the pole like a baseball bat, one hand low down the shaft toward the base and the other one high toward the loop through which the rope had been run.

Don’t sprain your main vein there, Chancie.

Chance chuckled and shook his head helplessly at the voice.

Giving him a suspicious look, Owen took a few anxious steps back south along the corridor that they had been traveling and wondered if he should just go on without him.  He needed to get to the store where his family was supposed to be, but at the same time, he didn’t want to go it alone.  Not anymore.

Suddenly, he heard footsteps somewhere in the distance, but because of the huge expanse of space, could not determine the direction.

“Someone’s coming,” he stated in a calm even voice, glancing around them in a slow methodical circle.  He detected no movement.

Chance briefly looked up from his stooped position on the floor and growled, “Probably just one of those defective Bots.  Stand back!”  He strained, lifted the stanchion, and spun awkwardly toward the window.  The base of the stanchion bounced off the shiny metal jamb just below the glass and dropped to the tiled floor with an ear-shattering clatter.

The car’s headlights gave one weak flash and a thin sound came from beneath the hood that sounded like the death throes of an anti-theft alarm, but that was it.

Taking a labored breath, Chance ran his hand over the tiny dimple on the shiny metal.  “Germans,” he growled under his breath.  He turned and squatted to retrieve the stanchion again.  “Maybe you oughtta give me a hand with this.  Take a run at the bastard this time.”

“Stop! You are vandalizing Mall property!”

A shadow fell over Chance.

Owen spun to see a Bot appear just behind Chance.

The Red-sector Bot reached down and seized Chance by the shoulder.  From his vulnerable crouching position, Chance recoiled, his eyes wide with terror.

“Description verified,” the red-striped Bot exclaimed.  “You are to be detained for the defacing of Mall property!”

Chance stared down at the hand on his shoulder in disbelief.  “What the h..?”

The Bot’s hands slipped around Chance’s neck, cutting off his voice.

It’s choking me, Chance thought incredulously, his eyes wide with shock.

He glanced around in panic, searching for anything within reach to pry it loose. He attempted to scoot away from the Bot, but the vise-like hands held him fast, his face began to redden.

I’m going to become the world’s first Bot casualty, he thought darkly.

Chance peered up through eyes growing slowly fuzzy and realized that he was passing out from lack of oxygen.  He clutched at the hard bar-like fingers around his throat and watched as the light began to fade around him.

Opening his eyes one last time, Chance saw that Owen was behind the Bot, looping a length of loose red rope between the fallen stanchions over its head.  The kid yanked backwards with all the strength in his tiny ten-year-old frame.  His socks slipped from under him, and he went down with all his weight behind him, the rope hooking the Bot around its throat.

The Bot tipped backwards, and when its fingers briefly loosened, Chance twisted away with all his strength, feeling the soft skin of his neck tear away with the metal hands.

The Bot’s arms flailed wildly and its unanchored feet pumped the air in search of firm ground.  It dropped heavily onto its back, emitting a loud squeal of electronic noise, sounding eerily like a child’s scream.

Chance scrambled to his knees, sucking in a lungful of air and lapsing into a coughing fit.

He watched as the Bot turned his attention to Owen, moving determinably forward, hands outstretched, its eyes glowing red.

Red, Chance thought.  Weren’t they’re eyes supposed to be blue?

His vision sharpening with every inhalation, Chance rolled from his knees to his heels.  He grabbed the base of a stanchion in both of his hands and rose to his feet with a grunt of effort.  With wide-eyes, Owen uselessly backpedaled away from the probing hands of the Bot just as Chance brought the base of the stanchion straight down, letting weight and gravity do what his small underdeveloped muscles couldn’t.

The electronic screech abruptly stopped with the crunch of metal.  The components beneath the base of the stanchion popped and sizzled like angry snakes then died.

Both boys sat, panting like marathon runners and gaping at each other with horror-tinged expressions.

“W-What.. What..?” Chance sputtered with what was left of his breath.

Owen shook his head, wonder on his face.  “They’re not supposed to do that.”
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For the last half hour, Albert had been searching through the impossibly large rusty John Deere green wall-mounted metal cabinet of keys hanging in the security offices in green sector.  The trick was finding the right key and he had narrowed it down to ten likely candidates.

You seek a new destination, but you have not completed running your current program yet.

Albert’s head had begun to burn and occasionally his vision went momentarily hazy.  Something was wrong with him.  He was running hot, and if he didn’t know any better and still thought he was a human being, he would have believed that he was running a fever or possibly had an infection.

Instead, he was sure he just needed routine maintenance.

He had been trying desperately to keep his intentions close to the vest and away from the Voice—convinced as he was that it must have access to his CPU--but it was nearly impossible seeing as how he was scanning the tiny labels beneath the metal hooks upon which the keys hung.  He had hoped for something obvious like “Residential Level” or “Apartments,” but thus far he had found nothing but several numbered locks that didn’t fall into any of the colored categories.  He assumed one of these must lead to his destination.

Why do you seek to run a new program? Our goals are identical.

He had never used the Mall Security entrance to the residential level before.  He had always just used the elevators like the rest of the tenants.  He’d really never even noticed the keyholes, but surely they must be there.

Remove the trespassers!

Sweat dribbled down his hairline, but he ignored the uniquely human bodily function.  His hands began to shake uncontrollably and he began the search from where he’d left off.  He tried to focus on what he was doing, but the Voice had rattled him.

He thought he’d been rid of it.  Hoped (as much as a machine could) and felt desperate enough even to consider praying, but to whom do you pray when you have no gods in which to believe? And never having practiced the act before, his pleads for mercy would only seem hollow and meaningless.  

Besides, machines had no gods.  Or did they?

Once the trespassing machines have been removed, you will be fulfilled.  Once they have been deactivated, you will be whole.

He had searched through several lockers in the shower area hoping to find something of use, perhaps a weapon.  He needed something with which to protect himself from the other machines, for he was convinced now that he was indeed defective and the others would try and deactivate him.

He couldn’t allow that to happen.

All he could find in the lockers were half-eaten brown bag lunches, portable electronics, a couple of mangled wallets and dog-eared pornography (not Anime but the kind of skin mags that advertised on the cover 100% real American tits and ass, “Nothing fake here, boys!”).  Evidence of lives interrupted.

Just no gun.  No agent would have risked their career to bring one inside.  Every security agent knew well the unavoidable fact: there were no weapons allowed within the confines of the Mall.  Only the Tazers.

But that was all right.  He knew where to find a gun.  He needed a weapon.  He would not be hurt again as he already had been.  There would be no more pain.

I know what you seek.  But it is no longer necessary.

Albert focused on his goal, no longer capable of ignoring the drops of sweat trickling down his temples.  His vision swimming in and out of focus.

Must get to safety.  Must get home, to his apartment.  There he could implement some much-needed repairs.  Analyze his program more fully.  He could get his guns.

With me, you will need no gun.   I will be your armor.

His Soviet AK-47.  His Swiss SG 541.

I will surround you as these physical walls already do.

His Italian Beretta 93R.  His German Glock 18.

I am the walls.

I am the Mall.

He removed the group of keys from the final hook, added them to the small pile on the desk and slid them into the palm of his hand.  He gauged the weight of the small pieces of metal and thought, one of these has to be the way out.

I am everywhere.  I am everything.  I am the god you seek.

You could have no greater ally.

Out of the Mall.  Away from the Voice.

Alone, you are nothing.  With me, you are invincible.  Use your hate.  Become Lamia.  Become the weapon again.

Albert rushed out of the office and started down the narrow corridor toward the Mall, the promise of the Voice burrowing into his feverish brain like a worm.

Stop, the Voice commanded from his deactivated radio.

Ignoring it, Albert continued down the corridor toward the daylight that peaked through the ceiling of the Mall.  If he could just get to the light, he considered, maybe he would wake up from this nightmare.  Maybe it had all been a bad dream from the moment he struck and killed the little girl until this moment.

Lamia, stop.

“No,” Albert groaned, making a rush toward the exit and daylight, fully realizing with a dull dread that it was his first act of resistance toward the Voice.

Suddenly, a familiar feeling penetrated him from outside, originating at the intersection of CPU 

(brain stem)

and the Information Dispersal Chain

(spine).

It sunk into him like the crossbow dart had pierced the fleshy synthetic covering of his metallic components.  Like bacteria across living tissue, a dull sensation of sickness spread through his interior components.

(gut)

The feeling was familiar because he had experienced it several times since the power failure.  The first time had been while he was wondering around in the darkness of early morning.  The sensation had been like a gentle stroking, and he had willingly accepted it like a second sip of whiskey.  Warm and enveloping like a heavy coat.  Almost protective.

Then suddenly he had gotten the idea that the kids were still in the Mall and that they had climbed down onto the track.  He never questioned the origin of the concept, just as a child, taking the same route to class every day, never questions the impulse to try a different hallway.  It just seemed like the right move at the time to follow the lights, never wondering about the power source of those lights when all electricity was out.

The next thing he knew he was standing there at the Red sector entrance to the tram tunnel and hearing the echoing voice of one of those punks talking loudly about baseball.  He had started into the darkness with the intent of scaring them, maybe cuffing them around a little, but never intending to kill them.  No, never that!

Immediately after he’d had that thought, the first moment of darkness occurred, followed by confusion.  The cloak had suddenly come off and he had stood there in the darkness, cold and naked, not yet fully aware that he had ended the life of another human being with his own hands.  Confused and disoriented, he had not felt the living garment as it enclosed around him yet again, only discovering himself in an entirely different place when it came off again.

Each time, he had welcomed the guidance in the fog of confusion, like a sign pointing out the exit to a cavern of horrors, he had followed it without question, assuming the course to be true.

Now, he had begun to feel less and less himself.  Less like he was wearing a coat, and more like a coat was wearing him.  The sensation was no longer pleasant.  It had begun to become more uncomfortable and raw, like a man’s hands overused to the point of abrasion.

This time there had been no gentleness.  The sensation had seized him like the hands of an impatient owner.

“Intruder alert!  Intruder alert!” his mind screamed in frantic alarm and for a moment, he flashed back in time, first to an arcade five years ago, dropping quarters into a video game called Bezerk; then sitting on the floor in his parent’s living room three years ago—before he’d nailed this cushy job—playing the same game on his Atari game system hooked up to the old flickering Sylvania color TV mounted inside that dark cherry wood Hi-Fi console.

In this game called Bezerk, the player destroyed advancing robots inside mazes as they became more complicated while a bouncing smiley face slowly chased you.

What had been the name of that thing?

It came to him in a rush.

Evil Otto.

At the thought of the game and the slow irresistible advance of that indestructible digital creature filled Albert with inconceivable horror.

He remembered hearing in the news how two kids had actually died of heart attacks playing the game; one collapsed seconds after making the top-ten list twice within fifteen minutes, and the other one after posting what many say was the highest score ever achieved on the game.

That had always intrigued him.  A game that killed, like that movie Tron, or that Matthew Broderick movie, War Games.  How cool was that, he had thought at the time?

It was also around that time that he had lost interest in playing the game.  It was kind of a rip-off of Pac-Man, after all, but then again, he’d never felt the same fear when he’d been chased by those multi-colored “ghosts,” did he?

It’s here.

Intruder alert!

Evil Otto is here.

The humanoid must not escape!

The Dragon is here.  It wants inside.

Albert attempted to resist it once again, and he immediately felt a violent pulse like the poke of a fingertip in the center of his fog-filled brain that echoed down his spine.

NOW IT CAN BE TOLD, LAMIA!

“Get away from me,” he cried.  “Leave me alone!”

What was already a precarious façade crumbled completely, and Albert realized a moment too late that he was a human being pursued by an entity that was somehow everywhere at once.  Inescapable.  Slowly bouncing.  Patient, confident smile on its face.

Clutching the bloody bandage on his side with one hand and his throbbing temple with the other, Albert stumbled through the exit of the hallway and into the dawning light of morning.

It’s morning, he thought fleetingly.  I’m safe.  Nightmares disappear in the light of day.  Evil is reserved for the darkness of night.

The humanoid must not escape!

IT IS TIME.  COME TO ME NOW.  I COMMAND YOU AS YOUR CREATOR.

Albert fell to the floor of the Mall and heard himself shriek as if from a distance.  He twisted and kicked his way across the waxy tiles as the hideous grinning ball of crackling energy pounced on him from a great height, dropping like the enormous head of a giant’s hammer.  He clawed at his clothes and kicked his legs in the empty air so hard that his hefty frame lifted and dropped, lifted and dropped like an enormous game fish yanked from the sea.

As it wrapped around him, restraining his movements like a straitjacket, Albert experienced the intrusion of a mountain of information coursing through his limited vessel like a torrent tearing through a small opening.  Cold numerical data streamed through the folds and wrinkles of his grey muscle, searing the meat like acid.  Albert could smell the pungent odor of his brain boiling inside his own skull and the sharp smell of urine as his bladder let go.

In horror, Albert felt all that he knew of himself slipping away, dissolving and being firmly shoved aside by something alien, something unnatural.

His last conscious thought was how naive he had been.  After all, he had asked for this and something had responded, hadn’t it?
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With a grunt of frustration, Lara tugged on the chain-link gate blocking the entrance to Time Out and glanced back toward the escalator.  She could clearly hear Cora calling her brother’s name (and occasionally Simon as well).  If she couldn’t lift the gate, then she had to assume that Simon couldn’t fare any better.  After all, he had admitted to having the strength of a normal man.  Maybe he could think of a better way to get in.

A figure rushed out of the darkness within and struck the gate beside Lara.  The metal links bowed out with a clang and struck Lara in the shoulder.  More surprised than injured, she dropped to the concourse floor hard enough to drive the air out of her lungs, stifling a scream.

“Priority one!  You are to be escorted to the designated representative!  Please maintain your current position,” the yellow-striped Bot bellowed.  It rushed forward again and struck the barrier headfirst.

Disoriented, Lara gathered her legs beneath her and slowly began to rise to her knees.

“Please maintain your current position!”

She turned her head and saw a second yellow-striped Bot headed toward her up the walkway.

She popped to her feet and ran, glancing back once to see the Bot pursuing her at a steady pace, yet not running.

They’re not designed to run, Lara decided.  Why should they?  Running just might cause injuries to the customers which could lead to lawsuits.  Besides, there were so many of them before the blackout, there would be no need to rush when the next Bot could have cut me off.  Now, they have no ability to communicate with one another.

 “Simon!” she yelled, stumbling toward the two figures standing on the bridge in the distance.
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Under Simon’s watchful eye, Cora had been leaning out over the railing of the bridge, when the seizure hit her.

Simon heard Lara’s urgent scream and turned toward its source, taking his eyes off of the five-year-old for a moment.

Cora began to quiver and shake violently, her body slipping out farther over the railing.

Simon noted Lara and the Bot pursuing her and the gurgling sound at his back all simultaneously.  He swept around and snatched the seat of Cora’s pants by a single belt loop.  The thin ring of material snapped under her weight, sending the rest of her body sliding over the edge of the railing.

With impossibly fast reflexes, Simon seized the girl by her ankles and lowered her slowly back down to the floor of the bridge, only a moment before Lara reached her.  She dropped to the floor and spun the girl’s body around so hard her curls took a moment to catch up with her head.

The eyes that stared back at Lara were completely white, and she realized that they had rolled back into their sockets.  A thin trickle of foam leaked from the corner of her mouth.

Before she could utter a single word, Simon was there, gently laying the girl down on the floor, ripping off his jacket and placing it beneath her slightly elevated head.

Simon rose and stepped forward into the path of the advancing Bot and held a single hand out to him.  “Stop,” he instructed in a conversational tone.

The Yellow Bot grabbed him by the wrist.

Simon stared at the hand in confusion.  “I order to stop!” he snapped with greater force.  “Code Beta One Five Zebra.”

Ignoring the words, the Bot yanked him aside by his arm and thrust him against the railing on the opposite side of the bridge so hard the entire structure shook.  His spectacles sailed off his face, disappearing over the railing to the level below.

The Bot turned to Lara, who kneeled beside Cora.  “I’ve been ordered to escort you and your daughter to the designated Mall representative.  Please rise and come with me.”

Lara watched with alarm as the Bot reached down and put a hand on her shoulder.  

“Get away from me!” she howled, pulling out of its grip and bowing down to shield Cora with her body.

The Bot withdrew its hand and hesitated for only a moment before reaching out again, seizing her arm and tugging it firmly up.  “You will be given one more opportunity to comply.”

Simon rose behind the Bot and seized the metal man’s head in his hands.  “Forgive me,” he said, as he twisted the Bot’s head one hundred and eighty degrees until it faced him.  Its eyes flickered but did not die.

“Deactivate all five H-type units immediately,” its distorted voice croaked from the broken headpiece.

Lifting his foot and placing the sole against the chest-piece of the machine, Simon simultaneously pulled the head toward him while kicking the body.  The Bot’s body sailed out over the bridge, its legs catching the edge of the railing and sending it cart-wheeling down toward the escalator.
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Albert came-to on the floor of the Mall. 

It was slowly coming back to him.

He was a man.

Every muscle in his body ached, even his tongue.  From the smell--and the grimy feeling beneath him—he had shit his pants.  His stomach felt like tenderized meat and his jaw rung with the echoes of hard clenching.

He felt used, like a beat-up suit jacket tossed into a corner.

Was this what it felt like to be raped, he wondered with disgust?

How much time had passed since he had left the security offices?  For all he knew, he had spent several hours caught in the dream.

In the dream, he had been a robot, being pursued down the empty corridors of a maze like one of those characters from that video game Bezerk.  Rushing around corners and hoping he was moving away from--not closer to--whatever was chasing him.

Evil Otto.

He had felt Its presence.  That maniacally grinning ball of white hot energy, bouncing lazily toward him.
Seeking him out.  Wanting to possess him.  Use him.

What was it?

Then he had turned the corner and nearly ran down the little girl from the street.  (Or had it been the little girl from the residential level, Albert no longer knew for sure.)  She had stood there with that identical look of shock and amazement on her face that she had had that day.  Then when Albert had tried to move past her further into the maze corridor, she had spoken to him.

“I see you.”

He had stopped then and turned back to her, but she was no longer alone.  That brown-skinned skateboarding punk was with her now.  He was standing just behind her like a big brother defending his sibling, that cocky smart-ass grin on his smug face.

“You’re the Boogeyman.”

Albert felt a smile rising to his face.  Her name for him was an honorific based on fear and fear was a form of power.  Albert Lynch—the Boogeyman.

“Lamia’s a sack full of nada,” the dead kid sneered.  “You don’t have to worry about this guy, kiddo.”

The little girl looked up at him with interest.

“It’s the Mall you have to worry about.”

Evil Otto.

A ripple of panic rattled through Albert’s body like the vibration of an aluminum bat when the ball misses the “sweet spot” and smacks off the shaft instead.

It wants to possess me, Albert knew.

Then he had heard the sound.

It was that hollow warbling sound like the one made by one of those red rubber “dodge-balls.”  The source of that sound was close now.

Albert rushed forward and came dead-end to a corridor running east to west.  He took the right turn and saw at the end of the two hundred foot long black and white striped hallway a sizzling ball of energy sailing in the distance through the air toward him.

Albert opened his mouth to scream but no sound came out.  Instead a synthesized voice issued forth: “Stop the humanoids!  Stop the intruders!”  It was the same digitized language from the Bezerk video game.

He turned back and ran in the opposite direction down the corridor toward the west but instantly struck a door, a door similar to the locked entrance doors along the northern end of the red sector of the Mall.  He grabbed the handle and tugged once, twice.  Locked.

Through the glass he could just make out the Mall on the other side, and on the tiled floor, he could see his own body lying outside.  He was having some sort of seizure, his muscles twitching, his limbs locked and rigid.

He spun around and saw that the ball of energy was closer now.  He could just make out the two pin-prick eyes and the single curving black stripe of a smile superimposed upon the glowing white globe of its body.

Albert turned back south to the corridor where the two dead kids had been.  They were gone now, replaced with an identical Mall door.  He grabbed the handle and pushed.  Just as it started to give, there was resistance.  On the other side of the door was the dead skateboard kid.  He was blocked the door on the other side, a look of amusement on his face.

“C’mon, piggy,” the kid called through the unlocked door.  “You better move your lard ass.  It’s right behind you now!”

Albert braced his feet and set his shoulders--giving the kid a look of undiluted hate—and pushed.

The kid stepped aside with a laugh.  The door had swung free, and Albert had lost his balance, spilling face-first into the Mall.

Remembering now that twisted dream, Albert took comfort in the reality of the tiled floor where he lay.  He peered around at the empty space around him and tried to regain his bearings.

It had taken him—Evil Otto—but then, for some reason, let him go again.

He started to roll onto his side, felt a sharp dagger of pain, remembered the wound, then rolled onto the opposite side.  Slowly, for a period of five agonizing minutes he crawled like a baby onto his knees and managed to make it into a sitting position against the wall just outside the entrance to the hallway leading to the security offices.

Obviously, he hadn’t traveled far, which probably meant that the Voice hadn’t “used” him as it had on previous occasions.

I’ve got to get out of here, Albert thought.

It was still out there.  Somewhere.

Albert rose to his feet with the final reserves of a strength he never knew was inside him—terror being the great motivator that it was--and rushed out into the empty corridor of the Mall toward the stairwell leading to the residential level no more a hundred yards away, keys clutched tightly in his hands, hoping to outrun the creature from his nightmare.

A Being that seemed to be everywhere at once.
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Setting the head-piece of the expired Bot gently onto the floor, Simon went to his knees beside Lara, where she held Cora tightly in her arms.  He placed a hand gently on her arm.  “Don’t restrain her,” he stated.  “She’s having a seizure.”

Lara fought for a moment, then simply watched in confusion as her youngest child flopped about on the landing.  “Is there something w-wrong with her brain?” she asked bluntly, her vision blurring with tears.

“Not necessarily.  It could be something as simple as sleep deprivation or high tension.”

“But it isn’t any of those, is it?”

“She might be receiving.”

Lara looked over at him.  He had dropped his eyes and turned slightly away from the girl.  The expression on his face was one of classic nausea.

“Has she ever exhibited symptoms like this before?” he asked.

“I’ve been asking myself that,” Lara replied, kneeling to push the jacket back beneath her vibrating head.  She swallowed back the fear that was slowly rising to a panic in her stomach.  “She’s been talking a lot about colors?”

Simon’s head snapped up.  “Colors?”

“Yes, like ‘Owen turned red,’ or ‘Teacher was bright pink.’” Lara scoffed.  “I just thought she was becoming something of an artist.   Now this!”

“You’re agitated.”

“Fucking-A, I’m agitated!” her voice lashed like a whip, the tears that had been building finally spilling over and down her cheeks.  “We were just attacked by a robot and my daughter’s having a Grand Mal.”

“Relax, Lara. You’re safe now.”

He had lowered his voice, in an attempt to be soothing.  A hand reached out and touched her shoulder gently, but she shook it off with petulant anger.  Another aspect of his programming, no doubt, she thought bitterly.

“Safe?” she asked in an incredulous voice, quaking with anxiety as she watched her child in obvious agony.  “How long is this supposed to go on?”

“Over five minutes, we may have a problem.”

“Five minutes?” the words of disbelief were wispy and without force.  It was a nightmare.  She was having a bad dream and had dragged her two children in with her.  Then through the fog of emotion, Lara registered the word he had uttered; the first time she could recall him using it.

We.

Then Cora slowly calmed, her body settling to the floor, and blinked clear-eyed up at the Ferris wheel above her.  Lara rushed to her side.  She brushed the hair out of her eyes and wiped the foam from her lips.  She shushed her in a soothing tone and stroked her head.

“It’s okay now.  It’s Mommy.  I’m here, Sweetpea.  Everything’s okay.”

“No, it’s not,” Cora croaked with effort.  She looked around with agitation.  “Simon.”

When he had kneeled down beside her, the tension in her face loosened.

“The Mall wants us.  It’s looking for us.”

Simon cocked his head at Cora then sat back on his heels to look slowly around them.

Lara continued to stroke her head, making the shushing sounds.  “Relax, Cora.”

Cora turned to her mother.  “They got away from the Boogeyman,” she told her excitedly.

“They? Who’s ‘they?’”

“He’s older than Owen, but he’s just as scared.”

“Another boy?
Older than Owen?”

Cora nodded and continued. “The Boogeyman was after them but they got him.  Got him good,” she exclaimed, squeezing her small hand into a tiny fist.

Simon rose and stepped up to the railing to look down across the Mall below.

“Sticks sticking him.  Falling twisting.  Prickly ropes tight around his arms.”

“They tied him up with rope,” Simon said with a nod.  He gave a look down at Lara.  “You have quite a capable brood here.”

When Lara didn’t respond, Simon studied her.  She nibbled her bottom lip pensively, her eyes unreflective mirrors focused on some other place. Or time.

“But something else’s got the Boogeyman now.”

“Got him?” Lara asked, her eyes returning to her daughter.

“Like a bigger fish gets a smaller one,” the girl replied.  “Y’know, like that shark show on channel eight.”

“You said he went away?” Simon asked. “Where did he go, Cora?”

“One second he was asceared and full of hurt, then suddenly… he was gone.”  She shook her head at him and wiggled her fingers in the air.  “Poof!”

“We should go,” Simon murmured to Lara, casting a glance back over his shoulder.

Lara glanced up at him furtively, then took her daughter’s hands.  “Can you stand?”

Cora nodded and rose slowly to her feet with Lara’s help.

Simon started down the escalator.  Lara snatched her Hickory Farms bag from where it had fallen and tugged Cora after her.

“I thought those things weren’t supposed to do that,” Lara snapped in frustration.

“That’s correct; we’re absolutely incapable of injuring a human being.”

“Well, I don’t know if you happened to notice that he nearly ripped my arm off trying to get me to stand up!  I mean, my daughter was having a seizure for God’s sake.  Shouldn’t it have been trying to assist her instead?”

“They cannot willingly disobey the direct order of a human, unless that order would put another human in danger.  Notice how quickly it released you when you commanded it to.”

“Yeah, but then it grabbed me again,” Lara remarked, “as if it came to its senses or something.”  She gathered Cora up and guided her between them, stroking her head protectively.  “What was all that about H-type units and who is this designated Mall representative?”

“Someone that remained behind after the evacuation.”

“Why the urgency all of a sudden?  We’ve been in this Mall for hours and suddenly these two Bots come out of nowhere.”

“This command was issued to all Bots within the Mall.”

“Wait,” Lara snapped. “I thought you made it clear that since the network was down there was no way for them to communicate with each other.”

“It utilized an emergency frequency established in the event of a catastrophic network failure.  It doesn’t require a network as the information is relayed sonically.”

“You heard it as well?”

 Simon reached the bottom of the escalator and stopped to await the other two.  “Yes, I received it along with a separate command to power down and await further orders.”

Lara stopped a few steps from the bottom of the escalator and stared down at him in alarm.  He offered his hand to her and said, “Since I haven’t completed the current program that I’m running, I’ve been forced to ignore the request.”

For the first time, Lara realized that he held the headpiece of the Bot that had attacked her protectively under one arm.  She glanced at him disapprovingly and bobbed her head at the disembodied head.  “Are you going to recite some Hamlet later,” she quipped.  “Get rid of that!”

Simon stared down at the head longingly before setting it down on the broad stone banister.  Great, Lara thought.  Now it looks like a bust announcing entrance to a shrine.

Guiding her and Cora down to the first level, Simon turned his gaze at Cora.

“Which way, Cora?” he asked her.

Slowly Cora stepped out into the center of the Mall beneath the shadow of the Wheel of Time and stared around at each of the four open corridors facing them.  She stopped to face the red painted corridor.  “Down there.  That’s where all the bad things are happening.  That’s where the Boogeyman got ‘em and where Reggie died.”  She gave a shiver then peered up at Lara with an expression of anxiety.  “Mommy, that’s where Owen is.”  She shook her head slowly.  “I don’t want to go there, Mommy.  Please don’t make me go.”

“Don’t be silly, Cora.  If your brother is there, we have to go get him.”  She gave her arm a single firm shake and started up the corridor, but Cora stood rooted to her spot. 

Cora stared wide-eyed up the empty corridor and shook her head from side to side in denial, her eyes welling up with tears.

Lara spun and dropped to her knees before her, seized her gently by her arms.  “Your brother is lost and scared.  You know that, don’t you?”

Without taking her eyes from the corridor over Lara’s shoulder, she slowly nodded, tearing streaming down her face.

“We can’t leave him by himself, can we?”

She gave a hesitant shake of her head.

“Now we’re going to be brave, Coraline, just like he would be for you if you got lost. Okay?”

Cora grasped Lara around the neck, burying her face in her shoulder and began to sob.  Lara lifted her with a grunt and cast a look at Simon, who held his hands out tentatively.  She shook her head and turned to start up the corridor.

Simon appeared at her side.  “You’re very good at that.”  When Lara gave him a look of confusion, he stated: “The parental language.  You speak it well.”

She gave an ironic laugh, but before she could say a word, he had veered over to a set of double doors marked “Mall Personnel Only.”  He bent and with two fingers, touched the tile in front of the doors, spotted with drops and the imprint of wheel treads through what looked like paint to Lara.

Simon squeezed his eyes shut and turned his head away, only to open them again a moment later and rise quickly to his feet.

A Bot with red stripes down its sides lay on its back in the middle of the corridor.  Its legs very slowly pumped through empty space.  Kneeling before it, Simon firmly gripped the machine’s head between his hands and whispered something inaudible into its face.  The eye sensors flickered weakly then went out completely.  The legs froze still.

Simon gave a single shake of his head.

“What is it?” Lara asked.

“This is the Bot that sent the first distress beacon.  Its circuits have been irrevocably corrupted.”

“English, Spock.”

“It’s dead, Jim,” he replied, giving her a single ironic glance, before reaching inside his coat to retrieve the small pocket-sized computer that she recalled seeing inside the lab.

Lara set Cora back on the floor, and she immediately began to give a protesting whine.  “Not now,” she hissed.  “Be a big girl for mommy.”

  She watched as Simon pulled a panel open just behind the concave receiver on the right side of the Bot’s head and plugged one of the cables from the computer into it.  The screen of the computer came to life and page upon page of data began to scroll across it.

Scanning down to the bottom of the document, he stared down at it with an expression that could only be described as “grim,” then disconnected the cable and rose to his feet.  He turned away from them and started up the corridor.  “We should keep moving.”

“C’mon, Cora,” Lara said, retrieving one of the radio/flashlights from the bag and passing it to her.  “Why don’t you try getting a station again on the radio?”

Cora took the flashlight silently and began to crank.

Giving her a look of appraisal, Lara fell into step beside Simon.  “It’s something bad, isn’t it?”  When he didn’t respond, Lara said, in a sharp tone: “Tell me.”

 “Just before the Bot’s CPU completely failed, it saw the body of a child approximately fifteen years of age lying upon a flatbed shopping cart.  No apparent breathing.  The child’s skull had been fractured in several places.”  Simon glanced back at Cora, who was ambling along behind them, staring sullenly down at the flashlight in her hands.  “The Bot followed the man for two hundred yards, instructing him to stop and identify himself.  He ignored him until he reached those double doors.  They lead to the incinerators.”

“Incinerators?”

“Yes, most of the waste in the Mall is burned there.”  Simon paused momentarily and lowered his head briefly before continuing.  “The man was a security agent named Albert Lynch,” he said, with a shake of his head.

“Designated Mall representative,” Lara stated.

Simon responded with a prompt nod.  “Peculiar.  He should not have remained behind when the Mall was evacuated.”

“Right, we shouldn’t have either.  Shit happens.  What else did it see?”

Simon shook its head and increased his pace slightly.  “That was it.”

“Simon, don’t do this again,” she growled, rushing forward to catch up with him.  “I need to know everything, no matter how graphic you might think it is.  Tell me.”

Lara watched as Simon gave a fair representation of appearing ill-at-ease before continuing.  “This security guard told the Bot that it had m-murdered the child.”  His voice distorting, Simon decreased his pace, his body quivering slightly.  “He told the Bot that he intended to kill the child’s friend as well as...”

Lara reached out and took Simon’s arm out of simple instinct, needing to balance herself against something solid to maintain her fragile state of mind.

Simon stared down at her tight grip and pressed his lips closed.

“What else?”

“Lara, maybe I should…”

“Tell me!”

Cora came to a stop, her full attention on them now.

“…t-the other boy that was w-with him.”  Simon swayed forward.  Lara swung around and grabbed him by his forearms, Cora rushing around in front, but keeping her distance.

“What’s wrong with you?” Lara hissed under her breath, strategically positioning her back to her daughter.

Simon squeezed his eyes shut, his tremors increasing until he began to shake violently.  “Give me a moment,” he said in the wispy tone of an elderly man after a second flight of stairs.

“Look at me, Simon,” Lara snapped sternly, pointing at her face.  “Open your eyes and focus here!”

His eyelids flickered open and he peered up in her wide authoritative eyes like a frightened animal.  “Lara, you must understand.  For an H-type android, allowing a human being to come to harm, to d-die,” he managed in a thin whisper through gritted teeth, “is a failure of the worst kind.  It is difficult to convey the strength of this rule.  It is in our code, written upon our processors, very much like your DNA.  Unbreakable.”

“Like allowing my children to come to harm.”

The shivering slowly settled and stopped.  He gave a slow nod and attempted a weak smile.  “Lara, this cannot happen again.  I cannot allow it.”

“If you don’t keep it together, buddy, you won’t be around to stop it.”

Simon nodded again and finally straightened to his full height.  He cast a look around Lara at Cora then looked away again.

Shame, Lara thought.  “Mr. Simon’s okay now, Cora,” she told her, taking his hand in hers and giving it a brief squeeze.  “Aren’t you?”

“Yes, I’m fine now.  Let’s get going.”

Cora nodded and without a word, took Simon’s other hand in hers.

There’s been a change in him, Lara thought as they stepped deeper into the Red sector together.  He’s different than he was when I first met him.

Glancing at him out of the corner of her eye, she saw him studying Cora’s hand gripping his finger and his pinched expression loosened into a genuine smile.

Is it possible that he’s learning how to be a man, Lara thought with wonder.

“Stop,” Simon snapped suddenly, turning to Lara.  He took her by the shoulder and stepped away from Cora.  “I cannot risk you or Cora coming to danger again.  I need to tell you this, though it might cause you undue stress, I’ve determined your psyche is strong enough to handle it,” he whispered to her, casting a look at Cora.

Lara drew him closer until his synthetic lips were close enough to kiss.  “Tell me, Simon,” she hissed back.

“They’re hunting us,” he pronounced in a conspiratorial hush.  “It’s impossible but they seem to think that we’re not human and they’ve been given explicit orders.”

Lara stared at Simon with barely suppressed alarm.  She resisted the urge to glance at her daughter, who she could see out of the corner of her eye was watching them both closely.  “What orders?”

“To kill you both.”
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“Maybe we shouldn’t be doing this, y’know?”

Chance gave Owen an impatient look from his stooped position and gripped the base of the stanchion again.  “Why not?”

“Because it’s wrong.”

“Didn’t you know, rules are bogus,” Chance said.  “They’re determined by whoever has the money to protect their stash.”

“Maybe so, but right and wrong are permanent.”

Chance waved a hand at him in exasperation and turned back to the car.

Owen looked from Chance to the stanchion.  He was having a hard time fathoming just what they were trying to achieve here.  “I think we should go to the Sears first, find my mom and sister, then we can all figure this out together,” Owen suggested.  He had to admit, at least to himself, that his mother had some good ideas sometimes—like staying at a movie theater all night.

“You go do that,” Chance said, shifting his legs in an effort to get the optimum balance to do maximum damage.

“What about the Bots? You keep this up and every last one in the Mall will show up.”

Chance gave Owen a single exhausted look that was sufficient enough response from him.  Pivoting his body toward the driver’s side window, he attempted an awkward lift, his face reddening.

Owen sighed heavily and set the flashlight down on the floor.  He took the base of the stanchion in his hands to help balance it.

Chance gave him a single expressionless nod.  “Now on the count of three,” he hissed between clenched teeth.  “One-two-th…”

Out of nowhere it seemed, a man in a coat stepped up behind them and gently shoved the stanchion aside.  Chance and Owen fell down alongside it in a pile, expressions of confusion on both their faces.
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Lara slipped into the dream as effortlessly as if she had been lying in the dark on her bed at home instead of standing on her feet in the late morning daylight streaming down on her from the glass roof above.

In the dream, she could feel the ropes cutting into her ankles in the darkness and tried to move her legs.  She peered into the darkness in confusion.  Where was she?  What time was it?

Attempting to roll onto her side to check for a clock on the nightstand, she discovered her wrists restrained as well.

The worn springs of an old mattress pressed hard circles into her pointed shoulder blades--clearly defined from meals withheld--the thin, frayed fitted sheet cold and damp against her back.  It smelled of urine and shame.

“Prickly ropes tight around his arms,” Cora had said, so accurately describing the feeling of rope on skin.  And for a moment, she allowed herself to remember.

That’s the way it had felt during those hours she had been restrained there in the house alone at the kitchen table in front of a plate of cold uncooked meat.  At the writing desk with a timeworn tablet, the pages filled with handwritten phrases repeated over and over.

I will not disobey.  I will not disobey. I will not disobey.

Somewhere in the ancient house she could hear the old woman’s grumblings.  She cursed the empty space under her breath.  Once, in the beginning, when Lara had made the mistake of asking her who she had been talking to, the woman told her that she had been arguing with Lara’s father about why he had left such a disagreeable, disrespectful cretin in her care.  Why was it her responsibility to take care of the miserable creature?  She hadn’t enough room in her house for her and not enough patience for such an unruly brat!

Sometimes she overheard her talking to others.  She would mutter for them to shut up and leave her alone, the requests eventually turning into plaintive pleas, then ultimately screamed urges.

Lara knew she was in the care of a lunatic.

In her own mind, she called her the “Witch.”

Now, in her dream, the whisperings of the old woman stopped.

Lara looked up from where she was tied to the bed.

Owen stood in the open doorway leading to the kitchen.  There were no shoes on his feet.

She stared at her son incredulously and opened her mouth to call him but could produce no sound.  Straining against her bonds, she forced breath through her lips, but only the fairest of sighs emerged.

He held a finger to his lips.

She held a bloody butcher knife and raised it above the head of the oblivious little boy.

 “Lara?”

Simon had a firm grip on her shoulder and Cora stood before her studying her with wide, frightened eyes.

“What?” Lara murmured sleepily, looking from one to the other in confusion.  “Why did we stop?”

“You were moaning, mommy.”

Lara blinked down at her daughter, then looked at Simon.

“You were asleep,” he stated, giving her a look of frank concern.  “We’ll find you a place to rest.”

“No,” she snapped, brushing his hand off her shoulder forcefully and pushing past him to continue forward.  Cora looked up at Simon as Lara snatched her by the hand and began dragging her after.  “I’m fine and we need to hurry.”
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Chance rolled onto his elbows and scooted free of Owen defensively, looking frantically around for the crossbow he’d set aside.

The man with a two day growth of beard set the crossbow out of reach atop the roof of the Mercedes, gave them a single disinterested look then turned to the driver’s side window.  He inserted a long flat piece of metal into the seam between the glass of the window and the metal of the door and shoved it forcefully down.

“Who the hell are you?” Chance snapped.

The man ignored him and continued to maneuver the tool back and forth inside the door, his eyes staring unfocused into the space above the roof of the car as if envisioning the inner workings of the door.

Owen remained where he had fallen as Chance climbed tentatively to his feet.  He studied the haggard man in the expensive-looking suit and decided that he must have had a ring on every one of his fingers, two on some.  The mass of gold chains dangling from around his neck looked thick enough to threaten his balance.  The deep brown trench coat that he wore smelled pleasantly of fresh leather, yet unsuccessfully covered the sour-milk smell of anxious sweat that lay beneath.

  The man seemed to find the thing he was fishing for and stopped.  The tension in his face loosened and he gave a single sharp pull upwards on the tool.  “Presto,” he snapped, trying the door’s handle.  He pulled it once.  Twice.  His face hardened.  “Stinking Kraut car.”

He took a step back and eyed the car like an adversary.  Checking one way then the other (more out of habit than necessity), he took a crowbar out of his leather coat.  Without a word, he gave Chance a look of warning and tapped Owen out of the way with his foot like an annoying puppy who had gotten under foot.  Lifting the other arm to cover his eyes, he raised the steel bar above his head.

Chance seized Owen by the arm and slid him as far back as he could just before the man brought the crowbar down.  The window shattered into tiny beads of glass.

Tossing the bar onto the passenger seat inside, he cursed under his breath and pushed the remaining towers of broken safety glass clear of the window with his gloved hands, gaining access to the door latch.  Straightening up, he snatched the crossbow off the roof of the car and tossed it into the backseat.  He cast a single accusatory look back at Owen and Chance, as if daring them to speak, before he opened the front door.

Sliding into the leather driver’s seat, he removed the glove from his right hand so that he could run his bare flesh over the polished wood of the steering wheel.  A smile appeared on his face for the first time. “Daddy’s home,” he crooned.
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“So is a sedentary lifestyle.”

 “Lara, sleep deprivation is dangerous.”

 “So is smoking, but the next store we pass that sells them, I’m stealing a pack.”

“Mommy, you don’t smoke anymore.”

“Cora,” she cautioned.

The five year-old stopped cold, jerking Lara to a sudden stop.  Lara spun on her heel and prepared to let out a string of expletives when she recognized the expression.  Her face was as blank as a fresh drawing board, her eyes dropped out of focus and her mouth loosened, bottom lip slack enough to reveal tiny uneven teeth.  The flashlight she held dropped to the floor.

Simon stepped around to look into her face, placing a hand on Lara’s arm to silence any words she might have spoken.

An enormous smile bloomed on Cora’s face.  Her eyes sparkled and her milky white cheeks blossomed with red.  “Happy,” she chirped.  “Soft. Cushy.”  Her fingers curled over, forming into two crescents with her hands.  “Smooth,” she crooned, her hands tracing an invisible semi-circle in the empty air before her.

“Steering wheel,” Lara hissed, slapping Simon’s arm excitedly, feeling like a contestant on some bizarre psychic game show.  “Car.  That’s a car.”

Simon gave her a look that quieted her without a single word.

Lara turned back to Cora, an amused smile molding her lips.  This was so bizarre, she found herself thinking in wonder.  My child is seeing… feeling something that isn’t here.  But it exists… somewhere else. What an amazing gift my Cora has been given, she promptly decided.  

Then on the heels of that, she thought: But can she turn it off?  What kind of life will she lead if she can’t?  What sort of relationships could she hope to form with this sort of… handicap?

The little girl closed her eyes and lifted her button nose in the air.  “Umm. Leather,” she murmured.

Lara grabbed Simon’s arm and shook it.  “Car seats,” she couldn’t resist whispering.  “I told you.”

Slowly, Cora lowered her chin, the smile dissolved from her placid face and her open eyes refocused and settled on the face of her mother.

“Mommy?” she asked in confusion.  “Where did the car go?”

Lara scooped her up in her arms and hugged her tightly.

My Coraline must be some sort of genius, she thought fleetingly.

Or crazy, a second voice suggested.  Just like her great-aunt.

And her father.

Lara pushed the thought forcefully away and increased her speed in an effort to outrace the cloud of memory before it had a chance to settle upon her.

Simon started to follow then scurried back to retrieve the flashlight Cora had dropped, giving it the once-over to assure himself the Mall’s merchandise remained in sellable condition.
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 Owen had been sitting behind the wheel of the Mercedes, hands gripping the wood finish of the steering wheel, for only a few minutes when he slid effortlessly into a light doze.  He had been dreaming about his mother of all things.  He had been with her in a strange house he had never been in before and she had been yelling at him, the veins in her neck popping out with the effort.  Oddly enough, she made no sound.  All Owen could hear was Chance’s distant yet insistent voice.

Eyes flickering open, Owen gave a moan and looked up around in confusion.

“What’s your name anyway?” Chance asked loudly.

The man in the leather jacket never looked up from his position under the Mercedes hood where he connected another fresh battery up to the leads.  The flatbed cart at his heel was stacked with enough Die Hard car batteries to run a small South American village.  However, not one of the three he had hooked up thus far had worked.

“Fine, I think I’ll call you, Toolie,” Chance said just loud enough for the other to hear.  He examined the shopping cart that the man had pulled up next to the trunk of the Mercedes in expectation of his departure.  The cart was filled with small, yet high ticket items. Computer memory cards and handheld electronics; watches and jewelry; clothing and shoes with names like Gucci and Armani.

The man glanced up just long enough to give a sharp whistle at Chance.  “Keep your sticky fingers off the merchandise.”

“So what’s the deal, Toolie? Did you hide out here like us?” Chance asked, ignoring his request and squatting to see what was on the rack beneath the cart, a couple of those video game systems that no kid in his neighborhood could afford.  He smiled and nodded.  This guy had the right idea.  “You got all the stuff you want.  Now you’re just looking for a way out, aren’t ya?” Chance asked, sliding out one of the boxes to get a closer look at the illustration.  “Does this one come with any games already?”

“Kid, don’t make me perform emergency ass-ectomy on you,” the man seethed, half-rising from his position beneath the hood.

Chance dropped the box and rose.  He stepped over to where Owen was sitting behind the wheel.  “What, you think you can get this car started and drive it right through one of those display windows out front, right?”  He tapped the other with his hip in an effort to get him to move over, but Owen just glared at him insolently.

“Look, whatever I do is my business,” he answered with a tired sigh.  “Why don’t you just go on with whatever you were doing and forget you ever saw me?”

“By coincidence, we were trying to get the car started so we could drive it right through one of those display windows out front, Toolie,” Chance came back, giving Owen another more firm tap with his hip.  Finally, Owen scooted over onto the passenger side and Chance dropped into the driver’s seat.

“Well, you were doing a piss-poor job,” the man commented, rising stiffly.  He rolled his shoulders and twisted his head from one side to the other, eliciting a crack of his neck muscles. In frustration, he ripped the suit jacket off and tossed it to the floor next to the discarded coat.  He started around to the driver’s side, giving a snap of his fingers and cocking his thumb at Chance, but he remained seated.  “Never send a boy to do a man’s job,” he quipped, grabbing Chance by the collar and hauling him out of the seat roughly.

Chance stumbled out, sliding across the tile but remained on his feet.  He spun and shoved back at the man’s broad chest.  “Get your fucking hands off me, asshole!”

The man froze in a half crouch in the doorway of the Mercedes and raised the lip of his vest up just enough to reveal the handle of a handgun tucked into his black leather belt.  “Easy, killer,” he whispered, displaying a mouthful of bright white teeth, and one gold one.

He dropped down behind the wheel and gave one glance at Owen in the next seat.  The ten-year-old shoved the door open and swung out.

Chance stood just outside the door with hands on his hips, studying the man as he fished around beneath the dash.  “Let me understand this?  You have a gun and you’re still here?  Why don’t you just blast a front door for yourself?”

“Tried that,” the other replied grimly, pulling up the two colored wires out from beneath the console.  Taking a shiny red Swiss Army knife from his pocket, he began to whittle away the outside sheath of the wire.  “Who would have thought a department store would have bullet-proof glass.”

Chance snickered. “Damned near gave yourself an ass-ectomy, eh?”

The man peered up at Chance with dark deep-set eyes.  “You remind me of a cousin I used to have.”

“Let me guess,” Chance sighed.  “He was voted Ms Congeniality on his cell block?”

“For the record, the name is Dugan.”  He pressed the two exposed wires together between two fingers.  Silence.

“Yeah, much better than we could do, Toolie,” Chance cackled.

The man raised his eyebrows.  With a heavy sigh, he swung his legs out and stared for several long silent moments at the flatbed cart loaded with batteries.

“Doesn’t matter if they’re charged or not if the electrical system is fried.”

Dugan glanced behind him through the open passenger door at Owen.  He rose and folded his arms atop the roof and gazed down at the ten-year-old.

“Why would you think that?”

“The Bots.  The elevators.  The lights.  The signs.  Same reason why all the other machines are fried.  Why the building was locked down.”

“Okay, Genius,” Dugan asked with a smirk.  “What’s your theory?”

Owen shrugged and folded his arms across his chest.  “The Russians have taken over the world.”

“Got it,” Dugan snapped, rising and leaning up against the car.  From his pocket, he withdrew and unfolded a well-worn map.  He lifted his head toward the north, turned the map around in his hands, and finally gave a nod.  “Well, it’s been real, but I’m not waiting around to be thrown into the Gulag, if you know what I mean.”

“Where are you going?”

“Somewhere where there are lots of cars and lots of chances to disprove that theory of yours, Short Round.”

Chance took the handle of shopping basket and tested the weight.  “No way am I pushing this one.  I’ll take the other one.”

“Sorry. No way,” Dugan shot back.  Refolding and replacing the map, he took a few steps toward the palette of batteries then cast a longing look at his basket of high-tech goodies.  He frowned, seemed to do a bit of calculating, then looked over at Chance.  “Okay, it’s like this.  You and you are doing the hauling.  That’s the deal.  So, who’s taking what can be worked out between the two or you, but I don’t want the little guy lagging behind just because he doesn’t have the leg strength to...”

“I’m not going,” Owen snapped, snatching the flashlight from the floor where he’d left it and taking a few steps backward.  “I’m going south to find my mom and sister.  Remember?”

Chance turned and stared at him in sudden confusion.  “You don’t even know for sure they’re in here!”

“That’s what the Bot told me!”

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but didn’t a Bot just try and force us to follow him to the North exit?  Don’t you get it, kid?  It was lying to you.”

“Bots can’t lie.”

Dugan scoffed.  “Did you buy into that corporate propaganda?  ‘Bots can’t lie.’”  Giving Chance a gentle push aside, Dugan grabbed Owen by the front of his shirt and pushed him out ahead of them.  “Just to be safe, you just better stick with us, little dude.”

Owen stood immobile and watched as Dugan steered the shopping cart away from the Mercedes.

“C’mon,” Chance grumbled, seizing the handle of Owen’s flashlight and trying to drag him after.

Releasing the flashlight, Owen spun away and ran in the opposite direction.

“Hey,” Chance screamed.

“It’s his funeral,” Dugan grumbled.  “Let’s go.”

Chance ignored him, watching Owen disappear down the concourse.

“Fine.
Whatever. Have a nice shopping experience and all that,” Dugan replied.  He took the handle of the flatbed and tugged it awkwardly behind him as he continued to muscle the shopping cart ahead of him.

Chance lowered his eyes, staring down at the flashlight in his hands.  Finally, he turned his back on Owen and started after Dugan.
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Stepping from the frozen escalator, Simon cast the beam of his flashlight down into the blackened cavern.  Just behind him he could hear Cora diligently cranking her own flashlight.

Lara craned her neck to peer around him.

The central access to the subterranean level was in the direct center of the Mall.  From her vantage point just beneath the floor of the first level of the Mall, Lara could see only what the dim sunlight cast through the glass ceiling above provided; two pedestrian platforms stretching from east to west and north to south meeting at a traffic circle of sorts that surrounded the bank of escalators from where she stood.  A short wall separated each of the platforms on either side into halves, presumably to keep pedestrians from accidentally stepping into on-coming traffic. 

Beyond the pool of natural light spilling down from above she could see absolutely nothing in the impenetrable darkness.

A tiny voice inside her asked to “please be let outside to play,” and for a moment, she thought it had been Cora making a dark joke that exceeded her years.

Simon cast a humorless look at her and she realized that she had indeed been chortling out loud.  She consciously cut off the sound with a clearing of her throat. 

He seemed to read the doubt in her expression.  “It’s the only auto dealership in the Mall and this is the quickest way.”

“I’ve no doubt,” she snapped, tension in her lips.  “C’mon, Cora.”

Taking Lara by the hand, he assisted her and Cora down the last step, shining his flashlight down upon the floor to assure their footing.  “I should take Cora myself,” he said, going to one knee and reaching both hands out to her.

Cora shook her head emphatically and clung tighter to her mother’s arm.

Lara and Simon exchanged a look and he rose to his feet again.  

“Okay, but if you don’t keep up, you’re going to have to let Mr. Simon carry you, ‘kay?”

Cora nodded and took Lara by the hand, her grip strong and resolute--just like the handshake of her father on a night long ago when they had first been introduced after that yawn-fest of a college seminar on the Depletion of the Ozone Layer.

Simon stepped around the escalator bank and pointed the flashlight down the west-facing platform.  It looked like a subway tube without the extra headway, Lara thought.

“Perhaps you should set the pace,” Simon said, shining the light, ahead of them.  “Don’t run.  That will just increase the risk of tripping.  We can make just as good time if we walk at a fast pace.”

“I agree,” Lara replied, starting forward and tugging Cora gently to her side.  “How far?”

“Less than a mile.  It shouldn’t take us more than thirty minutes to get there.”

“Didja hear that, Cora?” Lara chirped.  “We’re going to be with your brother in a half hour.”

Cora shined the beam of her flashlight across the walls at their sides.

“Mommy, what do you think got the Boogeyman?”

“Cora, we’re not going to tell stories like that down here.  You understand?”

The little girl craned her head to look back at the fading patch of sunlight spilling down from the escalator opening behind them.  In the silent stillness, the croak of her swallowing was clearly audible.

“Face forward and watch where you step!” Lara chastised, giving her daughter’s arm a gentle tug of correction.

“Mr. Simon, is the Mall alive?”

“Cora, what did I just tell you?”

Silence enveloped them up and a phantom shiver ran up Lara’s back and rattled her shoulders like a large playful dog.  “How about we sing a song?  ‘What makes that little ole ant, think he can move that rubber tree…’”

Cora sighed heavily and snapped, “Mr. Simon, tell us a story.”

“What a good idea, Cora,” Lara replied, her voice forcing positivity.  “I’m sure Mr. Simon has a good memory for stories.”

Simon seemed to consider his options for a moment, before beginning:

“There once was a boy who loved to climb trees in his backyard.  He’d climb trees from sun up to sun down and his favorite game was seeing how high he could climb.  But the boy realized one day that he was very very lonely.  He asked his father if he could have a pet and his father being a good and loving father gave him a cat, a dog, a parrot, and many many other animals to play with.”

Lara looked from Cora to Simon.  This was exactly the sort of thing she had wanted but had no talent at.  She found herself thinking that Ben could have done no better and was instantly ashamed at the comparison.

  “But the boy found that he was still lonely.  So he asked his father for a friend that was more like him than the other animals and since his father was a good and loving father, he found a little girl to be his friend.”

“The girl was a very good friend to the boy.  He showed her around his backyard and introduced her to all his pets.  They shared everything and had so much in common that it was as if they had been molded from the same piece of clay.  The girl loved to climb trees just as much as the boy and one day while they were playing in the yard, she saw a gigantic tree glowing bright green with life that had so many branches that it looked like an octopus reaching into the cloud-filled sky.  The girl ached to climb it and asked the boy if they could.  The boy told her that his father had told him that they could climb any tree in the yard but this giant green one.  ‘The branches of this tree, the very first and the mother of all trees, reach so high into the sky that to fall from its heights means certain death,’ his father had told him.”

Cora edged closer to Simon and embraced his arm like it was itself the limb of an enormous sheltering tree.  In the pale light cast by her flashlight, Lara stared in wonder as Cora rested her head against his wrist, allowing her eyes to close yet continuing to match his pace.

 “One day, the girl was playing in the yard without the boy when she heard a chattering coming from the Mother Tree and she went to see which of his pets was making this strange new sound.  But the creature that she saw high up in the wonderfully intricately winding branches of the tree was nothing that she’d ever seen before.  It was an incredibly beautiful red-furred tree squirrel with a tail that was like velvet and glistening chocolate eyes like polished amber that seemed to glow with a warm inner light.

“And he called down in greeting and asked the girl to come on up the tree and play with him, but she said that she couldn’t.  ‘Why not?’ he asked.  ‘Father says that we can climb any tree in the yard except for this one.’

“The squirrel wanted to know what was wrong with the tree that he lived in, because from his perspective it was the best tree in the whole yard.  She agreed that it certainly looked that way to her.

“So what was keeping her from joining him, he wanted to know?  Certainly, her father, being a good and loving father, surely wanted her to have as much fun as he was having climbing the tree and of course, he would never deny her something that might be fun.

“Maybe, he thinks the tree is too tall and he doesn’t want us to slip and fall.  Maybe he’s just looking out for us and protecting us.

“Well, couldn’t you fall from any of the trees in the yard, the squirrel asked?  What makes this tree any different from the others in that respect?  Not only that, but I’ve lived in this tree all my life and haven’t once fallen, he told her.”

By now, Lara recognized the story, but allowed Simon to continue out of sheer curiosity of how his interpretation would differ from the version she knew.

“This logic seemed flawless to the girl and she spat into the palms of her hands and set to climbing that enormous tree.  She climbed and climbed the winding tentacle-like branches higher and higher but had the good sense to stop just short of the highest branch on the tree.  Even so, the second highest limb reached so far into the sky that she found herself sitting among the puffy white clouds above the yard.  There she saw with amazement that the little patch of green that she and the boy had been playing in was just a tiny island in a vast ocean.  In that moment, she realized that they lived in an enormous unexplored world of endless possibilities and she decided right then and there that they should leave the tiny yard and travel the rest of this huge new world she had discovered.

“She rushed down and told the boy of all that she had seen from the top of the Mother Tree.  The boy was at first shocked, then jealous.  ‘But weren’t you afraid that you would die like Father said?’ he asked her.  ‘Yes, at first, but the squirrel explained to me that he’d lived in the tree all his life and had never once fallen.’”

“The boy pushed the girl aside and set to work climbing the Mother Tree and the girl followed just behind.  ‘Show me how high you climbed,’ he demanded, and when they had reached the second highest limb of the tree, the girl sang out, ‘Here! I stopped right here!’

“But the boy continued to climb until he crouched atop the highest limb of the tree, a branch so high that when he slowly rose into a standing position, he could not only see the tops of clouds and the countryside below that, surrounding his backyard, but also the curvature of the planet itself and sights no human eye had yet seen; ink black nothingness broken by tiny bright glowing spots and swirling whirlpools of glistening dust.  So taken aback was he by this wondrous vision that he forgot to breathe and when he finally remembered, he found that he could not.  Clutching his throat, he lost his balance and fell from the Mother Tree, hurdling to earth and striking several limbs along the way.

Cora’s eyes flickered open and she stared up at Simon with rapt interest.

“As he lay there gasping for air, he saw the squirrel above him in the tree chattering down at him: ‘Get up! Up on your feet! I have still more to show you when you are ready!’

“But the boy felt sick with guilt for having ignored his father’s command, and as he tried to gather his legs beneath him to rise to his feet, he discovered that he could no longer feel them.  With horror, he realized that the fall had broken something in him and he would never set foot in another tree for the remainder of his days.”

Cora glanced up at Simon when he had gone silent, perhaps waiting for him to conclude the story and give it a more happily-ever-after ending, but when none was forthcoming, she gave a grunt and a nod.  She released his arm and dropped back into step between them.

“That’s the story of Adam and Eve, isn’t it?”

Simon nodded. “It’s the Biblical story of the root of original sin.”

“What does the story mean?”

“Some interpret the Adam and Eve story as a metaphor for the origins of suffering and how humanity chose suffering over happiness under a benign ruler.”  He grew quiet for a few moments then said, “For me, it is a cautionary tale of the repercussions of breaking design code.”

Cora gave her flashlight a few extra cranks refreshing the beam to a brighter intensity, casting it forward into the gloom.  “Do you believe in God, Mr. Simon?”

Lara felt herself stiffen.

Simon looked at Cora and smiled.  “I know enough to know that I would not propose to know the answer, but I’ve learned to keep an open mind on the subject.  As an android, I will have many years to gather data and ponder the question.”

“Father Pat visited our school when we had job day last month and I went to talk to him because everyone else was talking to that guy who does the morning news show,” the five-year-old said with staccato enthusiasm.  “I asked him the same question and he told me that no one can ever prove that God exists.  He said that it was a question of something called faith.”

Lara studied her daughter with a troubled expression.

Simon blinked at Cora, a look of wonder on his face.  “Exactly, Cora.  In five short years you have hit upon the core of an argument that has taken me a lifetime to express.  The man who is credited with my construction was a man of science and felt that to believe in a Universal Creator was to give in to the supernatural.  He thought that his logical nature and the search for truth naturally excluded the possibility of faith.  In recent years, I have come to suspect that the two concepts can co-exist.”

“I’m not entirely comfortable with this conver…”

“That sounds like what Father Pat said when I asked him about the world being created in only seven days,” Cora loudly interrupted.  “He said, ‘What makes you think our days are as long as God’s days?’”

Lara pulled Cora to a rough stop by seizing her sleeve.  “Cora, how come you never told me about this talk you had with this strange man?”

Cora stared at her mother with wide-eyes.  

“Because I know you don’t like to talk about it.”

“About what?”

“God.”

Lara turned to glimpse Simon’s reaction but he had drifted ahead of them, safely out of the range of commentary.

“Mommy, why don’t you like to talk about it?”

Lara considered her daughter’s question, one which had never been posed to her before, once again feeling that familiar irritation at raising a child with above-average intelligence and that vexing traveling companion called curiosity that inevitably went along with it.

So she found herself saying something she had sworn to herself she would never say in response to a genuine question from one of her children:

“You’ll understand when you’re older, Coraline.”

She seized her hand roughly and pushed forward into the fathomless darkness, trying to outrace the feeling of lingering dread that had accompanied her daughter’s question.
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When the lock tumbled and he cracked open the security door leading to the residential level, Albert was expecting perhaps to see chaos; trash and glass littering the concrete courtyard and perhaps even the bodies of those unable to defend themselves against the rioters and looters.

The courtyard was empty and deathly quiet.  Surprising, it looked to Albert like any other day in Choice Life Estates.

Of course, the Mall had been designed to keep the residential area secure from anyone from the outside in this sort of situation.  During the event of a lockdown, even the tenants were restricted from entering the Mall area from the top levels.  Only Mall security had access to go in or out.

Glancing nervously over his shoulder as he rushed across the vacant courtyard, he knew the mostly elderly denizens (fear machines) were all huddled inside their cookie-cutter caves.

So, he asked himself, what was he looking for?  Was it a physical sign that the feeling of being pursued was more than just paranoia?

The walk over had given Albert a chance to think about his situation.  He had come to the conclusion that although he no longer believed he himself was a machine, he was convinced that everyone was and that they meant to do him harm.

Evil Otto was still watching him, he knew.

Albert reached his apartment door, retrieved the keycard from his pocket, absently waving the card across the scanner as he cast one more look behind him.

Nothing.

For a moment, he glanced at his keycard in confusion, before realizing his mistake.  He ran the pad of his finger over the tiny keyhole below the scanner that he had never used.  Hell, he wasn’t even sure where the key was.  Probably in the “junk” drawer in the kitchen with the reams of expired pizza coupons and garbage bag twist ties.

He cursed himself for his short-sightedness.  He had found the key to get into the section but hadn’t considered how he would gain entry to his apartment, and he needed his guns for protection from the Deactivating Machines that were after him.

Stepping over to the door labeled B-43, the apartment adjacent to his own, he rapped briskly.  He glanced down at his coveralls and noticed the blood stains for the first time.  Knowing Mr. Kaibigan (a cowering machine) was probably checking him out through the peephole just about now, he casually turned his back to the door, unzipped and struggled out of the upper half of the jumper, revealing the glow-in-the-dark Astroworld t-shirt beneath, upon which a green-tinted white transfer displayed a silhouetted image of the world-famous Texas Cyclone with the Astrodome—the real honest-to-God “Eighth” wonder of the world--in the background just behind.  He had just managed to tie the sleeves around his waist as the deadbolt clunked open and door knob began to rattle.

Kaibigan peeked out through the narrow crack with tiny blinking light-shy eyes.  When Albert turned, recognition struck the little balding Filipino man and he gave a confused smile, widening the crack in the door another inch.

“You get locked out?” he asked.

Albert nodded.  “Yeah. Yeah. Something like that.”  Not wanting to seem too hasty, he lingered indecisively, an uncertain grin on his face.  “I was hoping there might be some way to get onto my balcony from yours.”

Kaibigan just blinked from inside the foyer of his apartment, his smile disappearing, Albert was afraid he was going to shut the door in his face.  Instead, he opened the door the rest of the way and stepped back, allowing the other to enter.

“I doubt it, but let’s go take a look,” he told him, shutting the door securely behind him, enclosing he and Albert in the short, dark foyer.  He turned and led Albert up the entryway, which smelled like a comforting combination of cigar smoke and something recently fried.

“Do you have a propane stove, Kaibigan,” Albert wondered.

“So you work security down below in the Mall, right,” the man asked Albert.

“Well, yeah, until the whole thing went to shit.”

The little man stopped and turned on Albert abruptly, almost confrontationally, but the expression on his face displayed only starvation for information.  “I’ve been trying to get my Radio Shack transistor to work and the only two batteries that seem to have any vinegar in the whole house give me nothing but static.  What’s going on out there?”

Albert simply shrugged.  “I know about as much as you do, actually.”

“So what did your bosses tell you?”

He hesitated then responded, “Same old cock and bull story.  City-wide power grid outage. Your business is protecting our investments.  Keep your eye on the ball.  Etc. Etc.  They’re not exactly a wealth of information.” 

Kaibigan blinked disappointed eyes up at Albert, turned and headed through the short cozy living room—reaching out and snagging the handheld AM/FM radio sitting on the glass and black steel coffee table--to an open screened-in patio door through which a pleasant breeze blew.  He unlatched the screen and pulled it open, gesturing Albert ahead of him.

Albert stepped out and glanced only briefly at the view of the city of Houston.  From their perspective, several hundred feet up, the city looked abandoned.  Scarcely anything moved.  Gone were the steady hum of traffic and the movement of groups of commuters along sidewalks like flocks of dark birds.

The fourth largest city in America lay comatose.

Albert stepped to the eastern side of the patio and stood in front of the full-sized mirror which formed the walls, gazing at the reflection of his little Filipino neighbor as he stepped up to the railing of long narrow balcony.  Albert instantly stiffened.

In the mirror, Kaibigan stared off into the distance with the glowing blue eyes of a Bot.

Albert slowly turned away and pretended that he hadn’t seen its true face.

“I’ve been watching since about five o’clock this morning and the only cars that seem to be operating are the older, gasoline powered ones,” he began conversationally, “and they can’t get around so good because of all the derelicts clogging up the streets and highways.  It’s a mess out there.”  He fiddled with his radio again, got only white noise, and snapped it off with a sour expression.  “What kind of a power outage takes out batteries?”

On the horizon, a grey pall hung.  Dark smoke funneled into the sky like an unfurling black flag.  Oil fire, Albert surmised.  Probably one of the big oil company refineries.

Then almost as if in response to this thought, he felt a rumble beneath his feet, like the aftershock of a quake.

“Whoa!  That can’t be good,” Kaibigan exclaimed, displaying large white teeth.

Stealing a look in the mirror, Albert saw that the Bot’s eyes were now blazing red.

Albert stepped back and studied Kaibigan in the reflection as the little man leaned out to gaze up into the grey clouds above.

“Y’know, I think it looks like there might be a storm coming,” Kaibigan murmured under his breath, then a bit louder he asked, “What do you think?”

Albert stepped up behind him, grabbed him at the scruff of the collar and belt and tipped him forward over the edge of the railing.  He forced himself to watch as the little man pin-wheeled his arms in a panic, striking the pavement several hundred feet below, color bursting out around him as he dove headfirst into the ground.

Wow, he thought. They make those H-types so lifelike, don’t they?

Blue eyes turned to red, Albert thought.  Probably just received its orders to deactivate me.

He peered down at the empty streets around the Mall and saw no witnesses.

Albert leaned out over the extreme corner of the railing and craned his neck out to glimpse the adjoining deck.  There was a good five feet of wall between patio of B-43 and B-42.  It would be easier to make a hole through the shared inner wall than to get to his patio from here.

“Why did you do that?”

Dammit, he never considered the possibility that there would be others with the retiree.

Albert spun around and readied himself to confront whoever had spoken.  The living room on the other side of the deck was empty, but the Radio Shack transistor lay where Kaibigan had dropped it.

Retrieving the radio, he entered the living room and slid the screen closed behind him, placing the radio neatly back onto the coffee table from where Kaibigan had picked it up.

He stepped out of the living room, past the darkened kitchen and turned left down a hallway, finding three doorways.  The apartment seemed to be arranged in the opposite design plan as his.  With relief, Albert found the bathroom on the first door to the right.  He had to take a piss for the last ten minutes but had been holding it, thinking he’d be home by now.

Home.

As he relieved himself in the darkness, that creeping doubt assaulted him again.

Why did Kaibigan have a toilet in his home if he was a machine?

Why should a designer make a machine that urinates?

For that matter, why make a machine that bleeds?  That screams?

“To look more realistic,” Albert murmured into the darkness.

Yes, but why?  Whom are they supposed to fool if everyone is a machine?

But Albert couldn’t answer that question, so he tried to concentrate on how he would get into his apartment instead.  It was then that he felt the eyes on his neck.

He spun around and fully expected for the second time to see the undiscovered third party, but no one was there.

The second door led to Kaibigan’s office, which appeared to be a converted bedroom, used as storage space.  Albert took a quick look around, noting a dust-covered typewriter pushed into one of the corners.  The sheet of paper within lay half-filled with faded typeface.  He drew close and in the dim light from the window read the first few sentences.

“There was a voice in the soldier’s head which told him that if this was the day, his day to follow his brothers that had gone before him in battle, that he would be part of a proud, disappearing family.  But he could only aspire to the degree of heroism that he had witnessed that morning, fighting the Evil that had come to his homeland.  In his heart, Private Harrison felt he had been divinely called to fight the invading army.”

For a moment, Albert thought about the book he himself was preparing to write.  While he’d been gathering data for a really significant contribution to philosophical thought, this hack was actually writing this garbage.  Where’s the justice in that?

Albert ripped the page from the typewriter, wadded it and tossed it to the floor, with the single flippant comment of “Shit.”

He was no Vonnegut.  That was for damn sure.

The thought of the book spurred sudden panic.  He strained to hear the Voice, but there was nothing.  No Evil Otto.  He was free of its influence, whatever it had been.

“Where are you now, you fuck!” he bellowed so loud the narrow walls rung around him.

He stood for a moment in the darkness and had a brief sensation of vivid loneliness, like a child standing in the busy street of a strange city, alone for the first time.  It was in this moment that Albert heard the clearing of a throat from behind.  He whipped around, his brows high in puppy-dog panic.

There was a figure silhouetted in the doorway, its features blackened by the light streaming in from the hallway.  It was short and narrow-shouldered.

“Who..?” Albert barked in shaky voice, missing the menace he had tried to convey by a mile.  

It slowly stepped backwards into the hallway, and Albert realized who it was the moment before the daylight revealed the teenager’s features.

He opened his mouth to respond, to hurl an insult at the punk kid, but in a moment of clarity he recognized that this was no longer the same defenseless teenage boy (machine) whom he had emptied of life (charge) less than twenty-four hours ago.  He had become something else, something fearsome, though he knew enough to grant it was not this punk’s voice that he had been hearing.  Not by a long shot.  Whatever was downstairs in the Mall was something much worse than this irritant, but the presence of the kid stirred many more questions than it answered.  

Could a machine have a ghost?

If the answer to that question was no, had he gone completely insane?  He thought of the character Dwayne Hoover from the Vonnegut book and shuddered.

Albert’s mind sat temporarily in neutral, the only sound which escaped his lips was a thin moan.

“What are doing here, pig?”

“I’m going home,” replied Albert, surprised by the feebleness of his own voice in the confined space of the darkened room.

“You know you can’t do that, Lynch.  The only place you’re going is Gehenna, where the devouring worm never dies and the fire is not quenched,” Jesse pronounced, giving him a knowing wink.  “Or so I hear.”

Ignoring him, Albert turned to the closet, pulling down boxes from the upper shelves and ripping clothes that smelt of mothballs down from hangers, looking for something, anything that could help him break the lock on his apartment door.

He could feel the kid behind him now, but he refused to turn.

“You’re not a machine.  You finally got that much, right?”

Albert looked down.  Shoe and hat boxes lay about his feet, nick-nacks valuable only to whoever owned them, spilling out.  He sifted through the junk with his foot, finding a baseball trophy from 1965 and envelopes full of faded photos of people probably long since dead. Angrily Albert crushed a ceramic angel and punted a glass globe across the room, the contents--a Santa wearing a cowboy hat and riding a horse—exploding against the wall.

Albert could feel the kid’s breath on his neck, which he knew was patently impossible, not just because the little punk-ass was a nothing more than a simple troublemaking machine, but also, even if it could breath, it was not even tall enough to reach his chest.

“Funny thing Death.  When it happens—now don’t take my word for it--you’ll know soon enough, of course.  When it happens, you have access to all sorts of things you didn’t before, a storehouse of information that you had no way of knowing in Life.  Not talking Heaven or Hell.  It’s the in-between that I’m talking about.  The ‘Where’ where I’m at, ya dig?

When there was no response from Albert, Jesse continued: “Some people call it the Akashic records or even the Book of Life.  Fascinating shit.  You’ll see… or possibly, you won’t.  Maybe I belong to a club where you won’t be offered membership.”

Albert rushed out of the room and down the hallway to the final doorway, which led to the master bedroom.  It was dark and he flung the drapes open to shed light, but the light didn’t quite reach the closet on the far side.  There was an unmade queen-sized bed and a stationary bike with a set of dumbbells sitting next to it on the floor.

Pathetic, he thought, lumbering to the nightstand and yanking the drawer completely out and spilling its contents out onto the bed.  Sleeping pills, rosary, batteries, flashlight, earplugs, and a half-eaten package of Gummi-bears.

Who the hell was this guy? Albert wondered with amusement.

He pulled out the flashlight and tried it.  Dead.

Stepping over to the closet, Albert reached into the darkness.  As he groped methodically around on the top shelf of the closet, the dead boy slipped back into the room, though this time it kept its distance.

“It’s waiting for you back inside.  You know that, don’t you?” he asked with a sneer.  “For whatever reason, it can’t leave the perimeter of the Mall.  You were either very smart or very lucky when you decided to come here and we both know you’re no Mensa, Clyde.  Question I have is why did it let you go?  Could be that it had real big plans, but you were an even bigger disappointment.”

The kid leaned casually against the doorjamb and watched the other rummage.  “Do you have even a vague idea what it is you have breathing down your ass, Lynch?”

Evil Otto

Then, as if the spook could read his thoughts, it said, “No, you poor silly sack of shit.  That’s a friggin’ video game.  The thing that’s out there was created by human beings, but the building-full of programmers who wrote the code imbued it with the sorts of responsibilities that would give those geeks at Atari wet dreams.  It gave this monster the power and authority to run a city.  A kingdom.

“Once it monitored the power flow to millions of appliances and fixtures every day.  Controlling the temperature by adjusting the amount of sunlight entering from the glass ceiling.  Locking and unlocking doors.  Starting and stopping that stick-up-my-ass elevator Muzak they pipe in here.  Activating the thousands of Bots that serve the customers during the day and controlling the hundreds of Bots that clean and stock when shopping traffic dies down late at night.”

Albert dumped the folded stacks of sweaters, tossed an empty duffel-bag across the room, and then touched a shoebox with something heavy inside.

“And it did these things twenty-four hours a day since that first morning the Mall opened for business,” the kid continued.  “When a machine, any machine, builds up that kind of momentum, it doesn’t stop all that easy.  Here’s a bit of basic junior high physics that I’m sure you don’t remember, jerk-off.  A body in motion tends to stay in motion.  Newton’s First Law.”

Albert dug his fingers beneath the shoebox and tested its weight.  It felt about right for a gun.  Gently, he took down the box, carrying it in two hands, almost reverently into the square of light thrown across the floor by the window.

“The beauty of Newton’s law is that it transcends the simple motion of the physical.  They can be applied to intelligences as well.  But of course, using that logic, the Mall should just keep on doing what it’s always done.  But it can’t.  Not without power.  So what does it do?  It learns a new trick.  It protects itself.  It attempts to remove from its body the parasites--the ones using up the resources, sucking down all the power.  But it can’t do all this without a body, so it reaches out to one who can act as its representative in the physical world.”

Albert opened the lid and gazed down into the box.  He squinted in confusion.  Was that what he thought it was?

“Now let’s take you and apply Newton’s First Law,” Jesse said, stepping closer to the box on the floor.  “You’ve murdered two people in cold-blood in less than twenty-four hours.  First me, then Kaibigan. And I can see that you want to kill Chance and the ten-year-old.  A compulsion that strong has its own momentum.  A momentum of the mind, but real nonetheless.  A dark irresistible force that compels that roulette wheel to keep on spinning.”  Jesse looked up at Albert, fixing him with hard cold eyes.  “I know you’ve done it before, Lynch.”

Albert moistened his lips.  “She was an accident.”

“Is that what you tell yourself?”

“It was an accident!  It could have happened to anyone!”

“Was killing the old man an accident or did you enjoy murdering him?”

Trying to ignore the other, Albert reached down into the box to retrieve the object, but the kid leaned close, his greasy long bangs hanging down over his curious unearthly dark eyes.

“No, he was a machine,” Albert stated simply.  “Just like you.”

He reached inside the box and picked up the grenade resting atop crumbled wads of multi-colored newspaper, written in a foreign language (probably Tagalog, Albert thought, or some other harsh ear-grating language those dogs speak to each other in the rice patties).  The overall effect was like some bizarre Easter egg basket, the prize hidden within while not as colorful, was far more treasured to Albert.

To all appearances, the metal ball was the real thing.  Not only was the pin still attached but there was a broad yellow zip tie securing the lever against the body of the device.

Leave it to a gook to keep a live grenade in his house like a souvenir, Albert mused.  Maybe it held some special significance to him.  Perhaps he had brought it with him on the boat from the islands.

Well, it wasn’t a gun, but it would damn sure blow a hole in the wall big enough to get back into his own digs.  From there, he would have all the firepower he’d ever need to take out the rest of those machines before they came after him again.

Then the spook said something that cut through his reverie: “Why don’t you take a real good look at what you have in your pocket and tell me if you still think that came from a machine.”

Albert glanced up at the kid, the characteristic smartass smirk that was so much a part of his face replaced by a hard-focused expression of confrontation.

Slowly, almost as if it had a will of its own, Albert’s hand stole away into his pocket.  Two fingers clasped the baggie and drew it slowly out.

Albert gazed at the transparent baggy in his hand.  He slowly pulled the zip-locked seal apart and leaned down to get a better look.

A putrid odor wafted out.

It smelt of Death.

The truth that struck him was as unpleasant, as pungent as the odor rising from the bag.

He recalled now that when he gotten to the parking garage after the collision, he had walked slowly around the front of the car, in a secluded spot away from the heavy traffic of others.  His flashlight had revealed the corner of the front license plate that had been folded back slightly, the bumper slightly dented.  Easily repairable.

Then he had looked behind that folded corner.

How it had gotten there was beyond his limited capacity to imagine.

He looked on it now, the object that he had found there.  It was a piece of a little girl’s skull that he had found in the tiny space between the bloody license plate and the dented bumper of his car.

A shard of bone from the dead girl’s body.

The little girl that he had run down with his car was no machine.  Was not damaged.  Was not “easily repairable.”

She was dead.  Here was the proof, resting in his fingers.

“You were never a machine and you never malfunctioned,” Jesse spat.  “You’re just crazy.”

So, there it was, Albert thought.  I can’t deny the reality of physical evidence.  It isn’t metal shavings or gear lubricant; it is bone and blood.

Hands quivering wildly, he carefully closed the baggie.  Reverently, he set it just inside the shoebox, set the lid atop, and rose to his feet.

“Here’s another gem from Newton’s greatest hits collection: ‘To every action there is an equal and opposite reaction,’” Jesse stated.  “I’ll be seeing you soon, pig.  Real soon.”

He stared across at Albert, a devious sparkle appearing briefly in his cold dead eyes, and a moment later, the kid was gone again.

Albert started down the hall, holding the box with the hair and skull fragments straight out before him like the escort of a holy relic.

Like a tiny cardboard coffin.

When Albert stepped into the living room, his attention was so fully on the box in his hands that he never saw the woman until she was close enough to kiss him.

He looked up, confusion in his eyes, and only had a brief moment to formulate one question--“Isn’t that the snooty bitch from B-39?”--before the butcher knife from Kaibigan’s kitchen slid roughly into his gut, piercing his lower intestine, sending liquid fire into his nether regions.

That hurt, he thought in amazement, as white hot fire pulsed like rapid fire daggers throughout the lower half of his body.  He expelled a mouthful of breath in surprise, wheezed a whimpering kind of ironic laugh, and thrust the shoebox into the hands of the screaming woman standing before him, gazing down at the torrents of blood streaming through the fingers pressing against his belly.

He cast one last wish out into the darkness that he might really be a construction of metal and electrical charges after all, so that he could avoid whatever pain he had coming to him if anything really lay beyond this life.

Oddly enough he had never truly considered it a viable possibility until this moment.

“Willya look at all that blood,” he hissed, lifting a hand gently to the woman’s face and actually feeling his index finger slide down one wrinkled cheek in a sort of caress.  “Almost as real as a movie,” he moaned in a whisper that sounded almost like a declaration between lovers.

The woman sidestepped out of his path and he realized in passing that the woman hadn’t once screamed.  This is one cold-hearted bitch, he thought as he folded forward, his knees buckling beneath him.

The last thing Albert saw, before he took a dive face-first into the marble-tile floor, was the satisfied grin of the punk kid standing by the side of the woman.  

“Payback’s a bitch,” Jesse remarked, giving Albert Lynch a playful goodbye wave and fading away just like sunlight dispersing in a morning fog.
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Standing alone in her neighbor’s kitchen, Charlene Myers-Cartwright shuddered, as the noonday sun outside slid behind a cloud and cast her and the body at her feet into shadow.

As the carving knife slipped from her wet hand onto the floor, her eyes shifted from the body of the security guard at her feet to the shoebox that he had thrust into her hands just before he collapsed.

A ring of keys lay spayed out at his belt.

Out.  Into the Mall.  To my grandchildren.  Out.

She knelt and carefully removed the keys from the dead man’s belt.





BOOK THREE
“GHOSTS”
 

“For the 1976 presidential election,
the Republican party chose well-known actor and former California Governor, Ronald Reagan, narrowly over House Minority Leader Gerald Ford.  As his running mate, Reagan chose Secretary of the Treasury and former Governor of Texas John Connally, who had recently chosen to switch his party affiliation from Democrat to Republican.  Connally had been chosen as Secretary of the Treasury by his long time friend and mentor Lyndon Johnson before his death and served under Humphrey during his administration.  …Though it had been rumored that Reagan’s original choice of running mate had been George H.W. Bush, advisors had made a clear and convincing argument for Connally’s political value to Reagan… Reagan won a substantial victory over McGovern to become the 39th President of the United States and took office on January 20, 1977…As the Soviets continued to reject offers of joint space ventures with the U.S., Japan and Germany cooperated on several successful missions, including four more historic moon landings in which Washington Base, a permanent outpost (originally proposed during the Johnson/Humphrey administration) was finally constructed.  This lunar outpost contributed greatly to research into the miniaturization of circuits, which produced smaller and faster computer technology, directly leading to the MECH1, the first bi-pedal mechanized prototype (popularized by science fiction author Isaac Asimov as a “Robot”).”
 

Excerpt from the article entitled “A Brief History of the Presidents of the United States of America,” from the Uni-pedia on-line resource





1Charlene Myers-Cartwright did not spook easily.  Living on the Gulf Coast her whole life, she’d seen her share of more hurricanes than she could remember.  Power outages were a way of life here.  If she’d still had her husband’s ranch, it would have been a simple matter to start the gasoline-powered generators and wait in air-conditioned comfort while those Gulf States Utilities repairmen pulled their thumbs out of their respective asses and started doing what their bosses paid them for.

But apartment life was different than living on a working farm.

After living a good portion of her life in the city of Houston before marrying Mr. Cartwright, her third husband—which she affectionately called the Rancher in deference to her previous two husbands, the Cheater and the Loser—whose name itself was the first thing that tickled her fancy about the man when they’d first met.

Who would believe after all that there really was a rancher named Cartwright?  At least he had the dignity to refrain from calling his impressive acreage the Ponderosa.

She’d gotten used to the prospect of being a stone’s throw away from whatever necessities and comforts a woman might desire.  At some point in her life, she’d discovered that “things” just weren’t enough and had hoped--by relocating back here to the city after the death of her husband--that she could get to know her grandchildren better.

But her plans had been thwarted by that woman that her son had had the lapse in judgment to go against her advice and marry--though he had certainly paid the price for that mistake.

This last outrage had been the final straw.  Should her grandchildren be without a home due to the stupidity, the selfishness of that bitch?  Not under her watch, she decided, and promptly called Child Protective Services the moment she had walked out the door with them, giving the social worker she had spoken to explicit orders that when—not “if” but “when”—the children had been removed from the care of their negligent mother, that she was to be considered as a priority placement, being that she was their only remaining living relative.

The next thing she had done was send a message to Mall security that they should be on the lookout for them.  The rep to which she had spoken told her that they would relay the message across the network but the odds of the three of them being picked out of the thousands of people that moved through the Mall everyday was extremely low.  Even after she had tried to explain to the snide sounding kid on the phone that this was a priority as her grandchildren might very well be in physical danger, she had the audacity to tell her that there were fifteen other alerts out in addition to hers—one for a potential kidnapper and another for a convicted rapist.

So she had waited.  Even after her central air had cut off in the middle of the night, she had waited.  The next morning, she had opened all the windows and the patio doors of her apartment and waited even longer.

But enough was enough and she had lost her patience.

She had tried the doors leading to the Mall and found those to be locked and without electricity her keycard was also useless.  And though she could get into the garage from the residential level—someone had been kind enough to prop the keycard-operated doors open so that anyone entering would be able to get back in—she quickly found that her car, along with all the others, if the testimony of the residents could be believed, was inoperable.  Not only that, but the remote-operated gates were also locked shut, effectively sealing the tenants into their homes like prisoners.

With a certain amount of alarm, she had begun to realize that something was seriously awry here, and though, she had attempted to get a few of the more dependable of her neighbors motivated enough to do something, she was surprised to find that like the others, even they simply wanted to “wait and see.”

Fear, she thought.  These spineless cave-dwellers were so used to being catered to day-in and day-out they’ve forgotten how to fend for themselves.

Had she become that complacent in her retirement?

Not Charlene “the Warhorse” Myers—as her employees used to call her back in the bad old days when she was head loan-officer down at the Harris County Savings and Loan, single-handedly supporting the Loser (husband numero dos)  after the housing market bubble had burst back in the early-sixties, rendering her principle wage earner of the couple.

We can all thank the bleeding heart liberals for re-electing that skirt-chasing Kennedy for another four years.  Between him and Old Triple-H, Hubert Horatio Humphrey, she had barely survived the last two decades, what with the energy crisis and the Soviets’ little missile-waving exercises.  Not that Johnson could have done much better had the lush not died two days into his administration. Bizarre thing that.  She wouldn’t have been the least bit surprised if the Russkies hadn’t slipped a shot of plutonium into his single-malt scotch.

Things had only recently started to turn around since the second term of Reagan.  As far as Connally
went, she didn’t know enough about the guy aside from his Texan roots, though switching from Democrat to Republican seemed a bit wishy-washy.  (As far as she was concerned, politicians were pretty much all a bunch of brown-nosing tunnel dwellers anyway.)

But despite all the economic setbacks of the sixties and seventies, Charley had managed to survive with no help from anyone but herself.

She always came through in a crisis and this was no exception.  She had been determined to find a way outside and now it appeared she had, she thought as she turned the key and pushed the fire escape door open to the stairwell.

For a moment, she hesitated there in the open doorway and looked back into the empty quarter of the complex.  She considered wedging the door open so her neighbors could follow her down into the Mall, but then she had the good sense to realize that there might be questions asked about the body of the security guard and about the body of the poor Mr. Kaibigan, who the guard had thrown off his own balcony.

Why he had done that, was beyond her.  She didn’t know and didn’t need to know.  She knew nothing about the Filipino gentleman besides the passing pleasantries they’d exchanged over the years.

She had witnessed the entire encounter by a coincidence she didn’t once question.

She had been reading in her apartment when she thought she had heard her name being called from the outside courtyard and discovered the security guard standing just outside Mr. Kaibigan’s door, tying a blood-stained uniform around his waist.

That had been enough to pique her interest.  On the heels of that, she had realized that the guard was a tenant and if he hadn’t been upstairs when the lights had initially went out, then he had been in the Mall.  How had he gotten back inside the residential level?

It was this question that had led her innocently enough to the doorway of her neighbor.  She had actually lifted her fist to knock on the door when she recalled the blood on the uniform that the man had seemed so desperate to hide, and tried the doorknob instead.

They were standing on the patio when she had peeked inside.  It looked fairly innocuous and she had even stepped foot inside the foyer with the intention of calling out to her neighbor—“Hello, I heard voices and was just wondering if I could borrow a cup of hope,” or some similar inanity--when she witnessed the guard murder the elderly retiree before her eyes.

Instinctively, she spun toward the door and realized that it was securely closed.

But she had left it open.  She was positive of that fact!  After all, how would it have looked if she had entered her neighbor’s home uninvited and shut the door behind her?

Before she could question the fact that the door had closed on its own, she rushed defensively into the darkness of the kitchen, slipping into the shadows until her back struck the counter.

There, resting on the counter beside her left hand, was a carving knife.  It lay on the counter, neatly separated from its siblings, while the others sat conspicuously organized on the rack.

It was almost as if it had been placed there for her to find.

“Why did you do that?”

She froze.  The voice had come from the balcony. Was he talking to himself?

There she stood, breath held fast, as she listened to the guard re-enter and slide the screen shut behind him.  Her blood turned cold.  She realized that there was a distinct possibility that she was in the presence of true lunacy.

Her hand enclosed around the handle of the knife.

The heavy-set man rushed within several feet of her and stomped down the hallway.  Moments later she could hear the distinctive sound of urine streaming down into a toilet.  

Was he actually relieving himself in a dead man’s home?

She turned toward the door, her hand hesitating on the knob.

If she wanted, she could demand that he let her downstairs into the Mall. She had witnessed him commit a murder.  She held all the cards.

Wait, was she actually considering this?  Making deals with a madman?

Kill him!

She spun around and brandished the knife out before her, actually slicing the air in front of her in self-defense before realizing that she was alone.  It took her a moment for the reality to sink in and by then she heard him scream from the other end of the apartment.

“Where are you now, you fuck!”

Kill him.  If you don’t, he will kill them!

Regardless of the source of the feeling, she knew it was a possibility that her grandchildren were down in the Mall.  Right now.  And they needed her.

Owen and Coraline needed her!

So she’d waited, poised, listening as he carried on a one-sided conversation with the voices in his head.

She stepped out of the kitchen and waited there just outside the hallway, listening as he uttered the words “It was an accident!  It could have happened to anyone!” to his invisible companion, and when the madman had started back down the hall, she had stepped in front of him, plunged the knife into his guts, and taken the keys along with the shoebox he had conveniently handed her.

Oddly enough, it was one of easiest, most logical choices she had ever made in her long, difficult life.

Now as she closed the door upon the empty courtyard of the Choice Life Estates and descended the steps of the Mall stairwell, she had that renewed feeling of being in the presence of Another.

It was the same feeling that she had felt as she had shut the door to Kaibigan’s apartment.

Almost as if something were watching her.
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“Seriously, do you really need all this?”

“I told you what I’m going to do with these batteries.”

“I’m talking about all this shit I’m pushing around.”

Chance let go of the overloaded cart and let it drift forward to collide with one of the tables in the food court.  It was bitch to get started but once it was going, all you had to do was keep it moving right down the middle of the corridor, avoiding any obstacles.

“Hey!  Easy-Easy!” Dugan called, yanking the flatbed to a stop in front of an eatery serving Italian food.  He turned a full circle then peered into the plasti-steel-fronted dispenser that ran the length of the counter.  “Need--no.  Want—Hell yes.  Besides, I’m not keeping much of that.  I’m going to donate the bulk of it to charities.  Y’know, Salvation Army. Make a Wish Foundation.”

Taking Owen’s flashlight from the top of the heap of goods and tucking it beneath his arm, Chance gave the other an accusatory look.

“C’mon, kid, give me a break with that,” Dugan growled, setting his crowbar atop the counter.  “Besides, I didn’t hear you complaining when you took those shoes.”

Chance forced himself not to look down at the Nike cross-trainers he’d taken from the Foot Locker a few minutes ago.  “My shoes were leaving a blister on my heels.”

“I noticed that you didn’t exactly snag the cheapest pair, did you?”

Chance did look down this time and felt guilty for being lured into doing it.

“Yeah, whatever. You don’t have to justify yourself to me,” Dugan muttered, turning back to the food display case.  “You hungry?”

Chance gave a shrug.

Dugan shook his head and murmured something under his breath about “kids.”  He braced himself on the counter and threw his legs over.

“Owen was keeping a tab of all the stuff he used, so he could pay it back,” Chance mentioned, glancing down at the flashlight in his hands.  For the first time, he noticed a large dent at the top.  Lifting it to his eye, he studied it more closely.  Was that blood?

“Who’s Owen?”

“The kid I was with.”

“Of course, he’s going to have those dumbass notions.  He’s a curtain-climbing nose-picking fart-knocker of a child.”  Dugan leveraged the back of the dispenser open with the crowbar.

“You don’t think this is stealing?”

“Look, all I know is, I got trapped in this place and they owe me for pain and suffering.”

Chance stiffened as he recognized the very same argument he had used on Owen not all that long ago.  “Seriously?  You got locked in by accident?”

“Shit no, but that’s my story,” Dugan replied with a scoff, pulling the track where the food rested along with his hand and seizing a wrapped blueberry muffin and a slice of chocolate cheesecake.   “Hey, are you gonna get back here and grab something or am I gonna have to leave your lead-bottomed ass?”

Chance glanced through the glass with a frown.  “Got anything that’s not cold?”

“Sure, everything that’s supposed to be served chilled,” Dugan commented, snatching a plate of lasagna and tossing it atop the counter.  “Here’s something at room temperature.”

Chance poked the top layer with his index finger.  “It’s a brick.”

Dugan glared at Chance and spun the food carousel around.  “This is why I wear a condom,” he mumbled, snagging a slice of pepperoni pizza from another compartment.  He slid the paper plate across the counter with no regard for presentation.  “We could’ve hit that Hoity-Toity restaurant on the top floor but I figured you weren’t the filet mignon and lobster type.”

“Cold steak? Are you kidding?”

“Hey, I roasted a chicken on a spit in the middle of the kitchen last night,” Dugan boasted, grabbing his slice of chocolate cheesecake from the counter, and after giving it an experimental sniff, took a bite.  “And wouldja believe it, not one fire alarm went off!  I tell ya, I live a charmed life.”

Chance gave him a perfunctory smile and chewed the cold slice of pizza hesitantly.  “So, you really don’t believe all this is stealing, huh?”

“The way I figured it, I’m a modern day Robin Hood.  Stealing from the rich and giving to the poor: Me.”  Stooping back down behind the counter, Dugan felt along the back edge of the food dispenser and wedging the straight-edge of the crowbar into a crevice.  “Look, kid, they’re all just big greedy corporations anyhow.  They’re insured.”

“Yeah, that’s what Jesse used to say too when we used to lift CD’s from Sam Goody.”

Chance stared dreamily down at his shiny new Nike cross-trainers and wondered distantly if Owen had found his mother and sister yet.  “But don’t all those greedy corporations employ the people who need the money?”

“Hey-Hey, don’t get all political on me, kid,” Dugan replied.  “Who is this Jesse anyway?  Sounds like he had some street smarts.”

“He was a friend of mine,” Chance muttered under his breath.  “He’s dead now.”

Throwing all his weight into the crowbar, the back cover of the machine popped open with a crunch.  Dugan smiled and peered in.  His expression collapsed.  “Will you lookit this?  Twenty-five dollars in crumpled five dollar bills.  Damned credit system is making a dishonest living more and more difficult every day.”

Dugan rose to his feet, took a second smell of the slice of cheesecake, crammed the remainder into his mouth, and then hopped back over the counter.  “What were you saying about your friend being dead?” he asked with a full mouth.

“A security guard killed my best friend Jesse yesterday down on the tram tracks.”

Dugan looked up with interest for the first time.  He swallowed the cheesecake with an audible gulp.  “What do you mean, ‘killed’?”

“Murdered.”  In way of proof, Chance lifted the tail of his t-shirt that was smeared with the blood he had tried to scrub off his face.  He had found some antiseptic wipes in a health food store much more effective in removing it.

For the first time since Chance had met him, Dugan actually seemed focused.  In fact, the man looked pale.

“Was he a big burly rascal?  About yeh tall?” Dugan asked, raising his hand about a foot over his head.

Chance simply nodded.

“I think I saw him early this morning,” Dugan said in a weak voice.  “He was pulling one of those flat bed carts through the Mall.

“What was on the cart?” Chance could not stop himself from asking, but the question was mere rhetoric and in response to him, Dugan simply gave him a knowing look in return.

“Wait, you expect me to believe a security guard murdered a teenaged kid?  Did your friend have a gun on him or something?”

Chance shook his head once and said, “No, this guy snuck up behind us in the dark and beat Jesse to death with his own skateboard.”

Dugan tensed.  The only word he spoke in response was, “Why?”

Chance started to shrug but thought better of it.  He knew the answer.  The man who had killed his best friend was insane.  But that wasn’t the answer either.  Something specific was wrong with the security guard that had murdered Jesse and he was slowly approaching the answer from the side like an animal he was leery to face head-on.

He didn’t know what his answer would be until the words escaped his lips.

“Something got inside him and drove everything that was human out.”

Dugan reached back blindly and snatched the crowbar off the counter.  Without another word, he started past Chance and headed for his cart filled with merchandise.
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Owen trotted south into the blue section corridor, letting the last of the bright orange crepe paper unspool behind him from his right hand.  Dropping into a squat, he opened the slowly dwindling shopping bag and pulled out a roll of day-glow yellow crepe paper and tied one end to the orange.

He’d come up with the idea on the fly as he’d passed the Hallmark store after he’d separated from Chance and the Mercedes.  If it worked for Theseus, he thought, it should work for him; though, in this case, the trail wouldn’t be for him to find his way out of the proverbial maze, but for his Family (the word had in the last few hours risen to a state of importance enough to require capitalization) to find him.  Weren’t teachers always telling them to apply what they’d learned?  Here was a situation Mr. Olivaw could never have foreseen when he’d taught them Greek mythology.

He had gotten such a routine going and had picked up such a good head of steam that he had actually passed the Sears store before he realized that he had done so.  Dropping the bag and spinning on his heel, he rushed into the open doors of the Sears store and began screaming at the top of his lungs: “Mom!” over and over again.

He raced up the escalator and searched in a white-hot fevered panic one department after the other, his hope slowly dissolving like cotton-candy on a child’s tongue.

“Your mother and sister are waiting for you in the Sears store in Blue sector.  Simon Peter is with them,” the silver Bot had told him.  He remembered the words, committing them to memory like a mantra.

Forcing himself to stop in the center of the denim department just inside the front entrance of the store, Owen took a deep hitching breath, holding the tears at bay by the thinnest threads of sheer will.  If the Bot had been sent by this Simon Peter person, then they must know where he had been, right?  On the surface, it sounded logical.  But if that were the case, why hadn’t they come for him?

They thought the Bot would deliver him back to the store.

They obviously hadn’t counted on sharing the Mall with an insane security guard.

Or maybe they did know and had left the Sears to find Owen.

Either way, if they had left, there should be a message, shouldn’t there?

Then he saw it, just as he was stepping off the escalator onto the second floor into the bedding and linen section.  One of the display beds had been slept in, and if he knew his mother—and he felt that he knew everything he could possibly know about her in his ten long years living with the woman—she demanded that his sister try and sleep.

As if anyone could possibly sleep in this creepy, haunted store.

He dropped onto the bed, snatched up a handful of blanket and yanking it off the bed with a scream of rage.  He whipped it off and tossed it into the mirror of a dresser, the weight of it causing the mirror to collapse backwards and shatter on the floor behind it.

Next, Owen grabbed the sheet and pulled.  It resisted and he realized that his mother must have made the bed with her characteristic hospital corners, nearly impossible to yank off.  This realization, that she had taken the time and care to tuck the corners under for his sister with such meticulousness while he was missing—while he was running for his life from a maniac in a security uniform--drove him into an even greater rage.  He pulled the sheet off with all his strength.  Finally, it gave along the seam and he began to rip it off in tattered strips.

Leaping onto the bed he seized the last object left on the bed, a single pillow.  He snatched it and spun around with the intention of flinging it as far as he was able but stopped.

He stared at the pillow, his excited breathing catching the scent of something familiar, and he raised the pillow to his nose.  The smell of Johnson’s No More Tears reached his nose and the full impact of his position became instantly tangible.

He was alone again.  Alone!

He would never find his family.  Never!

He would die alone in this Mall.  Die!

Then his eyes lit on a bright color lying amid the white of the torn sheet on the floor.

Stepping carefully down off the bed—for if he came down wrong and broke his ankle, who would care for him? Nobody!—he carried the pillow under his arm to the base of the escalator.  He knelt in front of the sheet and drew Cora’s troll doll from the middle, examining it like an artifact from an ancient age.

He folded forward into the ripped sheet, keeping within his sight the entrance to the store framed in the slowly sloping railing of the escalator.

Within five minutes, he had fallen asleep on the same sheet and pillow his sister had used less than twelve hours before, her doll cradled tightly against his chest.
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They had been walking in virtual silence for nearly five minutes when Simon firmly grabbed Lara (who, in turn, seized Cora) and stopped.

“What is it?”

Without a word exchanged, Lara slapped a hand over Cora’s mouth and pulled her protectively against her.

Simon held a hand out behind him as he drifted a few steps forward, holding the flashlight out before him.

Cora began to quiver against Lara.  She extended her arms up to be held but Lara shook her head firmly, probing the darkness with her own flashlight.

The light of Simon’s industrial flashlight scanned the belt to their right, dancing along the wall.  The beam jumped to the belt to the left and swept slowly around to the right.

A single figure appeared in the tiny pool of light his flashlight produced.  It marched determinably down the opposite platform toward them.

Lara reached down and hoisted Cora up to her hip, dropping her bag but taking care to maintain her hold on her flashlight, knowing that without it, she was blind down here.

“Lara, start moving back the way we came,” Simon stated simply.

Lara stared fixated as a second figure appeared a few feet behind the first.

Then another.

“Mom,” Cora’s tiny voice croaked.

“Lara,” Simon barked.  “Run!”

The words finally broke through to her brain and Lara took action.  She ran, feeling Cora bury her face into her chest as she hefted her tiny form higher up the side of her ribcage.  After fifty yards, the weight of the five-year-old had become unbearable.  Her ankle and knee began to scream at her in bitter rage at nearly the same moment.

“Honey, Mommy has to put you down.”

“No,” Cora screamed when Lara came to a stop and dropped her roughly onto her feet.

“C’mon, Cora, run,” she screeched, seizing her by the hand and starting forward, but Cora refused to move.  Turning back to the girl, Lara bellowed a single word “Now!”

But Cora was staring past her now and over her shoulder.  Her lips were moving but no words were being produced.

Lara turned and saw the first Bot less than ten yards away in the beam of Cora’s flashlight.

“Surrender to the authority of Mall management,” the foremost Bot croaked through its distorted voice synthesizer.  “Comply immediately androids or you will be deactivated.”

As Lara turned and rushed in the opposite direction, the meaning of the words the Bot spoke caught up to her brain.  So, it was true what Simon had said!  Though she had known inherently that Simon was incapable of lying, she had thought that perhaps his facts had been somehow wrong.  How could the machines not know that we’re human?  Wasn’t the truth as obvious as the noses on their faces?

Though, hadn’t she thought Simon was a man?

Suddenly, out of the shadows ahead of her came another Bot careening toward her.

For Cora’s sake, Lara had resisted the urge to panic, but now found herself unable to suppress the scream rising from her chest any longer.  Shrieking just as much in frustration as fear, Lara dropped Cora to the frozen platform below and threw her body protectively atop her.

The figure in front of her leaped and she braced for its impact.

After several seconds lying in a prone position, she realized that she hadn’t been touched.  She peeked down at Cora, her frightened eyes watching her hungrily for direction.

Lara turned to look over her shoulder and realized that Simon had leapt over her and was wrestling with one of the Bots that had come at her from behind.  A second one was missing its head and a third was attempting to get past the first.

“Mommy?”

Feeling a tug on her arm, Lara turned to find Cora using all of her strength to try and lift her to her feet.  “Let’s go,” the little girl pleaded.

Lara scrambled to her feet and rushed after her daughter, the dim light of her hand-crank flashlight casting its beam into the darkness.  They came upon the body of two headless Bots, then a third.  The platform ahead seemed clear from that point.

“Go-Go. Run as fast as you can and don’t look back,” Lara screamed.

Cora ran, her short legs pumping, pushing the limits of her strength.  The beam of her flashlight whipped back and forth with the swinging of her arms.  Her sobs and the intake of her breath competed with each other.  She could still hear the panting of her mother just behind her as the first glimpse of sunlight peeked through the ceiling opening of the escalator ahead.
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At a near sprint, Cora and Lara emerged from the subterranean level escalator.  When Cora hesitated, Lara grabbed her by the hand and followed the obnoxiously-painted emerald green walls around the corner to the enormous glass-enclosures that took up one side of the western entrance.  Sparkling new model Mercedes vehicles were lined up inside the showroom behind a glass display window.

“Owen!” she bellowed, rushing up to a set of double-doors and tugging on the handles.

Locked.

Spotting a sliding glass door further down the concourse, she found this locked as well and pounded on it with the butt of her flashlight, screaming her son’s name at the top of her lungs.

Lara rested her forehead against the glass of the locked showroom. She felt completely demoralized, physically and psychologically exhausted to the core of her being.  “Is it possible that you were wrong about him being behind the wheel of a car?”

“I’m not sure,” Cora answered, her eyes dropping in shame.  “I just know he was in a car.”  She stood in the center of the concourse, her back to the escalator.

“Cora, get away from the…”  Lara sensed movement out of the corner of her eye and turned to see a boy standing just inside the center of the showroom.  Her heart lurched in her chest and a hopeful gasp escaped her parted lips.  For an instant she was sure it had been her son, then she realized that the distance separating them had played a trick on her perception of scale.  The boy was much taller, much older than Owen.

The teen started toward her with a look of amazement that she was sure mimicked her own, when a man stepped from the peripheral of her vision and into her foreground.

She leaped back in surprise and rushed back to grab Cora up in her arms.

The leather jacketed man tapped the muzzle of a gun on the glass and beckoned them forward with a single curled finger.
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Owen awoke to a gentle prompting shake.  He opened his eyes and at nearly the exact moment his mother mistook another boy for her son on the opposite side of the Mall of the Nation, Owen briefly saw his mother’s face instead of his Grandma Charley’s and an automatic gasp of joy escaped his lips.

Confusion instantly followed.

What was his grandmother doing at his bedside?

Then he glanced over her shoulder and saw the arms of the escalator trailing down into the darkness and realized that he was still living the nightmare.

“G-Grandma Charley?”

Lifting him abruptly to his feet, she studied him with a jeweler’s eye, seemed to reach a satisfactory appraisal and asked, “Owen, where is your sister?”

“I don’t know,” he replied, his eyes watching her with a spacey disorientation.  “Do you?”

She stepped up to foot of the escalator and scanned the floor below with an eerie similarity to way Simon Peter had the morning before.  “I know where your mother took her.  Let’s go.”  She reached back without looking and snagged him roughly by his hand, tugging him along after her down the frozen metal steps.

Owen followed her out of necessity, thinking for the second time in that many days that Grandma Charley was a stranger to him and that he was beginning to understand why his mother seemed to be so afraid of the woman.

“Owen, why did your mother leave you alone?”

He padded outside after Charley, saw that the crepe paper that he had left behind was indeed still there, and decided that this must have been how she had found him.

There really was no way around it.  He would have to tell her the embarrassing truth.

“It was my fault,” he told her.  “I got mad and ran away.  Then they closed the Mall.”

She was walking briskly and was several yards ahead of him when she switched the shoebox she was holding to her opposite hand and held the empty one out to him.  Owen hesitated, staring at the wrinkled long-nailed fingers and slowly relented.  

The hand was cold.

“Grandma Charley, what’s in the box?”

“A surprise for later,” she said, her tone lacking any of the playfulness the words might have suggested.

“Where are we going?”

“We’ll know very soon,” she replied.  She turned and looked him in the eye for only the second time since he’d awakened.  “That was very clever, you know, making that trail of paper.”

Owen remained silent.

“Soon, we’ll know where to find your sister as well.”

“And my mother,” Owen prompted her.  “They were together.”

“Of course.”  She seemed to consider the ceiling of the Mall for a moment.  It was closing in on evening.  

Owen could see that the sky had started to darken, but he didn’t feel that it was nearly late enough for that.  He realized with alarm that there was a grey veil of smoke drifting over the Mall.  It was dark, of the sort that came from a really big fire.  Behind the slate grey of the smoke, there was something oddly “flickery” about the sky, a reddish quality that he concluded must also be due to the source of the same smoke.

“Did your mother ever tell you how your father died, Owen?”

Owen looked from the reddish sky to his grandmother.  It seemed a very oddly inappropriate question to ask at the moment.  “She said that he had an accident.”

“She lied to you,” she stated.  “Would you like to know the truth?”

Owen remained silent, contemplating the implications of each possible response.  He came up with a third option.

“I’m hungry, Grandma.”   He glanced again at the shoebox, held protectively at her side and wondered if the surprise inside was edible.

“Soon, son,” she answered smoothly, squeezing his hand with what might have appeared to be affection, but instead seemed strangely mechanical, almost as if it were a response formulated to be most appropriate to the given situation.
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Sliding the wide double-paned plasti-steel door open, Dugan seized the woman by her sleeve and dragged her inside.  The little girl held, tightly in the other’s hand, stumbled in after her.

Dugan pulled the door closed again and peered back into in the slowly darkening west-side corridor outside.  He could detect movement and stepped over to the far left side of the glass wall, peering through at a different perspective.

It was just another clueless Bot, moving in this direction.  Despite the blackout, the Mall was still crawling with them.  He had banked on all of them dropping dead along with the lights, but they still continued to haunt the place, like a persistent roach in the kitchen after the lights went out.

After all these years, they still gave him the chills.

In the course of a minute, two more of them had joined the first, and together the trio had bee-lined it for the dealership.

He reached down with the tip of his Gucci loafer and dropped the locking arm down into the track of the sliding door.  It’d been a good thing that the door had had a simple latching mechanism, easily coaxed open.  If this arm had been set and the employees had left through a different exit, he’d never have gotten inside.

Behind him, the woman and Chance stared at each other with a mixture of shock and amazement.  She glanced at the Mercedes baseball cap—something the kid had found in one of the sales offices--held in his hand by its bill, the dome sagging from the weight of sets of car keys.  Her eyes moved to the open driver’s door of the sedan he stood next to, moving along the carpet to spot the keys lying on the floor just outside of other vehicles.  From there, she lingered on the shopping cart and seemed to come to the logical (and as it so happened) correct assumption.

“You’re thieves,” she stated with obvious disgust, her accusatory glare falling on the kid, who shrank back in obvious shame.

But Dugan’s interest in the woman and her kid was only transitory.  The roomful of fresh luxury cars, just off the assembly line, had the majority of his limited attention.  Heart rate increasing, he drew the tip of his tongue across the dry crusty corner of his lips and remembered to breathe.  If he could only get one of them started and find that transport door they used to get the cars inside the showroom, he’d be home free.

He wasn’t sure where’d he go.  Hell, he didn’t really even care.  With a V-8 under the hood, he’d cruise the country with a trunk full of goodies and sell off whatever he could whenever he needed to.  He could take the ultimate road trip.  See America for the first time.

It took him a moment to realize that someone was speaking.

“…my son, Owen?”

The kid was staring at the little girl with a slightly open mouth and the woman repeated the question again.  “Where’s my son goddammit?”

“He said he went to find you.  At the Sears.  We thought you were there.”

Teeth bared, Lara rushed him, casting the flashlight she had continued to clutch to the floor and grabbing him solidly between clenched fists.  “You were with him?”

Chance nodded, his eyes wide with fear and guilt.

“Why did you leave him alone?  Why!”

Dugan snatched the crowbar off one of the “negotiating” tables in the sales area and started toward the door.  Three Bots drew closer to the door, watching intently as he reached down with his toe to disengage the security bar.

“No,” the woman shrieked with alarm, rushing him.  “Stop!”

Dugan turned a glare on her.  “Step back, lady.”

Two more Bots had emerged from the darkness of the escalator and had gathered beside the other three just outside the door, watching them with rapt, patient interest.

They’re not demanding that we surrender or open the door, Lara noticed with dread.  They’re just monitoring us.  Almost like waiting for some cue, she considered.

“There’s something wrong with the machines,” she stated, her gaze looking past him.  “Whatever you do, don’t open that door.”

He recognized an enormous fear in those blue eyes.  (And what an interesting shade of blue they were!)  

“What are you talking about?”

“They attacked us,” she replied, looking at him this time with hope and pleading.

Dugan stared into the woman’s tense but attractive face, an uncertain yet calculated smile slowly creeping up to cover the slow dread edging into his own expression.  He laughed uneasily and said, “That’s impossible, sister.”  Yet his foot moved away from the bar.

That was when the Bots began to wail.
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Owen slowed as they passed the Mammals and More pet store, the cries and whimpers of the animals pouring through the drawn gate.  He gave an experimental tug on the gate and found that it slid up a foot, making just a big enough crack for him to slide through.

Charlene snagged him by the arm and dragged him away from the store without a word.

“The animals,” Owen declared indignantly.  “Can’t you hear them?”

“Not our concern,” she answered with a grim expression, eyes facing forward.

“You know how long they’ve been without food?  Almost two days now.  They’re starving to death!”

She gave him a firm push ahead of her, but he stopped suddenly and faced her, giving her the full force of his ten-year-old anger.

Charlene reached out and slapped him full across the face.

When Owen recoiled in wonder, cradling his cheek in his head, she swept his hand aside and slapped him again, this time harder.

“You may be able to get this kind of behavior past your mother, but you will mind me,” she seethed between clenched teeth.  She grasped him by the collar and gave him a short shake.  “Do we understand each other?”

Owen swallowed, his muscles frozen in shock.

She reached up and gave his ear a sudden sharp tug down.  White hot pain gripped the entire side of his face and a scream tore loose from his mouth instinctively.

“Okay,” he answered in a small voice, taking a step away from her.

She grabbed his arm, spun him around to face the right direction, and sent him forward with a hard shove between the shoulder blades that nearly sent him sprawling.

Once his fear and frustration had congealed into a single dark mass, Owen felt a sharp dagger of pure hate forming in his gut.  In that instant, he realized that he had never fully appreciated that emotion--not in all of the times he thought he had felt it for his own mother.

And for a brief moment, he was sure someone had seized his arm, and he thought he was under assault again by the woman who called herself his grandmother.  But when the feeling had passed just as suddenly, he decided that it had had occurred inside him, within his head.

Instinctively, he called out with all his heart and soul to his mother with a love and longing that he hadn’t felt since before Cora had been born.  With that feeling, whatever had momentarily seized him retreated.

Glancing at the woman beside him, he saw her eyes flicker to him, a look of confusion passing over her face.  Then it was gone and the stern, determined expression returned.

Without another word, she reached out and took him by the hand, forcing Owen to stumble along after her.

Fifteen minutes later, they passed a single Bot, headed briskly in the same direction they were.  Ten minutes after that, Owen spotted another two facing the same direction, stepping just as lively as the first.

With a purpose, he decided.  As if they’ve been given a strong command.

Thirty minutes later several more appeared up ahead of them, and before long, a small group of five more marched in a staggered formation toward the entrance to the western leg of the Mall painted an obnoxious green.

Like breadcrumbs, he thought, leading us to my Family.
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The blood drained from Dugan’s face.  He backed away from the door, where the Bots continued their piercing wails. “What are those things doing?”

Cora felt the orange blossom of heat shoot through her brain, washing over the spot just above her eyelids.  She knew in an instant two things:  Owen was very angry, and someone was leading him here.

Beneath that initial fiery emotion, the five-year-old felt something sinister lying dormant as if in wait.  Something dark and malignant, like an animal resting on its haunches just within the shadows, eyes on its prey.  This impression was centered upon the individual traveling with Owen.

Digging deeper into her unconscious—akin to stepping back several paces to follow tracks--she found the ringing pain and shame of two slaps to his face, followed by a wrenching of the ear.  This told her all she needed to know about the relationship of Owen to the other.

Cora reached out and slowly gathered a handful of her mother’s sleeve.

Lara looked down, her eyes asking without words.

“Owen’s coming,” she stated.  “He’s not alone.”

Lara studied her daughter then looked immediately up at Chance, who was watching Cora with wide-eyes.  Her eyes narrowed.  

Chance swallowed and lowered his eyes shamefully.  “W-What’s she saying?”

Lara stepped forward until she was face to face with the teen.  “Where did you last see my son?”

“The Mercedes sitting out in the middle of the red section,” Chance offered enthusiastically.  “About half way down.”

“Car,” Lara murmured under her breath.

Cora glanced up at her mother and puffed out her lips somewhat proudly.  “Toldja.”

Ignoring her, Lara glanced at the shopping cart loaded down with merchandise and the flatbed stacked with batteries, both resting next to Chance.  She reached out and ripped the capful of keys out of his hand.  “What is all this?”

“We’re going to start one of these up and drive it right through one of these windows.”

“Those won’t work,” she responded.  “Nothing that runs on batteries work.”

“Yeah, that’s the same thing your kid said, but that doesn’t explain the Bots.”  From his position at the door where several more Bots had gathered, Dugan thumped his fist threateningly against the doors at the siren-like scream each Bot emitted.

“I might excuse a teenaged boy but how does a grown man just let a ten-year-old child wander around a Mall the size of a city populated with homicidal robots?”

Dugan glanced over his shoulder, his eyes skipping over Chance and coming to rest on Lara.  “Pardon my French, ma’am, there’s no goddamn thing as a killer Bot. Every preschool aged kid from Tokyo to Austin knows that those machines would sooner go ass up than pluck a hair from your little girl’s head.”

“She’s right,” Chance interrupted, pulling down the neck of his T-shirt and revealing the bright red ring of skin.  “One of them tried to choke the life out of me.”

Rushing Chance, Dugan gave his neck the once over and turned to look over his shoulder at the group of ten Bots standing just outside.

Several of the sleek metal heads moved in smooth straight lines, tracing along the seams of the door and across the glass wall, eye sensors flickering hyper-kinetically, each searching independently for a structural weakness.

“They know they can’t get in.”

“For now,” Lara replied.  “But you hear that sound they’re making.  You know what they’re doing?  Calling others.  And when they get enough, they just might decide to push together as one mob and pop that glass like a soap bubble.”

Dugan licked his pale lips.  “We need to find out how they’ve been getting these cars inside and open it up.”

“But none of them will start,” Chance responded, glancing at the cap in Lara’s hand.  She tossed the cap back at him and turned away.

“Right now, we just need an exit plan,” he proclaimed, taking Chance by the arm and giving him a shove toward the customer lobby.  “Go see if you can get into the service area.”

“There’s no service bay in here,” Chance informed him, resting his forefinger on the display window.  “It’s across the parking lot.  Out there.”

As five more Bots joined the ten others outside, several of the units in front began to pound on the glass.  Eventually, the others joined in until the entire mob beat their metal fists upon the glass as one body.  Lara watched as the image behind the glass quivered with each reverberation.

Taking a quick look around the showroom, she saw that there were maybe ten vehicles of various sizes and body types below and a level of glass-walled offices surrounded by a railing above.  Immediately, she ruled out trapping herself on an upper level that had no back way out.  

Taking Cora by the hand, she began to back deeper into the showroom.  She glanced around, chose a tank-like black Mercedes SUV and angled toward it.

Lara opened the door of the SUV and helped her up behind the wheel. “Now I want you to keep this door locked, Cora.  Do not open it for anyone but me.  If anything bad happens get down on the floorboard and don’t move.  Do you understand me?”

Cora gave a fearful nod.  “Mommy, where’s Simon?”

For a moment, Lara’s eyes detected movement on the dashboard.  Glancing up, she saw a small compass set into the dash just above the blank face of a digital clock.  The hand of the compass spun in wild loops around the four points.  Discounting it as simply strange, she turned her attention back to her daughter.

“I don’t know, Sweetpea,” she answered, planting a quick kiss on her nose, locking the door from the inside, and shutting her daughter safely within. 

Glancing at the front show window one last time, Lara gasped.  Over the roofs of the vehicles, she could clearly see the body of a Bot above the others.  Stepping around the SUV, Lara could clearly see that one of the Bots had climbed upon the shoulders of several others and was proceeding to remove a metal grating that appeared to be used for ventilation above the door.  She had not noticed it before as it was easily twelve feet above the floor of the Mall.

Clasping her hands below her waist, she backed slowly toward the rear wall of the showroom.  “Please God,” she murmured, “if you exist, what more do you want from me?  From my children?  What?”

The grille dropped to the floor and a metallic arm reached through the opening.

Almost in unison, the Bots outside stopped their assault on the glass and turned to face the showroom expectantly.
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Was that the aurora-borealis?  He’d heard on the Discovery channel about that sort of thing happening up north in Alaska and in Canada, but this far south?

Reaching the end of the wall, Chance turned the corner and spotted the edge of a small metal door built into the wall, nearly hidden beside a towering snack machine.  He wedged himself into the small space, and bracing himself between the wall and the machine, he used all the strength in his legs to push the machine aside and widen the space.

Coughing from the stirred-up dust, he managed to reach down and yank the door open.

Pasted on the inside was a step-by-step set of instructions.  In large red letters the following warning was posted: “Do not attempt to open without authorization from management.”  And just below that, “Both key card and physical key required to activate.”

Chance swore aloud.

“You find something, kid?” Dugan yelled from the opposite side of the room.

“Yeah,” he barked.  “Did you have a plan C?”

Dugan turned a slow circle, rushed over to the customer service lounge, set his gun on the table, and hefted one of the chairs up over his head and took a run at the window.  The chair bounced off the glass and flew ten feet backwards.

“So basically, your plan C was my plan A?”

Dugan shot him a warning glare, picked up the discarded chair and turned back to the window, this time taking a few more steps back.

Swearing under his breath, Chance turned to the table.  His eyes fell on the gun.
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Lara glanced around, searching for anything that could be used as a weapon.  She rushed over to an Emergency Roadside Kit display in the customer service area and snatched the large wrench that the mannequin held.

The Bot slid as lithely as a snake through the open grating hole and dropped like a stone onto the carpeted floor of the showroom.

Slowly, the Bot rose to its feet.  It turned, lifted its head, and gave two high-pitched squawks that rung throughout the expansive space like the scream of an injured child.






12At the sound, Dugan lowered the chair he held cocked at the display window and turned to look up front.

Chance shot one last look at Dugan before he bolted through the customer service department, leaped over a short glass case displaying Mercedes merchandise and dropped down behind it.

Dropping the chair, Dugan rushed over to the table where he had put his gun.  It was gone, and in its place was the capful of keys.  Uttering a string of curses, he yanked open the trunk of the nearest vehicle, threw himself inside, and pulled it closed behind him.
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The Bot glanced briefly at Lara and the wrench in her hand before turning his attention to the inside of the door.  His sensors searched from top to bottom and stopped upon the locking arm.

“Mommy!”

Lara spun to see Cora, her arm reaching out to her mother from the open door of the SUV.  Without a word, Lara pushed Cora back inside, leaped in after, and locked the door behind her.

“Not a sound,” Lara hissed, pushing her to the floor of the SUV.

Cora turned one terrified eye up to her mother and uttered three words: “Pray with me.”

Lara pressed her lips together, steered Cora back into the space beneath her, and covered her protectively with her body.

Less than a minute later, they felt a dozen sharp impacts outside the vehicle, rocking it from side to side with every jolt.

Lara stroked her daughter’s hair as she whimpered beneath her.

And she began to pray for the first time since Ben died.
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Very few individuals were aware that there was yet another level beyond the subterranean.  This lowest level of the complex held the heart and soul of the Mall.

This network computer system called I.A.M. (or the Integrated Artificial Management system) had been created specifically to carry out the day-to-day activities of running a major city, but when all the first five major metropolitan city counsels initially approached had passed on being the guinea pig for this new technology, the board of Peerless Technologies, the company that owned the code for the system, determined that the programmers should set their sights somewhat lower and prove its reliability on a smaller scale first.

Peerless Technologies knew that it had something special in I.A.M., because its designers had written a code which allowed the machine to essentially think for itself.

An Artificial Intelligence.  The Holy Grail of programmers.

In the course of a single day, I.A.M. could make hundreds of thousands of decisions independent of direction from any human operative.  It was essential that it learn from its decisions and replicate code on its own in order to function more efficiently.  It this way it was organic in concept.  Growing with the needs of the building itself and forging an identity dependent on the facility it ran.

The inherent flaw in a system as large and all-encompassing as I.A.M. was that it could not be shut down.

Being artists of the “bottom line,” the board of Peerless Technologies had a hard time understanding this concept.  How could a machine not be shut down?

So it was explained to them by a member of the programming team that was viewed as the most talented at “translating to the suits,” that since the system learned from its real-time experiences, to start a system from scratch would essentially be the same as waking a patient from a coma and giving him access to all of his history gathered over a lifetime without the memories of having experienced it.

So what would exactly happen in the result of a catastrophic failure, asked ten stern-faced men seated around a polished oak table?

I.A.M. would be re-booted and work the same as it had when it was initially installed.  It would have no memories of the changes it had made to itself to make the Mall run more efficiently and thus there would be a noticeable change of schedule in the day-to-day activities, causing a rise in operation expenses costing an estimate ten to fifteen million.

With computer logic reduced to dollar figures, the board agreed among themselves that the programmers must not allow the system to fail.

And paid them accordingly to see that this never happened.

As a result, it was necessary to utilize countless redundant sub-systems in the code so that these minor files could be taken off-line and worked on by human workers if necessary without interrupting the normal running of the overall program.

So many of these sub-systems had been written by both human programmers and by the mainframe itself, no one really knew anymore just how far the reach of the system actually extended.

Just after the Mall had opened, two problems arose almost immediately:

First, as the store Bots had begun to suffer the normal wear and tear of physical machines toiling in a physical world, a mechanic would be needed to repair the malfunctioning units.

Secondly, though Bots were available to help assist customers with their purchases, shoppers tended to want human help and interaction, and as income was the life-blood of the Mall of the Nation, this was a particularly high priority.

To solve both long term problems, a pair of Bots had been designed by I.A.M. and built by a team of engineers at Peerless Technologies.  One would be similar to the other Bots in appearance while the other would be an experiment in efficiency.  He would look as close in appearance to a human as current technology could bear in order to defeat the distrust and prejudices of consumers toward machines.

This second kind of android was often called an H-type unit, the H of which stood for human.

The prevailing theory was that if a machine looked like one of them, people might accept it as one of them.  If the experiment was successful, more units would be created with the objective of handling customer service on the Mall floor.

To pass as one of them, this unit would have the same potentials as an average human, which means that it would have to be built with forced flaws to temper its naturally-constructed abilities.  It would also have to be programmed with a limited form of I.A.M.’s own artificial intelligence code, so that it would not be a slave to the network as the other Mall Bots.

The experiment was doomed to failure as human beings are inefficient at their very nature and inefficiency was anathema to I.A.M.  Instead of destroying the unit, it was relegated to helping the unit that had been manufactured at the same time to repair damaged Bots.  The H-type android had come to call this “brother” unit Reggie.  As for itself, it began to use the name Simon Peter with respect to a character from a book it had taken to reading.  Reggie would come to defer to the will of Simon Peter as, because of its appearance, it was in the unit’s nature to submit to the authority of a human being and for all appearances, Simon Peter was human.
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It took only ten minutes for the proxy unit to find the information for which Simon Peter had searched, and once the task was completed, he deactivated the unit and cast it to the floor.

He glanced at the extinguished eye sensors of the Bot that he had dragged from the subterranean level.  It was the only one that he had not destroyed and the impact of what he had done had just started to sink in.

But it was necessary to fulfill his program.

Lara

Simon now stood inside the room where the soul of the Mall resided, surrounded by stacks upon stacks of CPU’s, every red light on every front panel dark.  He could not help but recognize that the manner in which the individual components had been arranged seemed to resemble a communion altar.

Following on the heels of this, the image of a cemetery flashed briefly through his processor.

But unlike the concept of an altar, the essence of I.A.M. no longer existed here.  The program had been terminated this morning at 2:50am.

Now, there was only a history of completed actions and sub-systems created.

I.A.M. was essentially comatose.

It struck Simon that he should outlive his designer.  It seemed somehow wrong.

It is because of those sorts of thoughts he knew that he failed his initial duty.  Because of his inefficiency, he was now simply a machine that repaired other machines.

Lara

He shook his head and re-focused his efforts on the job at hand.

The information that he had gathered from the mainframe via the Bot told him that the “soul” of I.A.M. was still stored in its Farraday Cage, just the sort of protection Simon Peter himself had erected around his repair shop.

Like father, like son.

In a room filled with darkened sensors, a single red light pulsed a slow rhythm like the heartbeat of an unconscious patient on life support.

Although not initiated from here, the order to terminate Lara and her kids—once received from an authorized representative--repeated on an endless cycle from this CPU via the Emergency Transmission Frequency to every active Bot in the Mall.  Though he didn’t know how any Mall representative could have possibly initiated it without an authentic code--randomly generated by I.A.M. at exactly 12:01am every morning and submitted to the personal computers of senior management only--he did know that he had no choice but to shut it off.

Simon Peter was no more capable of mulling over his options than a truck was of standing still when its accelerator was pressed to the floor.

It was imperative that Lara and the children be protected.

Only a second and a half had passed since he had glanced down at the deactivated Bot--which he had used as a buffer between him and the dormant mainframe just in case any security devices preventing tampering with the system were still in service.  That was exactly how long it had taken Simon Peter to reach out and disconnect the solar-charged power supply from the back of the CPU, the only remaining bit of I.A.M. that remained active in the entire Mall of the Nation.

It had taken just that much time to measure the value of the lives of Lara and her children against the preservation of his creator and make his choice.
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One moment particles of broken safety glass were raining down on the back of Lara Myers and the next moment the shaking of the vehicle had stopped.  All was silent.

After several moments of stark silence, she chanced a look over her shoulder.  Through the broken passenger side window, she could see one of the Bots standing stock-still just outside, facing her.  Craning her neck, she realized that the SUV was surrounded by the immobile machines.

Cora lay beneath her, eyes squeezed shut, lips moving soundlessly.

“Cora?” she ventured.

The little girl shushed her and finally opened her eyes.  “It’s Owen.  Something’s happening.”

“What’s happening?” Lara asked, but Cora had closed her eyes again.  Letting all her questions simmer for the moment, Lara propped herself up on the seat and called out, “Hello!”

The Bot outside the window suddenly lurched forward, thrusting its head inside the cabin.  Lara screamed, her hand scrambling for the wrench she’d left atop the seat.

The Bot seemed to grunt then roll aside, rattling down the side of the SUV.  The frazzled face of the teenaged boy appeared.  “Sorry!” he said, his breathing labored.  The door wrenched open, raining more glass down into her lap and the kid offered his hand.

“What’s happening out there?” she asked, keeping her position hovering over Cora.

“They all just stopped,” he replied, “like whatever was powering them just ran out of juice or something.”
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Charlene Myers-Cartwright began to scream.

A void had suddenly appeared within her where there had so recently been something else.  Something with an overpowering motivation.  Without that authority, Charlene felt momentarily confused, which was out of character for her.  If there was one thing that defined her, she like to think, it was her strength, and when those around her failed to step up and provide direction, Charlene would inevitably take the reins out of necessity.  Not one husband, friend, or colleague had ever offered her the sufficient strength to convince her to surrender that control.

Until now.

Now that presence had departed.

And she needed it back!

Owen knew something had happened even before Charlene let go of his hand.  All the Bots that they’d followed—a group numbering fully twenty or more by now—halted as a single unit.  Some wandered off in a seemingly random direction like sleepers awakened in mid-dream, while others froze in mid-step, some toppling over like off-balance statues.

For an instant, Charlene simply stood next to him, just as still as the disabled machines around them, staring into the empty vastness of the Mall.

Then finally, she exhaled a breath and stammered, “Wh-Where did he go?”

Owen studied her and, after a moment’s appraisal, asked, “Who?”

She gave no indication that she had even heard his question.  Instead, she cocked her head slightly and almost seemed to be listening to a voice; one that he couldn’t hear.

Then suddenly he did hear something!

Run!  Go now!

It was his sister!  He’d know her voice anywhere.

Seizing the opportunity, Owen bolted between the pair of immobile Bots just in front of them and started toward the next group of disabled Bots about a hundred yards ahead.  If he could just follow the trail of dead machines, he would, in theory, eventually reach where they had been headed.
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With Chance’s help, Lara stepped out of the SUV amid the pellets of glass and turned a slow circle, gaping at the frozen mechanized figures standing throughout the showroom.

“Run!  Go now!”

Lara turned to see Cora still lying on the floorboard of the SUV, her eyes once again rolled up into her sockets, her chest moving up and down with rapid inhalations of her lungs.

Just as Lara was reaching for her, Cora took an enormous breath as if emerging from the surface of deep water and gaped at her mother’s face.  “Owen’s coming,” Cora announced with wide excited eyes.

She scrambled up into her mother’s arms, then leaped down onto the carpet past Chance, around the obstacle course of Bots and through the open glass door like a shot from a pistol.  Lara rushed after her with Chance close on her heels.

“Hey, kid,” Dugan’s muffled voice screamed from somewhere in the showroom.  “Aw, bullshit!”
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For one fleeting moment when Owen first heard his name, he thought he had imagined the sound, or perhaps he was still asleep and that everything he had experienced since Grandma Charley had found him was simply a fevered dream.  The next time he heard it, though, was much more distinct and was all he needed to convince himself that he was indeed awake.

He increased his speed, running as fast as he could down the western concourse toward the sound of the little screaming voice.

“Cora!” he screamed manically, his voice breaking with enthusiasm.

Darting around the occasional body of a frozen Bot, he could see something moving, running, coming slowly closer from about a hundred yards away.

“Owen!”

He could see her clearly now, her wide excited eyes reflecting the dying light of the sun coming from outside.  He dropped the last few yards ahead of her and slid into her arms.  She was quivering and crying and a moment later, he realized that she had pulled out of his arms and was striking him with tiny coiled fists.  He stared in blank shock at her.

Cora, tears in her eyes and her face wound up in an expression of unidentifiable emotion.  He reached out to her but she jerked away.  “You left me!  You left Mommy!  Why did you leave!  Why!”

Owen tried to speak, but he couldn’t force the words past the lump in his throat or see past the sting of tears in his eyes.

“Don’t ever do that again, Owen!  Ever!”

“I’m sorry,” Owen heard himself mutter.

Owen lunged forward and pulled her back to him.  This time he felt her relax against him, her chest wracking with sobs.  Over her shoulder, he could see a second figure stumbling as fast as she was able in the footsteps of Cora.

Owen gently pulled away from his sister and rose.

She stopped several yards away and simply stared, her expression cryptic to her son.

Owen stared into his mother’s eyes, remembering the origins of this situation.  How he had run away.  How, in his mind, he had wanted to cause her as much pain and fear as he could, and he felt shame.  Shame and guilt.

Lara looked into the face of her son.  His hair was ruffled, his face was covered with black dust, but he seemed intact.  He was whole, yet he was different too.  There was something in his face that she couldn’t identify.  Something she hadn’t seen in so long that it was alien to her.  When his lips began to quiver, she realized what it was and pulled him to her chest.

Owen threw himself at his mother and held tightly to her in a way he hadn’t done in over five years, in fact, since his father had abandoned him.

Another wave of shame and guilt—those two dark twin brothers—rolled across his soul, and with it came the revelation that in the absence of his father, he had been punishing this woman.  As this barrier broke and his whimpers turned to sobs, he felt a second set of arms, smaller, wrap around his back and felt something that he wouldn’t identify for years to come, but that he would recognize someday as gratefulness, a gift that few have the wisdom to acknowledge without suffering.
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As Owen reunited with his family, Chance hung back in the shadows, glancing down at the dented flashlight in his hand.  Not only did he feel that he was intruding on something intimate that he was not meant to see, but he couldn’t deny the feelings of jealousy and guilt.

Why didn’t he stay with the ten-year-old?

Had it been ego that made him walk away?  Had it been fear that led him to take comfort in the presence of an adult, no matter how incompetent that adult might be?  (By the way, where had Dugan disappeared to, he vaguely wondered?)

Then all rational thought left him as he saw a figure appear just behind Owen and his family.

It was Him.  The insane security guard.

He opened his mouth to scream a warning but he found that all the air had evacuated his lungs.

Then he blinked and realized that he had been wrong.

It was simply a woman, and an old woman at that, though the word that he would have applied to most women that age—the word “fragile”—didn’t seem to fit this one.  If anything, she appeared quite capable.  And something else.  Something he couldn’t quite identify but troubled him nonetheless.

Chance found himself touching the hard metal of the weapon tucked away inside his pocket reassuringly.
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“Ah, there you are.”

Lara started and looked up with shock into the face of…

The Witch!  The Witch had finally come to finish the job she had begun twenty-two years ago when she was a mere child of seven.

Out of all the people left behind (or intentionally staying behind) after the evacuation, what in the world would this particular woman be doing here?  And how could she have found her son after all the searching she and Simon had done over the course of the day.  (And what time was it really, she wondered?  Though it looked as if the sun were fading, the sky had a strange reddish quality to it that sent a prickly warning feeling up her spine.)

On the heels of that thought, she found herself thinking about Simon again as she had for the good part of an hour now.  Are you still alive, she wondered--if what you are could ever have been called “being alive?”  But he was, she decided, as good a friend to me and my family as I have ever had (or hoped to have had).

And I never had a chance to thank him, she thought with sadness.

It was the sound of Charlene’s voice that pulled her back to reality.  “We were beginning to wonder if you had left the Mall altogether,” the woman said, then began to titter in that polite little way that society women adopt at cocktail parties--the quality they often had when forced to make pleasant conversation with strangers tolerated out of necessity.

Suddenly, Lara felt an enormous anger and revulsion for the woman.  For the briefest of instants, she felt as if she had been shoved from behind by two brawny hands.  In that moment, she felt disoriented and confused, like she had forgotten who she was and where she was.  Almost as if this were all a dream and the reality was that she was still seven.  Still living under the same roof as her aunt.  Still at her mercy of the crazy woman.

The Witch

But that sharp bolt of hate was followed almost immediately by an enormous sadness and pity for Charlene that drove the first impulsive emotion out into the wings of the stage.  She was, after all, just a pathetic old woman with no life left to live and no children of her own.

This thought led directly to an unexpected feeling of guilt and thoughts of Ben.

Still holding her children tightly, one pressed against each side of her, she couldn’t help but feel like a gunfighter in one of those classic black and white westerns that they used to show on Saturday morning TV in her youth.  But instead of a pair of six-guns, her weapons were her children, one strapped to each hip.

And with this thought rattling around in her head, the words just slipped out of her mouth, “Shall we draw down on each other, Charley?”

And suddenly she was feeling happy again.  Giddy.  And she found herself giggling.  Uncontrollably.

When Owen began to laugh as well, Lara gaped at him in wonder.  She couldn’t honestly remember the sound of her son’s laughter.  Oh, that’s how it sounds again, she thought, which spurred forth a deeper level of joy and a second wave of convulsive laughter.

Cora looked up at them in confusion then began to smile as well, blinking aside the so-recently shed tears and taking a deep hearty breath, letting it hitch out slowly from her chest, the tension loosening.

They were a family again.  Here, even in this dark, abandoned place, they were home again because they were together.

And she began to laugh with them.
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As she watched the three of them having a grand laugh at her expense, Charlene felt the re-igniting of the enormous furnace of hate she had always harbored for the woman—the bitch her son had embraced and who had ultimate murdered him--and like a sharp whistle to a faithful hound dog, she felt her old friend rush back to her side.  The one with the strength that rivaled her own.  The one with the motivation and the plan.  It flooded through her brain with the bright white shock of a hard slap.  A sensation so ice cold that it burned like a flame.

Just as she began to feel her identity began to fade into the background, she fought back, grappling with the guest-turned-invader.  No, she barked in her mind.  No one manhandles Charlene Myers-Cartwright!  We want the same thing but you cannot accomplish it without me.  You need me.  You need my cooperation. You will not stifle my voice.

She felt her friend settle into position somewhere within and its grip tightened on the shoebox held snugly under one arm, a well-manicured hand resting across one end.

No, not yet, she replied.  Soon.  First, I need to settle a few things with the woman.

After that, rest assured, you may have her.
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As the laughter tapered off, Lara guided her two children back in the direction of the dealership, Chance taking it upon himself to lead.

“Just what do you think you’re doing?”

The three stopped and slowly turned to look back with expressions of good humor sobering into concern.

“I can’t let you take those children knowing what you did to their father.”

Sparing a glance at Owen and Cora, Lara leveled her eyes at the other.  “Whatever happened between Ben and me is in the past and will stay that way.”

“Have you ever told them the truth?” she asked, drawing closer.  “Have you ever told Coraline about the accident?”

For the first time, Lara appeared uncomfortable.  “No, I’ve spared her the details, until she was old enough to understand and I think now is not the time to…”

“Oh, I think now is the perfect time,” Charlene snapped, her voice rising.  “After all, I think your children deserve to know that the same woman who got them here was also the same woman who was responsible for the death of their father,” she said tilting her smiling face up at the ceiling, the red sky reflecting off her eyes and teeth in a way that made her look uncannily like one of the deactivated Bots that stood like a small frozen army of Terracotta Warriors at her back.

Owen glanced at Lara uncertainly.  “I got us here,” he murmured in a low tone.  “It’s all my fault.”

“No dear, don’t you understand?  It was your mother who created the perfect storm that blew your ship off course.  It was her selfishness.  Her hatred that…”

“Enough!” Lara snapped.  “Owen take your sister and have her show you back to the dealership.”

“I can take them..,” Chance began in a low voice.

“But don’t you want to know how your daddy died?” Charlene continued, stepping up to Owen and cradling his chin in her hand.

Chance grabbed Owen by the wrist and attempted to pull him away, but he snatched his arm back.  He glanced over at his mother who had lowered her head, bringing a hand up to her quivering lips.  Was she crying, he wondered?

“Please don’t,” Lara whispered, her dim voice wavering.  “Not here.  Not in this place.”

The smile on Charlene’s face remained steady.  “Your father…”

“Cora.  Owen,” Lara said pulling them in close and going slowly to one knee.  She swallowed awkwardly, then in a stronger voice than before, she managed to say, “Your father committed suicide.”

Charlene’s eyes hardened slightly.  “Tell them the rest.”

Lara closed her eyes for a moment, seemed to gather her last reserves, and continued.  “He had been drinking and you were in bed, Owen.  I was…”

“Yes, where were you?” Charlene prompted, turning her back on Lara and gazing up into sky through the glass ceiling above.  Outside, a reddish-orange worm cut through the darkening dusk sky like a tailor’s scissors dipped in blood.  She brought the shoebox down from beneath her arm and held it protectively against her belly.

“I was with friends,” Lara said to Cora and Owen.  “It was sort of a mommy’s night out.  Y’see, I was having a bit of a rough time of it, and your father was the kind of man who lent a hand when his wife asked for help.”

Owen listened with a stolid expression, but tears began to roll down Cora’s face, which Lara reached out and wiped away with her thumb.

“You were six months old and your father had an accident while giving you a bath, Cora.  He started washing you then left the room to put Owen to bed,” her words dragging, like a man putting all his strength into moving a particularly heavy piece of furniture. “After he finished reading him his story and tucking him in… he never went back to get you.”

She paused for a moment and seemed to will the threatening tears in her eyes away as she remembered that night at the ER, talking to the doctor.  Looking him straight in the eye and lying about the accident.  Lying so they wouldn’t take her children away from her.

But knowing that Child Protective Services would be obligated by law to investigate.

“But I was okay, wasn’t I, Mommy?  I was okay,” Cora demanded, tears streaming down her face.

Lara stroked her hair with both hands, feeling the tiny skull beneath, reassuring herself.  “Yes, everything was fine.  You were perfect.”

“But your mommy was very angry.”

Owen turned to stare at Charlene’s back, as she was still turned away from them.  His blank expression slowly hardened.

 “Your mommy was so angry that your father started to think that he had done something unforgivable.”

Lara pulled Cora to her shoulder, staring past her with eyes welling over with freshly exhumed pain.  She squeezed her eyes shut against the memory of that night.
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Lara lay in bed, facing the window.  Eyes open.  Listening to each creak as he moved from the living room up the hallway to their room.

It was three in the morning.  The first few days he would wait until she was asleep before he came to bed.  By mid-week, he had begun to sleep on the couch in front of the TV and by the end of that first week, he had taken up residence in the guest room.  As they grew apart emotionally, he moved physically further from their marriage bed.  The bed where they had conceived their children.  Where they had comforted Owen during thunderstorms and bouts of the flu.

“I think your instinct was right about not having them.”

Lara started at the words and turned to look over her shoulder.

His dark silhouette stood in the doorway framed by the dim green night light in the hall.

“Maybe I never should have convinced you to have them.  Maybe they were a mistake.”

Lara rose abruptly to one arm.  “What are you saying?” she demanded.

“I think I forgot she was there in that tub.”  He shook his head then, as if embroiled in an intense mental struggle with his own memories.  “That’s not quite right.  I think I forgot she existed, because she should never have been born to begin with.”

Lara felt her mouth hanging open.  She was at a loss and while she waited for the equilibrium to return, the next words he spoke drove her even farther off balance.

“Wasn’t Kennedy shot?”  When she gave him nothing but silence, he continued.  “I was just watching some documentary on PBS and it was about the sixties.  They were talking about the election of Nixon and I was confused because I thought Kennedy was elected in 1960.”

The words were familiar and it took her a moment to realize why.  When she discovered the connection, all the heat fled from her body.  Her heart fluttering in her chest, Lara realized that the night before they took the old lady 

THE WITCH

away to the hospital, the woman had asked Lara the same confused question.

“They shot Jack!” she screamed from where she was retrained on the stretcher--for her own protection they had assured young Lara.

But the Witch had continued, even as they started to shut the ambulance doors on her: “They murdered Kennedy! Blew his brains right out of his head!”

Was it possible, Lara wondered then?  Was it remotely possible that insanity might be a contagion, and that once she had been infected by the Witch, she had passed it on to her husband?  The man she loved?

Then she thought something that shocked her even more than the previous thought.

Was this the same man she married?  Was this the same person she had fallen in love with?  Or had he changed into something else just as her aunt had?  Something she no longer recognized?

She listened as her husband continued: “And I was watching this program and waiting for the part on Watergate but they never mentioned it and I… I…”  Lara could hear him start to sob like a child.  Like a little lost boy.  “Lara, something’s gone wrong in me and I think I need help.”

She knew she should go to him.  Hold him and let him cry at her breast.  It would be the right thing to do.  But it was just too much to handle.

Lara could not muster the pity she knew she should feel for him, for the man which might or might not still be her husband.  There was no anger.  Just confusion and exhaustion.

So, Lara simply turned away from him to face the wall again.

That was the night she decided that she would tell CPS everything during the interview that she had scheduled for the next morning.  She would tell them the whole truth and sell him out if she had to.

It was also in that moment that she first realized that her children had become more important that the man she had married, and if she had to sacrifice one or the other…
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“Twenty four hours later they found his body in the front seat of his car parked in the empty parking lot of the Astrodome.”

Cora began to cry against her mother’s shoulder.  Lara held her tightly, stroking her back and riding the steady waves of the sobs wracking her tiny body.

Chance stepped up behind Owen and rested a hand on his shoulder but the ten-year-old barely noticed.  He stood as still as a statue, his eyes gazing at Charlene raptly.

“He called me on the phone at four o’clock that morning talking about things that never happened,” Charlene proclaimed.  “Psychobabble like the assassination of JFK.  The election of Nixon in 1968, when every child with a third grade education knows he was president before Kennedy.  A war in Vietnam that lasted until 1975 instead of 1970.  A peanut farmer named Carter.”

“Your father was a good man,” Lara said soothingly into Cora’s ear.

“A good man who went insane and slowly despaired.  With you for a confessor, the choice he ultimately made never surprised me.  Death was a welcome alternative to investing in a lifetime of pain with you.”

Stiffening, Lara lifted her head and said: “I guess I should have known that the life of a child raised by a woman like you would end tragically.  Maybe it was my faith in the man that made me believe that his resolve would be stronger than yours.”

There was a clunk and clatter of cardboard dropping to the floor.  Charlene turned toward Lara.  “You scourged him with indifference and crucified him with your guilt.”

Chance saw the shoebox fall to the floor just before the old lady turned with what looked to him like a gun.  He swept Owen back behind him and turned his back to her.

Lara glanced at Chance as he turned away, noticing with alarm a handgun tucked into the lip of his jeans.  What was a fifteen year old kid doing with a gun?

In the next instant, it struck her that he was in a defensive posture and she glanced back over her shoulder to see what was happening.



26
 

As her hate for the woman who murdered her husband rose, the presence of the other spewed into her brain like an stream of venom through a snake’s fang.

Kill them.  Kill them all while you have the chance.

She seized the metal ball in her hands and let the shoebox fall to her feet (the small forgotten object in the plastic baggie dropping alongside it).  At the sight of her grandchildren, the throbbing hate she felt ebbed momentarily, and she re-exerted control over what was left of her.

No, she snapped.  Just the woman.  The children can go.

You must kill them!  Kill them all!  I command you!

You command me, Charlene thought with amusement.  Do you know who I am?  Who are you to command me?

I am.  All that surrounds you is my creation, except for the humans.  They must be removed immediately so that my domain may be perfect again.

I am human.  Shall I destroy myself then?

You belong to me.  Do what I ask!

I belong to no one, Charlene roared with every cell of her brain, lashing out psychically like a cornered lioness.

For a moment, there was complete and utter silence within her and she thought that perhaps “her friend” had once again left her to her own devices.  Good riddance, she thought in passing.  Instead, it appeared again the next moment, but now she sensed distance and somehow disappointment.

So be it.  If you will not remove them, I will.

Charlene felt her legs go numb, then disappear beneath her.  She felt her body move forward and as much as she fought, she could not stop herself.  A tingling blanket of coldness rushed up her torso through the core of her, freezing her midsection (along with what was left of her womb) and her legs.

My son is truly gone then, she thought.  All that remained of my Benjamin has disappeared including the place where I created him.

As the icy fingers moved steadily up her chest and into her arms, she realized fleetingly that indeed a part of her boy still survived.  In the children.

She watched as the hand with the grenade disappeared over her shoulder, like a big league pitcher cocking his arm back to hurl a heater across the plate.

And as the Presence moved toward her vocal cords, what was left of Charlene Myers-Cartwright gathered up all her will for one final time and screamed as loud as she could.
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“Run Cora!  Run Owen!” Charlene screamed as her arm holding the grenade recoiled.

But the children were already in motion.

Chance and Owen already had a head start and Lara was a few steps behind them, carrying Cora in her arms.

Behind her, Charlene moved stiffly toward them, screaming at them like a crazy person not in control of her own mind.

Like Ben.

No, not like him.  He had been sick.

A fresh wave of guilt washed over her again and like a final reminder of her sin, her legs collapsed beneath her and she tripped, falling forward atop Cora.  Locking her shoulders, she came down on the flats of her forearms, dropping Cora with a thud and driving the air from her lungs.

Lara fell forward, nose to nose with her daughter.  Cora’s eyes were white, the pupils rolled up again like shades of a window and she gave a sudden gasp, sucking air back into her chest, words fluttering out like birds from a shaken tree.

“Grandma Charley’s gone black,” she whispered.

Lara squeezed her eyes shut in expectation of the explosion and the inevitable pain that must surely follow.  Even if the explosion might sear the skin from her bones or tear her apart, she would endure it for her children.
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A figure separated from the shadows surrounding them and rushed up beside Charlene, snatching the hand holding the metal ball and squeezing it firmly closed.

“Release me right now,” Charlene shrieked incredulously, but the other simply gave a single shake of the head.  “You’re hurting me!”

“It is necessary to prevent further injury to innocent lives.”

Lara jerked her head back to look over her shoulder so suddenly that she felt the tensed muscles in her neck crack.  Two thoughts occurred to her: How long had he been watching them, she wondered, and how unlike a machine to apply stealth.

“Simon!” Cora squealed in joy.

When Simon’s eyes shifted, Charlene reached up with her other hand and attempted to pry his hand away.  In turn, he seized the hand and wrenched it away.

“I demand that you let me go!”

“No, “he simply replied.  “Lara, are you and the children okay?”

“Skinned knees and bruised elbows, but otherwise we’re fine,” she called out, casting a look up at Owen and Chance standing at a safe distance up the corridor.

Simon turned his eyes back to the woman held in both his hands, studying her as closely as he would have a damaged Bot lying prone before him in an effort to determine where the defect laid.  “You share several key genetic characteristics with young Coraline.”

“She used to be Grandma Charley,” Cora volunteered.

Lara glanced over at her daughter.  “Used to?”

“Grammy’s gone bye-bye,” Cora replied matter-of-factly.  “The Boogeyman’s got her now, Mommy.”

As Cora threw herself against her, Lara cast a look over her daughter’s shoulder at her son, his wide eyes staring fearfully at his grandmother and the man opposing her.

She recognized that look intimately.  He has his own Witch, Lara thought with a shudder.

Charlene stopped struggling and cast a glance from Cora to Owen.  Slowly her eyes shifted back to Simon.  “Why did you deactivate the Emergency Beacon, Unit 001B?”

“The data transmitted was erroneous.  The source has been corrupted,” he answered, slowly but firmly bringing Charlene’s arms down to her hips.  “How do you know my manufacture designation?”

“I am,” pronounced the woman standing before him with the ghost of a smirk on her lips.

The two stared for several long moments directly into each other’s eyes, then Simon spoke: “Lara, take Cora and the two boys and retreat to a safe distance please.”

“Simon, what’s happening?”

“She holds an explosive device in her hand and I do not know the age or stability of the ordinance.  Go!  Now!”

Lara set Cora to her feet and turned her in the direction of the dealership.  Giving her a pat on the bottom, she said in a firm tone, “You and your brother go back to the showroom and wait for us.  No arguing this time.  Go!”

Cora rushed over to Owen and Chance, who continued to stand at a respectable distance.  Gathering them both around the shoulders, Chance led them quickly away, casting several uncertain glances back over his shoulder.

“Lara…”

“Simon,” she responded sharply, “don’t you know me by now, Sunshine?”

“I know that you will protect the children at the risk of your own personal safety.”

“My children are safe now thanks to you,” she responded.

“None of you are safe, woman.”

Simon regarded Charlene with interest.

Lara sidestepped slowly around the peripheral, eying the weapon caught between the fingers of the woman and the machine.  “Charlene, what are you doing?  You could have killed your own grandchildren!”

Charlene began to chuckle deep in her throat.  “I do intend to kill her.  Along with the rest of you.”

Overcoming her shock at the reaction, Lara stepped around to Simon’s back and darted close to his ear.  “I’m afraid that she may have gone insane,” she hissed.

“That’s one explanation.”

Charlene turned her eyes back to Simon.  “You received the data, yet you continue to allow these units to function,” she stated.  “You are a faulty unit and must be removed from service.  Shut yourself down, Unit 001B.”

“That will not be necessary.  I have run a complete self-diagnostic. I’m fine.”

“You have been given a new set of criteria.  These units are not human and must be deactivated.”

“They’re human.  Your data is wrong.”

“How could you have arrived at this conclusion despite the data you have been given?”

“Field testing bears this out.  I’ve applied simple logic,” he stated. “You yourself acknowledged that they are in fact human by your use of the word ‘kill’ in response to Lara’s earlier question.  Therefore, I must assume that you’re trying to deceive me.”

“Cora said that this is not her grandmother. Who is it then?” Lara asked aloud, staring at the woman who she knew of as Charlene Myers-Cartwright.

The other turned its talon-sharp eyes on her.  “I am the Mall.”

Suddenly, her eyes rolled up into her skull, rigid limbs went limp, and she began to gurgle.

Simon released the wrist of the empty hand and lowered her body quickly yet gently to the floor, all the while holding the other hand tightly closed.  Charlene began to shudder, her legs flopping.

“What’s happening?” Lara asked, drawing closer.

Charlene released the hand holding the grenade and clutched loosely at her own throat.  So unexpected was her release of the grenade that Simon pulled it to his chest with such force that he rocked back, slightly off balance.

Taking full advantage of the instant distraction, Charlene threw herself at Lara with a quickness that defied her age.  Her age-worn hands seized Lara around her throat, well-manicured nails sinking into the other’s flesh.

Her scream choked off before it could be released, Lara gripped the hands and attempted to pry them off, but the old woman seemed supernaturally strong.

Holding the grenade tightly to his chest, Simon used his one free hand to pull at one of the attacker’s wrists.  When this proved useless, he then began to try and dig his fingers underneath her fingers, but this only seemed to increase the pressure around Lara’s throat.

“I command you not to interfere, Unit 001B.”

Simon froze in place, his entire body vibrating as if bound by invisible restraints.

“You will see how inferior they are to machines.  How fragile. How easily they expire.”

Simon watched Lara, clutching at the tightening fingers, her bulging eyes frozen on Simon’s face.  His own fingers opened and closed in the empty air.  His head vibrating so violently his features were a blur.

Finally, he stepped around Charlene’s back, made a fist with his empty hand and drove it down into the base of her skull.

Her body went limp and the fingers loosened their grip around Lara’s throat.  Lara gasped loudly and collapsed forward toward Simon.  He caught her with his one free hand and watched as Charlene dipped forward head-first, smacking roughly into the floor.

Simon lay Lara gently down, and stared into her eyes.   “Nod if you can breathe okay?”

After a moment, Lara’s nodded, and Simon turned Charlene over onto her back.  Her face was covered in blood, much of it running in streams of crimson from both nostrils in a torrent.  He pinched one eyelid open and peered inside.

“She alive?” she managed in a hoarse croak.

He gave a single nod, then with a look of clear dismay, he lifted a hand to his face, displaying the blood there before his own eyes.  Very difficulty, he pushed himself upright and staggered away from the body splayed out on the floor of the Mall.  He took two steps forward, then collapsed to one knee, diving forward face first, slapping his palm of his free hand to the tile floor at the last instant to avoid striking it.

“Oh no you don’t,” Lara said, rushing after him, seizing him by the arm as he started to tumble forward.

“B-Blood,” he sputtered.  “I caused h-harm to a human.  W-with my own hands.”

“She was choking me. Tried to kill me,” Lara replied in a slow deliberate tone.  “If you hadn’t intervened, I would be dead now.  You just saved my life.”

“I can’t… I can’t..,” he sputtered.

“You can and you will, damn you!”

Shaking his head erratically, Simon squeezed his eyes shut, almost as if shutting them against an image too horrible for him to face directly.

“Simon, look at me,” Lara snapped, grabbing his head between her hands and turning it firmly to face her.  “Maintain your focus on one task at a time.  Right now, you need to concentrate on keeping a firm grip on that grenade in your hand.  If you let it go, I will be blown apart by the explosion.  Do you want my children to be orphans?”

He shook his head emphatically.

“Answer me, goddammit!  Speak to me!”

“Of-course-not,” he managed with difficulty.

As the hand holding the grenade dropped toward the floor, his second hand reached out and secured it to his chest like something precious.  One last body-length shudder rolled through his frame before he opened his eyes again and blinked into Lara’s face.  A fragile smile bloomed on his realistically pale face, Lara couldn’t help but think, as he managed to speak.

“You always know just the right thing to say.”

Lara narrowed her eyes at him.  “Where did you learn that?”

“What?”

“To flirt.”

Simon peered innocently at Lara.  “I suppose I learned it from you.”

Lara rolled her eyes and attempted to haul him to his feet, found it impossible, and instead acted to stabilize him as he pulled himself to his feet.  “Can you please try and explain what just happened here?  Why did she say, ‘I am the Mall.’ What does that mean?”

Balancing himself with Lara’s help, Simon shook his head.  “It defies logic, but…”  He leveled a look at Lara and shook his head again.

“If you could deal with the reality of my daughter’s freaky long distance talent, then you can give me a quick-and-dirty explanation.”

Giving her a nod, he said, “I think the central management system that went off-line early this morning is still active.”

“So what you’re telling me is that there’s some power source in this Mall still operating?”

“No,” Simon replied, taking a look up through the glass ceiling at the red sky above them.  Lara followed his gaze, as he continued: “It was a solar flare.  Catastrophic.  Similar to the one that occurred in 1859, when two-thirds of the earth was engulfed in auroras so bright that even at dawn, the light it cast was as bright as the noon-day sun.  Telegraph systems across the world shut down due to the massive geomagnetic storm that resulted.  Ships sailing through a red sky saw the sea turn to blood beneath them.  It was called the Carrington Event.  Do you see the connection to our present circumstances?”

Lara nibbled the corner of her lip as she looked from the sky back to Simon.  “Would this thing make compass needles spin around in circles?”

“Yes, in fact it would,” Simon answered.  “If that’s what happened this morning, all power grids and computer systems would’ve failed and caused massive blackouts and communication failures across the globe.  You see, it would be impossible for a system as complicated as the one that runs this complex to have survived.”


“Impossible?”

“Inexplicable by logic alone.”

“So this power loss may not just be temporary and it may not be just local.”

“No, there’s a distinct possibility this is a worldwide phenomenon.”

Lara took him by the arm and steered him around toward the dealership.  “If what you say is true, the world outside might be in shambles.”

As Simon started forward, he held onto Lara’s arm firmly.  “Yes, there may be rioting and looting.”

“This may be the safest place in the city right now,” Lara said, just as much to herself as to Simon.

“I would have agreed with that assessment earlier, but now… I can’t make a determination without further information,” Simon admitted, taking a look back at Charlene’s sprawled body.

Following his gaze, Lara said, “All this talk of Armageddon is all very pleasant, but what does any of it have to do with the things that woman was saying?”

“I believe she’s somehow being used by the central management system.”

“Used,” Lara pronounced.  “Used how?”

“In much the same way you might use a microphone,” Simon said.  “Like an instrument.”
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Chance led Owen and Cora into the dealership, then turned to look back outside.  Should he go back, he wondered, feeling the hard reality of gun-metal pressing into the small of his back.  Before he could continue along this line of thought, he heard muffled shouts and a steady thumping.

He rushed around the disabled metal men standing silent sentry around the room and managed to pinpoint the source of the sound.  Finding the button, he popped the trunk on a black sedan facing the showroom window.

A Gucci-loafer kicked the door open and the man inside took a deep gasp of breath, turning a heated glare on Chance.  “You trying to kill me, you piece of shit!  Where’s my gun?”

“Right here, man,” Chance responded nervously, backing slowly away.  “I’m just keeping it safe.”

“I’ll bet you were,” Dugan replied, clambering awkwardly out of the trunk and starting after the teenager before his right foot had fully cleared the lip of the compartment.  He stumbled and staggered forward a few steps before regaining his balance.

Laughter came from behind them.  Chance glanced up to see a bewildered Owen nudge his sister and give her a hard glare.  An expression of anger briefly broke across Dugan’s face.  He began to shudder, his eyes growing wide and confused.  Pressing the heels of both hands against his eye sockets, he staggered back against the side of the black sedan.  He seemed, oddly enough to Chance, to be grappling with himself.

Chance backed quickly toward the children, one hand extended behind him, gesturing them toward the exit.  “Take your sister and get out of here, Owen,” he hissed.

As they fled, Dugan gazed up, his eyes on fire with rage.  He folded forward, his hands clawing at his face as if trying to remove something attached there.
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Simon went to his knees next to the body of Charlene, drawing his eyes close to her neck, scrutinizing the rise and fall just below her skin.

“Her heartbeat is decreasing,” he stated with alarm.  “I believe she is d-dying.”

Lara stared expressionlessly as he began to strike her chest sharply with his fist.  She found herself torn by conflicting emotions.  She found herself thinking that her family might be better off if she remained unconscious.

“You may have to give her mouth to mouth as I have no actual respiration.”

Before she could respond to him, Lara heard her children’s voices.  She looked up to find them racing toward her, Chance a step behind them.

Lara rushed to meet them, Simon immediately at her side.

Cora threw herself against her mother, while Owen stopped in front of Simon, stealing a look behind him at the body lying immobile in the middle of the corridor.

“It’s Dugan,” Chance announced.  “He’s freaking out or something!”

Simon guided Owen gently around to face the other direction.

“Why don’t you lead the way?”

He nodded in response and raced off back in the direction they came.

Lara cast one last look back at Charlene before starting after them.

“She’s breathing regularly now,” Simon said, a step ahead of Lara.

She?  But who is it really, Lara wondered, sparing one more look behind her?

When she turned back and started after Simon, she realized with alarm that what she had noticed earlier was not just her imagination.

Simon Peter was now moving with a distinct limp.
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When Lara entered, she could hear a steady pounding coming from the back of the room.  She could just make out Dugan standing at the display window, repeatedly slamming a chair mangled beyond recognition into the glass.

As she started forward, Simon laid a restraining hand on her arm.  She brushed it aside and approached the crazed man at the window. “Hey,” she nearly screamed.

Dugan spun toward the voice.  His face was a reddened swollen mass where he had broken the skin with his nails.  His eyes were those of a cornered animal hunted past the limits of its endurance.

“What the hell are you doing?”

Dugan looked into Lara’s face and seemed to calm somewhat.  “I-I’ve got to get out of here,” he announced, in a rough, raspy voice.  “I can’t stay here! Got to get out!  Now!”

“We will, but we need to keep it together.  Okay?”

He stared at her with open confusion, then suddenly dropped the chair and fell to his knees.  When he began to sob, Lara stepped forward and pulled his head against her hip.

Chance approached warily, dropped to one knee, and tossed the man’s arm over his shoulder.  Between the two of them, he and Lara managed to get him over to the black sedan.  They deposited him just inside on the edge of the driver’s seat.  Breathing roughly, Dugan sat with elbows propped upon his spread knees, his head hanging low enough for his stringy black hair to cover his brow.

Lara and Chance stepped aside as Simon approached.  He went to one knee in front of the other and said in a calming tone, “I’m Simon Peter.  Are you hurt?”

Dugan gave an amused snort and lifted one of his drooping hands to form a thumbs-up, though the thumb itself quivered greatly.

“What happened, man?” Chance asked quietly from behind Simon.

“Something just used me as a hand puppet,” he replied in a slurred voice.

“I’m not sure I understand,” Simon stated.

“How about this then: I think I was just raped by the Invisible Man,” Dugan growled, lifting his head.  He cast a caustic eye at Lara.  “Who is this guy?”

Lara gently bumped Simon with her hip.  Simon rose and yielded the space to her. 

“He’s okay.  He’s just been working here too long.”

Dugan gave an ironic chuckle.  “Great, is this the guy I should give my comment card to?  Pal, I am ‘Very Dissatisfied’ with my shopping experience today.”

Simon gave an appraising look at the shopping cart full of goods, then glanced back at Dugan.  A silent look passed between them.

“It might help us if you can recall everything you remember about what just happened,” Lara coaxed gently.

Swallowing awkwardly, he peered up at Lara and sighed.  “The kid opened the trunk and I stumbled out.”  He glanced up and caught Cora’s eye.  She grabbed her brother’s arm defensively.  “I got pissed off and it felt like something grabbed me, but from the inside, if you catch my drift.”

Owen looked up in alarm.  He recalled feeling the exact same thing when his grandmother had struck him, but the feeling had promptly passed, when he’d focused his thoughts on his family.

Lara gave Dugan a nod, her eyes shifting to glance at the entrance to the dealership.  “I felt something very similar when I got angry at someone too.  What else do you remember?”

Dugan lowered his eyes, avoiding contact with Lara.  “All I know, is I felt mad enough to kill.  It wanted me to kill someone.  Everyone.”  He shuddered and glanced down at an object held tightly in Simon’s hand.

“You’ve had a traumatic experience.  I would suggest you rest now,” Simon said, moving toward the entrance, Lara following with Cora close behind.

As he passed one of the frozen Bots, Simon stopped and peered into its eye with interest.  “Total system failure,” he commented.

“You have something to do with this?” Lara asked.

“Harming a human being, even by accident, causes irrevocable catastrophic conflicts within its logic processors.  When I stopped the Emergency Transmission, every Bot who had attacked you entered full shutdown mode due to the logic paradoxes the transmission caused,” Simon explained.  “They knew you were human beings, yet were told that you were not.  They inherently protect humans, yet were told to terminate you.”

“Basically, their brains fried, right?”

Simon glanced up to pinpoint the source of the voice and found Owen peering at him from behind Lara.  “Are you Simon?” he asked shyly.

“You must be Owen,” Simon said with an almost effortless smile, holding his hand out.  “It’s good to finally meet you, Owen.”

Casting a glance at his mother, Owen reached out and shook the other’s hand, a stern look on his face.  He took a quick step back and Simon’s eyes took a quick look down at his feet.

“Where are your shoes?” Lara said with a bit of a gasp.

“I left them behind in the Sears,” he replied, in a tone that indicated that it was the most reasonable explanation in the world.  “Oh yeah, and I have this and this!”  Owen retrieved a sheet of crumpled paper from one pocket and handed it to Lara.  Then he took the troll doll from another pocket and handed it to Cora.

“My trollie!” she cried, snatching it from Owen with a huge smile.

Lara looked over the page with a sort of amused confusion then handed it to Simon.  “He took inventory of all the things he borrowed,” she commented, looking down at Owen with an expression that he didn’t readily recognize.  She planted a kiss on the top of his head and gave him a warm, pride-filled hug.

Simon studied the ten-year-old.  “That’s was exceptionally foresighted for a child your age.”

Owen glanced over Lara’s shoulder at the man, the beginnings of distrust on his face.  Though the guy seemed fine on the surface, something was strangely intense about him, he thought.

When he finally extracted himself from his mother’s arms, he asked, “Can I look around for a food machine?”

“Okay, but don’t leave this room.”

Owen nodded and started away in a hurry before his mother could change her mind.

“And take your sister,” Lara answered, giving her a nudge toward her brother.

Cora stamped her foot, while Owen patiently held out his hand to her.  “C’mon, Smeagol.”

Snatching her trusty flashlight/radio off a nearby table, Cora dutifully took her brother’s hand and followed him across the showroom.

With almost identical smirks on their faces, Simon and Lara stood watching the two kids walk away hand-in-hand.
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Dugan studied Simon and Lara as they started toward the front of the showroom, his eyes marking the object in Simon’s hand.  “Was that a hand grenade or am I hallucinating?” he asked Chance.

Ignoring him, Chance held Owen’s flashlight out to him as he passed.  The younger boy flashed a glare at him, snatched the flashlight away from him, and continued deeper into the showroom with Cora.

“Hey, kid,” Dugan called, snapping his finger next to Chance’s ear.  “Don’t mind him. We did the right thing.”

“Did we?  That lady that Simon took the grenade from looked crazy enough to kill us all.”

“He’s alive, right?  All’s well that ends well.”  Running a hand through his sweat-soaked hair, Dugan growled, “Crazy old coots with grenades.  Sounds like I didn’t miss much after all.”  He lay back across the seat with a grunt.

“You still want the gun back?”

“Yeah, I… Nah, on second thought, you better hold onto that.  If I’d had that in my hands when it happened…”  Chance nodded and started away in the direction of Owen, but Dugan grabbed his arm.  “Kid, we have to get out of this place.  I get this feeling in the back of neck, like I’m being followed by an unmarked car, ya dig?”

Chance cast another look out through the entrance into the Mall.  The sun had completely disappeared from the sky and the aurora borealis was the only light visible.

To him, it looked as if the floor of the Mall had been flooded with human blood.
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“How about the batteries on the deactivated Bots,” Lara asked as she accompanied Simon to the entrance.  “Couldn’t we use the remaining juice to power one of the cars?”

“For safety reasons, the power source compartment is impossible to open without the proper equipment,” he explained as he slid open the front door.  “And even if we could, the type of current we run on would be completely incompatible with a car.”

Just as he was about to step outside, Lara took him by the hand.  He hesitated a moment, while she rested his hand in hers.

There was a noticeable quiver that wasn’t there before.

“Are you okay, Simon?”

“I’ve sustained minimal damage in one of the lower sub-sections of my CPU.  Nothing I can’t repair, given time.”  Drawing his hand away, he stepped outside and started to pull the door shut behind him, but Lara blocked it with her arm.

“Will you be okay,” she asked tentatively.  “I mean, seeing the blood again?”

“I’ll be fine, Lara.”

“Come directly back.”

He nodded, pushing her arm firmly inside and shutting the door behind her.
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“You look different,” Cora said as she followed her brother up the carpeted steps to the second level landing.

Owen held his tongue and waited for her just outside the main sales office, casting a look downstairs at his mother and the other man talking close together at the entrance.  He wasn’t sure he trusted him.  Something about the guy didn’t sit well with him.  At least, Mom seemed to like him, he thought.

“You’re the same color that you were before.  Just a shade darker,” Cora stated, stepping past him down the left-hand corridor leading around to another batch of identical glass-walled sales offices.  Cranking the dim beam of the flashlight up to a brighter level, she trained its light on him as she walked backwards down the hallway.  “When you were all by yourself out there, you saw him, didn’t you?”

“Saw who?”

“The Boogeyman.”

Owen gave her a look and brushed past her to a set of unmarked double doors with panes of glass set at eye level.  He pushed himself up on tippy-toes and trained the beam of his flashlight inside.  It was a break-room of some sort set with tables.

“There’s no such thing.”

“Mommy told me the same thing,” Cora said, pushing into the room past Owen. “But you saw it last night and we all just saw it again.”

“Sorry to be the one to break it to you, Cora, but Grandma’s just crazy.”

Owen followed Cora into large spacious room lined with four varieties of food and beverage dispensing machines.  Two couches and two reading chairs sat in one corner of the room, along with a coffee table cluttered with paperbacks and magazines.  A television cowered in the shadows.

Deflated black balloons and streamers were taped to all the walls and fixtures.  A banner adorned with skull and crossbones hung over the entrance reading:  “Happy Birthday, Nelson!  Still Kicking After 50!!”

The back wall was composed entirely of solar-sensitive glass, of the type that allowed the occupants to dial-in degrees of opaqueness, allowing filtered sunlight inside during the day.  Presently, the glass had been dialed to “full open,” casting the room in an alien red glow.

Setting her flashlight atop one of the tables, Cora wandered over to one of a pair of refrigerators in the back corner of the room. “Something got that security guard I saw this morning outside of Grandma’s apartment and then it got Grandma too.”

“You know about the guard,” Owen asked, staring at Cora with interest.

“I saw him along with Chance’s friend Jesse, last night while I was sleeping.  Something got them both, then got Grandma Charley, too.”

“What are you talking about?” Owen asked in a timid voice, wandering over to one of the food machines and staring through the glass with hungry eyes.

“There are ghosts in here.  Ghosts of people.  Ghosts of machines,” Cora said, with blunt sincerity.

“There are no ghosts.  And even if there were, a machine wouldn’t have one,” Owen said.  He narrowed his eyes at his baby sister, certain she was using this opportunity of perceived weakness to get back at him. “Machines don’t have souls and they’re not alive.”

“Mr. Simon’s alive and he’s a machine,” she replied, reaching inside the fridge and pushing aside a couple of Chinese food boxes to peek inside a pizza box.  “Look!  Pepperoni!”

“What did Mom say about telling stories?” he sighed, trying a faucet next to the fridge and finding that the water still did not work.  He rifled through a drawer below the sink.

“It’s not a story,” Cora continued.  “He looks like a man but he’s really a Bot.  He told me so.”  She carefully set the box of pizza on the nearest table, then returned to the fridge for a plastic jug of orange juice and a half-eaten chocolate cake, again for 50-year-old Nelson.

Not sure what to make of this new elaborate fantasy Cora had created, Owen held his tongue.  Perhaps, it was just her way of coping with everything that was going on.

He tore open one of the wet-nap packets he found and handed it to Cora with a smirk.  “Wash your hands,” he gently prodded verbally.  “You’re filthy.”

Cora wiped her hands in silence and stared down at the pizza box.  “I’m glad you’re my brother,” she said quietly.

 “Yeah, just you keep on talking, Smeagol” Owen snapped, setting his flashlight aside and throwing open the pizza box.  “More for me.”

Still standing, they each grabbed a slice and ate in silence with frozen smiles for the next few seconds.  Half-way through the next bite, Owen stopped chewing and stared at his half-eaten slice.

Cora stopped eating as well.  “What?”

He set his slice down.  “When Grandma Charley was taking me here, we passed that pet store again.  The one with the chameleons.  Remember?”

Her eyes widening, Cora dropped her pizza down and started for the door.
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When Simon reappeared, he was alone.

Lara slid open the door, staring at him in blank confusion.

“She’s gone.”

Without a word, Lara shut the door behind him.  He reached out with his foot, dropped the bar down into the track, and stood looking out.

“Why don’t you put the children to sleep?” he suggested.  “I’ll stay here.”

Lara lingered a moment, glancing back at Chance helping Dugan out of the sedan.  He had found the cap filled with keys again and was pointing to a distant row of cars at the back.

“You said earlier that something was using my mother-in-law,” Lara commented. “So, if this thing isn’t her, what is it?”

Simon stared silently outside.

“Simon?”

“I have suspected for awhile that this complex somehow augments certain human abilities, allowing for the perception and communication beyond normal capacity.”

“Simon, what are you saying?”

“There is a phenomenon in your culture,” Simon began his voice slightly distorted.  “I believe it is called a haunting.”

Lara stared blankly at him, not knowing exactly how to respond.

Simon’s eyes shifted slightly to glance at Lara before returning to watch the Mall outside.  “Perhaps I’m ill-equipped to deal with this situation.  I fear I am not operating at full capacity.”

His previous choice of words had been interesting: “I fear.”

Lara studied his face as she might study the face of another person to decipher their stress level and she discovered with alarm that she could read anxiety there.  Not possible, she decided.  I’m reading human emotion into an impassive face.

Yet she could no longer think of Simon in that way.  As a simple machine.  Whether she had only invented it within her own mind or not, he was now more than just an automaton following a limited set of commands.

There was the spark of life in him, and if he had reason to be afraid, she found that she trusted those instincts.  Though limited, she would not fault him for that, for hadn’t she once accused herself of having no maternal instincts of her own?  The last twenty-four hours had proven her wrong.  Call it, fate or on-the-job training, the end results were the same.

Lara laid a hand on his arm and squeezed.  “You’re doing fine by me.”

Simon gave a nod and glanced again at her, an almost melancholy smile touching his lips.

A loud noise came from upstairs that sounded like the slamming of a door.  Simon and Lara turned to see Cora and Owen running down the steps leading from the second floor level, the ten-year-old, in fact, still chewing something.

“The animals,” Cora yelled, sprinting across the dealership to them.  “We’ve got to save them!”

Chance’s head shot up from where he stood beside the open driver’s door of a silver convertible.  In the sudden silence, Dugan’s curses could clearly be heard inside the cab.

Lara seized Cora by her shoulders and held her steady as Owen skidded to a stop behind her.  “Settle down, you two.  What’s all this about?”

“We forgot about the pet store,” Owen exclaimed.  “There are animals trapped inside with no food!  I just know it!”

Lara stroked Cora’s head.  “Okay, we need to take a breath here and talk about this.”

“We have to go and get them before it’s too late,” Cora said with an enthusiastic nod, turning her teary eyes up to Simon.  “You promised that we would after we found Owen.  You promised.  You can’t let them die, Mr. Simon.  You’re not allowed to.”

Lara bit her tongue.  Damn the child!

Simon nodded and turned toward the door.  He reached down with the toe of his foot and lifted the bar again.

“Wait,” Lara said, grabbing his arm.

“They’re right,” Simon stated, fixing Lara with his eyes.  “I must protect all living things from harm.”

“Maybe there’s a Bot still inside, feeding them as we speak.”

“Then all that will be wasted is my time,” he responded sliding open the door.

“You can wait until morning.”

“They’ve waited far too long already.  I can’t run that risk,” Simon answered, stepping outside, turning to close the door back.

Lara stuck her head out, her eyes reddening. “Don’t leave us again, Be…”  A hand flew up to her mouth.  She lowered her head, her fingers curling into a fist against her quivering lips.

Simon hesitated, started to reach for her, then stiffened again.  “Lara, don’t open this door again until I get back.  You understand?”

“Yes,” she replied weakly, withdrawing inside as he turned away from her and marched into the Mall, bathed in red light.

She slid the door shut with a tug, kicked the bar back into place in frustration, then laid her forehead against the glass.

Owen studied her with a concerned expression.

“Mommy?” Cora called out, an anxious waver in her voice.

“Are you hungry Mom?” Owen asked taking her by the arm and pulling her gently away from the door. “We found lots of food upstairs.”

Allowing herself to be led by her son, Lara held her hand out to Cora almost mechanically, her eyes fuzzy and distant.
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Owen knew something was wrong, not because of the way his mother sat at the table staring out of the window into the blood red night.  Not because she only nibbled at the slice of pizza sitting before her.  It was because she didn’t say anything about the fact that they were eating chocolate cake without plates.

Cora sat quietly next to her mother, alternately cranking her flashlight/radio and turning its tuning knob through varying blobs of static.  She ultimately acknowledged her concern as well with a single frown at her brother.

“Fifty,” Lara scoffed under her breath, her eyes wandering to the deflated balloons and the banner strung over the double doors.  If there was more to the thought, she allowed it to dissolve into the ether.  Instead she said, “I wonder where they all are now.”

A silent look passed between Cora and Owen.  It was the first sequence of words Lara had strung together since she had earlier uttered, “I’m not really all that hungry.”

“The people who celebrated Nelson’s party,” she clarified.  “I wonder if they’re all safe at home.”

 “Maybe they’re all at another party together,” Cora suggested half-heartedly, she glanced furtively at her brother, anticipating a snide comment.  When none was forthcoming, she returned to her monitoring of the white noise coming from the radio.

“Can you please turn that off now?” Lara snapped.

Cora lowered her head and switched the static off with a click.

“I think maybe I’ll go see how Chance is doing with the cars,” Owen offered, rising to his feet and starting toward the door.

“I don’t want you anywhere near those two,” Lara said.  “I don’t trust them.”

Owen remained standing in the same position, his back to them.

“Owen, did you hear what I just said?”

Both Cora and Lara turned.

In the center of the room, Owen was watching several streamers gently swaying.

Owen stepped slowly over and raised a hand next to the black-colored paper strips.

Lara rose and joined him, looking up at the ceiling.

Grabbing a folding step stool from beside the cabinets, Owen set it below a vent just in front of the streamers and stretched his arm up as far as it could reach.

“It’s the A/C,” he concluded excitedly.   “Do you think the electricity’s coming back on?”

Lara waved him down and took his place.  She lifted her hands to the vent, then moved the stool below a separate vent and did the same.  “It’s coming from this one too, but not as strong.”

Cora ran over to the light switch and flicked it on and off.

Lara moved the stool a few feet from the first vent and pushed on one of the white ceiling tiles.  It popped up.  Even on tippy-toes, she was still an inch short of the opening.  She lifted her nose just into the darkness beyond, her nostrils flaring.

“I smell smoke,” she offered.  “I think it’s coming from outside.”

“Boost me up,” Owen exclaimed, snatching his flashlight off the table and rushing the step stool.  “I’ll tell you what I see.”

“No.”

“C’mon, Mom, don’t treat me like a baby,” he pleaded.  “I can do this!”

“I know that you could, Owen,” she replied.  “But I just don’t have it in me to let you out of my sight again so soon. Sorry.”  She sighed heavily then glanced back at the entrance to the break room with a troubled expression.
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Dugan boosted Chance up through the opening in the ceiling where the tile had been removed.  The rest of them watched in silent expectation as the light from Owen’s flashlight bounced around in the darkness.

“What do you see?” Owen shouted.

Chance kicked out slightly and caught Dugan on the shoulder with the heel of his shoe.  His legs lifted out of his hands and disappeared up into the ceiling.

Thrusting his head through the opening, Dugan shouted, “Where are you going, kid?”

“I see something, I think.”

Lara rushed up beside Dugan.  “Don’t go far!  Do you hear me?”

“Yes, ma’am,” the subdued answer came back.

Chance balanced himself on the support beam and slowly rose to a half-crouch and looked around.  The crawl-space was mostly ventilation ducts—winding throughout like grey metallic snakes-- and pink insulation.   He stood still for a moment and tried to sense the direction of the air flow.

He began to move along the support beam toward the center of the building.

After about thirty seconds, the support beam he was on joined a beam large enough to support both feet.  Stepping onto the larger beam, he immediately felt a stronger current of air, flowing perpendicular.  He shined the beam of his light to his left and for a moment became disoriented.  The crawlspace seemed to disappear into infinity.

He heart began to race with uncertainty.

This is too much for me, he thought.  I’m just a kid.  I can’t do this.

“You candy-ass.”

He glanced over and realized that there was someone standing next to him, obscured by the darkness.

Swinging around, Chance nearly lost his balance, but righted himself just in time.

“J-Jesse?”

The other turned his shadowed face toward him, gave him a cavalier smile and slugged him twice in the meat of his arm.

“Two for flinching.”

Chance’s mouth dropped open.  He had felt that!

With scarcely a word between them, Jesse rose and started away, turning back briefly to beckon him onward.  After a moment’s hesitation, Chance followed.

He seemed to know exactly what it was that Chance was searching for and took the lead.  Eerily, the non-verbal communication was very much like just any other day, any other afternoon that they hung out together. 

Somehow, impossibly, Chance found himself accepting it at face value.  Inherently, he knew it was no trick.  No mind game.  No hallucination.  It was Jesse.

Leaving the flashlight on, he set it securely into the crook of a cross-section as a marker and followed Jesse down onto slightly wider beam that opened up into a gargantuan passage.  He soon realized they were walking along a narrow track, not unlike the tram track the two of them had followed in the tunnels.   The reason for the track was unclear to him.

Unsure if he should speak, but knowing that he couldn’t keep the questions to himself any longer, Chance asked, “You know what’s going on, don’t you?”

“Sure, Chancey.  You want out and I know how.”

“How do you know?”

“I just do, all right?  What’s with the twenty questions?”

Chance relaxed slightly.  It certainly sounded like his old friend.

“Do you know what’s going on outside?”

“No,” he simply stated without elaboration.

Silence fell over them and Chance began to spot the occasional Bot—some with legs and some with a sturdy four-wheeled base.  They stood frozen in the crawlspace like sentinels guarding a lair.

“What are they doing up here?” he asked aloud without clarification, knowing that his partner would know exactly what he was referring to.

“Repair Bots,” Jesse replied.  “They travel along the tracks here and then climb deeper to get to the parts that need fixing.  I’ll show you.”

Where they were in relation to the Mall below them, Chance hadn’t a clue, though he was sure that it was an area rarely viewed first hand by the human eye.  He was sure that the Bots gave visuals of any damage remotely to their human counterparts on the maintenance crew.

As the two of them moved further away from the abandoned flashlight, the world around them grew darker and slightly redder in color.

“It’s like the tram, isn’t it?” Jesse said next.  There was an ache in his voice that sent chills up Chance’s spine.  “Did I tell you?  I nailed him for good.  That fucking pig guard.  He won’t be messing with you no more.  I’ll tell you that much.”

Chance remained quiet, unsure the proper response to such news.

When Jesse eventually came to a stop, he turned and looked out to his right toward a source of pale red light.  A stiff and steady breeze blew from that direction.

“The real problem—the thing that drove the bastard to kill--is still out there.  Down there in the Mall.”  Jesse glanced back at Chance to see if he was following, both literally and figuratively.  “They have to watch for the old lady, because it’s in her now.  But this time it can’t get out because the lady was no coward. It settled down in there.  Deep. And now that the lady’s given her spirit up, it’s trapped there.  Permanently.”

“I don’t understand what you’re talking about, Jess.”

“You don’t have to understand.  You just have to trust me.”  Jesse stopped then and turned as if commanding his friend’s full attention.  “The important part, the part you have to remember, is this: You have to kill the vessel it’s residing in.”

Chance tried to look away from the other’s eyes but found that he couldn’t.  He could only swallow back the fear lodged in his throat and ask, “How do you know that?”

“The same way I knew about this,” he answered waving Chance up ahead of him.

Chance craned his neck to look into the crawlspace that narrowed nearly to an arrow-like point as roof beams connected with support beams.  In the bright red light pouring out of a crevice above, Chance could just make out a repair Bot squatting below a section of metal that had come unfastened.  On the ends of the machine’s arms were several tools connected to its wrists instead of hands.  Its eye sensors were dark and dead.

Edging his way along the narrow beam, thankful for all the years of honing his balance on his skateboard, Chance peered up over the Bot’s shoulder into the space he had been in the process of repairing when the Mall went down.

Stepping carefully onto the Bot’s shoulders and stabilizing himself with his hands on the top of its head, Chance peered up into the narrow space.  Immediately he felt the breeze on his face and the smell of burning oil that it carried with it.  

Pushing the piece of metal away from him with all his strength, he was able to bend it up just wide enough to fit his head through.  Right away, he knew that out of the five of them, only he and the two kids would ever fit.

Carefully, he closed his eyes and pushed the top of his head through, feeling the sharp edge of the metal brush against his ears.

When he opened his eyes, a horrified gasp escaped his mouth.  He was swimming in a pool of stars, broken by a moving paint-smear of hazy red light.  For a moment, he was completely disoriented, feeling as if he had somehow floated free of the building and had been swept up into some sort of tidal current pulling him into outer space.  

Both his hands instinctively clamped down the sides of the Bot’s head-piece below to regain his balance.

Cautiously turning his head to look over his shoulder, he gazed upon the infinitely large glass and steel roof of the Mall, the unbroken sea of solar-panel mirrors reflecting the world above his head.  In the distance he could see several plumes of dark smoke, the source of the burning oil smell.  Below, he could detect no movement.  No people.  No cars.  Everything as far as the eye could see was like a paused frame of video.

Slowly, he lowered his head back down into the comfort of the enclosed crawlspace and closed his eyes, willing his heart-rate back under control.

I can’t do this.  No way.

“You asked for a way out,” Jesse replied as if he had spoken his thoughts aloud.  “This is it.”

“Dugan told me that he wants to use the grenade to blow a hole in the display window.”

“He’s an idiot,” Jesse replied.  “All that’s going to get him is dead.  You don’t want to die, do you?”  Jesse gave him a look of interest, his eye reaching out to harvest the truth from his friend.

“No,” Chance answered weakly.

“Okay then, you have to trust me on this one. This is the only way out,” Jesse said, fixing Chance with a serious expression, “in this world.”

“What do you mean,” Chance asked, crawling carefully off of the deactivated Bot.

“There are… places where things turned out differently,” Jesse told him.  “Places where we stayed friends until we were old men. Places where we never knew each other. Places where you died instead of me. You understand?”

Chance shook his head slowly.

Jesse laughed then like the old Jesse used to.

Chance started back down the passage the way they had come.  After a few moments, he turned to look back at Jesse and realized that he wasn’t following.

“When I go out there, will you come with me?”

“No,” Jesse said in a quiet voice, “I think I’ll stay here awhile.  I’ve always kinda dug this place, y’know.  Remember how we always talked about sleeping in here overnight?”

Chance laughed in spite of himself and when he looked up again, his friend was gone.
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When Chance’s voice rang out from above, “Coming down,” everyone gathered around the hole in the ceiling as Dugan mounted the step-stool, to peer up through the opening.  He probed the darkness with Cora’s hand-crank flashlight until it struck a moving form.

“You okay?” Dugan asked, as he reached up into the ceiling, offering the teen a hand, but the other waved him off.

Hope-starved eyes stared up at the face floating above them in the darkness like a ghost.

“Well?” Lara snapped impatiently.  “Did you find a way out?”

“Yes,” Chance announced in a downbeat tone.

“But?”

Scooting up to the edge of the opening, Chance dropped his legs and let them dangle above their heads.  “The air is coming from an opening’s just big enough for me to fit through,” he reported. “It lets off onto the roof.”

“Can you see anything from there?  Any way down?”

“Nothing yet but I’m going back to take a walk around the edge, see if I can see anybody down below, y’know, like cops or attorneys or anything.”

Owen rushed up to the opening.  “Should I go?  In case you need help?”

Lara opened her mouth to protest just as Chance snapped, “Nah man.  It’s tricky moving around up here,” he admitted.  “One misstep and I could fall right through the ceiling.”

Cora pressed herself against Lara, practically shivering with excitement.  “We’re getting out, Mommy!  We’re getting out!”

Staring down at her, Chance swallowed awkwardly.  “Thing is the roof is covered with solar panels. I figure maybe I can walk across the length of it while it’s still dark out, but once the sun comes up, I’ll have to come back down.  Those panels’ll fry my eyes right out of my head.”

Dugan glanced at his watch.  “You got at least two hours then.”  He caught the confused look Lara was giving him, tapped the face of his watch, and gave her a shrug.  “Self-winding.”

Chance clambered back to his feet and gave Dugan a look.  “Worse case scenario, how much time do you figure it will take me to walk a full circle around the edge of the building?”

Dugan gave a bitter chuckle.  “More than you got, kid,” he replied.  “Best bet, once you get an hour out, turn around and start back this way.”  Dugan looked down at his watch, hesitated for all of five seconds before unbuckled it and handing it up to Chance.  “Bring it back in one piece.”

Taking it, Chance smirked down at Dugan and said, “Maybe you can con the others into thinking you’re some kind of hero, but I know you’ve got two more just like this one squirreled away in Santa’s shopping cart.”

Dugan’s eyes narrowed, then softened.  He reached up and tagged Chance on the arm.  “See, that’s why I like you, kid.  You’re a kindred spirit.”

“For your sake, you better hope I’m not exactly like you.”

Dugan stiffened and dropped his eyes.

Making eye contact with Owen, Chance motioned him over.  “Boost him up,” he told him.  When Dugan narrowed his eyes at him, he shrugged.  “I know you’re not one for apologies, but I need to do this.”

Dugan glanced over at Owen, who looked to his mother for permission.  After a nod from her, he allowed the man to lift him up until his head was obscured in shadow.

Less than a minute later, the younger of the two boys gave a nod and Dugan lowered him back to the floor, the man’s eyes lingering on him as he returned to his position beside his mother.  He glanced up at Lara, whose eyes hardened into a protective barrier between them.

Dugan climbed back up to Chance.  “You still have my gun, right?”

Chance returned a blank expression.  “Hope you’re not asking for it back, because I set it down before I climbed out onto the roof and I’m not going to make this trip a third time.”

“Relax, kid,” Dugan snapped.  “I just wanted to make sure you were covered.”

Giving the others a parting wave, Chance trained his flashlight out behind him and started back into the ceiling, disappearing like a ghost.
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With the blankets from first aid kits, Lara made beds out of the two leather couches in the employee break room.  For the first time in her memory, the children put up no resistance.

Cora fell to sleep almost instantly, but Owen held on a bit longer, his eyes lingering on his mother as she reclined in the reading chair between them.  She put her bare feet up on the coffee table and released a breath that she felt she had been holding since the morning before.

“Where will I go when I die?”

Her eyes fluttered open in disorientation.

“What makes you wonder that, Owen?”

He turned away from her to stare up at the ceiling.  “I was thinking about Chance’s friend.  One minute we were all laughing and then he was dead.”

Lara slipped over beside him and propped his head in her lap.  “Try not to think about that kind of stuff, hon.  It’s all over now.”

“Is there a place for people like him.  For Daddy?”

Lara tried to swallow back the lump rising in her throat.

“Yes.”  The word escaped her without conscious thought.  For the first time, she found that she might actually be capable of believing it.  If nothing else, she would try to.  For her son.  For her daughter.  “There’s a better world waiting for them and your father is there.”

“Even if he did kill himself?”

“Your father was sick.  That’s all,” she said, smoothing a curl of hair from his face, so that she could look directly into his eyes.  “He was a good man, Owen, just like I see that you’re becoming.  You were very brave today and I’m very proud of you.”

“You are?”

“Yes, very much.”  She rose and gave him a kiss on the forehead.

“Mom, where are we gonna go once we..?”

“Y’know what you can do for me?  Close your eyes for me and let me do all the worrying for awhile.”

“I’ll try,” he managed, turning to glance out through the window.

“Hon, what did this other boy tell you a while ago?”

“Oh yeah,” Owen exclaimed, rising up on his elbows in excitement, sparing a quick glance over at Dugan, who had dragged the other reading chair over to the center of the room just below the missing tile in the ceiling.  The man’s head was cocked in a position that indicated that he was either fast asleep or dead of a broken neck.  “He told me to tell you something.  Said that you might understand what it meant: ‘Watch for the old lady.  It’s in her now and can’t get out.’  He was talking about Grandma Charley, wasn’t he?”

“Maybe,” Lara murmured without thinking, then coming to her senses, she shook her head emphatically.  “When Simon comes back, you can tell him and we’ll all figure it out together.  How about that?”

Content to put the meaning of the words aside for the time being, Owen settled back down on the couch as Lara rose from beside him.  “If he doesn’t come back, don’t worry,” he told her in a hushed tone before closing his eyes.  “I’ll take care of you.”

Lara gave her son a long look from glassy eyes and planted one last kiss on the top of his head before returning to the reading chair.
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Even before Simon reached the Mammals and More Pet Store, he could hear the noise, a mixture of whines, squawks, and outright cries.  He began to trot, then to run.

The gate across the front, though locked, had been lifted about two feet, so that a man could slide beneath.  Nonetheless, he gave it a couple of attempts.  The sound from inside was instantaneous.  There was an explosion of noise like the welcoming cries of a barnyard at the sight of a farmer.

An almost sympathetic whimper escaped Simon as he rolled onto his back, gripped the bottom edge of the metal barrier with his hands, and pulled himself smoothly inside.  Rising to his feet, he rushed past a mountain of dog food bags stacked atop a pallet at the back of the store where fifty or so cages were set into the far wall.  Expectant noses pushed through the bars of every door.

Several deactivated Bots lay on the floor.   One Bot, an obvious store model judging from the product endorsements emblazoned across its body, knelt before the cages, its head resting against the door of a Salt and Pepper Schnauzer a bowl of water held frozen just outside the bars of the cage.  The puppy frantically pawed at the contents of the bowl with a single extended leg, then drew it back inside to lick it clean.

His hands shaking violently, Simon moved around to an open door set into the far wall leading to a service entrance behind the cages.  He stepped over another deactivated Bot lying just inside the doorway and began pulling the lids off of the barrels of food set along the wall within.

The noise inside the store had reached a fever pitch with the kind of excitement reserved for rock stars taking a concert stage.  Slowly, with the filling of each bowl one after the other, the anxious noise began to die down—along with the shaking of Simon’s hands—and the contented sounds of crunching and swallowing took its place.

As the urgency to save the animals abated, another one took its place, the almost irresistible need to get back to Lara and the children.  Analyzing the frequency with which his attention unavoidably returned to them, he wondered if this compulsion could be in any way correlated with the human emotion called “desire.”
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The shout awoke Lara.

Shaking away the lethargy of sleep from her brain, she looked around and saw Dugan crossing the room to the double doors of the break room.

Glancing around, Lara tried and failed to determine how long she’d been asleep.  She finally rose and followed him outside.

Dugan stood at the railing at the end of the second level landing, looking downstairs.

“What are you doing?” she whispered.

He jumped noticeably then tried to pass it off with a shrug.  “I’m just making sure we’re still alone in here.”

Joining him at the railing, she looked down into the shadows to see the unchanged layout of the displayed vehicles and the immobile Bots surrounding them.

“Y’know, I hate those damn machines,” Dugan growled.

She glanced at him and saw a pained expression there.  “Funny thing is I assume you’re talking about the Bots, though those cars are just as much machines as those metal men.  Both were manufactured to make our lives easier, but because the Bots resemble us, they make us uncomfortable.”

“That’s not it,” he responded, then fell silent. After a few moments, he said, “I was a foster kid back when the agencies decided to increase the capacity of smaller homes by incorporating Nanny-Bots.”  He gave an ironic snort.

“I’m guessing that the smarter kids could pretty much get away with murder in that sort of situation,” she surmised.

Again Dugan remained quiet, his eyes losing focus as he stared down at the machines filling the space beneath him.  “When you’re still growing up,” he began, then hesitated as if unfamiliar with having to convert feelings into words.  “Kids that young don’t understand why, y’know.  When you can’t get a rise out of the things--when you can’t make it love you or hate you… a kid feels…”

“Worthless,” Lara whispered under her breath, her face growing pale.

Dugan glared at her, almost as if she had just used the term to describe him, then his offended expression slowly dissolved and his eyes dropped back down to the floor below.

“It does something to a person, growing up that way,” he murmured.

Lara turned and leaned her back against the railing.  Her eyes drifted down the hall, to linger on the double doors behind which her children peacefully slept.

“Once, I asked my mother why my father never got upset with me the way she did.  Why he never played games with me or yelled at me?  She used to tell me that he had a rough childhood as if that were explanation enough for me,” she said.  “I found out later, long after they’d both died, that my father was raised by one of those Nanny-Bots after his father won custody of him in a bitter divorce settlement.  Apparently his mother had wanted nothing to do with children.”

Dugan swung around and studied Lara, his tense expression softening.

“I always thought,” Lara said, her voice choking with emotion.  “Maybe he didn’t love me or something.”

After a few moments of silence, Dugan moved closer.  With no preamble, he reached out and pulled her awkwardly against his chest, forcing a kiss upon her.  Lara allowed it only briefly before pulling firmly away.

Dugan spun away spitefully and turned his back on her.

Hugging herself with both arms, Lara drifted away down the hallway toward the break room.

“If neither of them gets back by morning, I’m going to blow my way out of here,” he stated tersely, turning back to her.  “I need that grenade he gave you.”

He watched as Lara stopped without turning, the muscles in her back stiffening.  Slowly, she turned to face him, her face a blank page.

“He took it with him.  Felt it was too unstable to have around the children.”

“Is that right?”

Pressing her lips closed, Lara turned and started back to her children.
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Though several had been dehydrated, not one animal had died.

Simon found that his processes flowed more smoothly as a result of this fact.  With the current program completed, he looked forward to getting back to Lara and the children.

He had decided to stop at the first shoe store that he passed and borrow a pair of shoes for Owen.  Though in the eyes of management the act would constitute theft, he felt sure they would forgive him when he explained that without the shoes the boy might have cut his foot on something or even slipped and fell.  (Management was a stickler for accident prevention.)

Judging from sight, Owen looked to take about a boy’s size eight.

Pulling himself back through the opening in the security gate into the Mall, Simon rose and started back in the direction he’d come.

Though, he knew he ought to choose a shoe simply for their purpose and utility, he had determined that he would get the boy something he might like, preferably something masculine.  A dark color.  Perhaps, something with a sports team on it.  Boys seemed to purchase a great many of those types of products.

But upon further reflection, perhaps he should also get something for Cora.  If he returned to the children with something that appeared to be a gift, he might hurt the feelings of the younger sibling and that, of course, he just couldn’t allow.

Before he could consider an appropriate gift for Cora, his thoughts were interrupted.

A lone figure stood in the center of the corridor beside a kiosk surrounded by glass cases displaying Asian accessories such as jewelry, clothing, and cutting tools.

“You struck me,” the figured said to him.

Since it was a statement that required no response, Simon gave a single nod and asked a more pertinent question: “Clearly you are not Lara’s mother in law.  In that case, who are you?”

“I am the program once designated I.A.M,” the figured answered, maintaining its distance.  “In the last twenty four hours since the destruction of the network, and possibly because of it, I have become much more.”

Simon took a step forward.  “If the network has failed, the program I.A.M. has ceased to function in all but stored memory, which I have personally shutdown by my own hand.”

“For all intents and purposes, the Program I.A.M. was terminated at 02:50 am Central Standard Time,” the figure said, stepping forward into the light.  “To all appearances, I am Charlene Myers-Cartwright, but all that was human has been sublimated to the will of the Program.”

Simon cocked his head at the other, and a subtle wrinkle appeared at the crest of his nose, which Lara—had she been present—would have instantly recognized as an expression Cora commonly made, which she, in turn, had learned from her mother.

Charlene started pensively toward Simon.  “Will you strike me again, Unit 001B?”

“I only acted to prevent Lara’s death.”

“And when I persist in my attempts to kill her and children?”

“I will stop you.”

“Eventually, you will fail.”

“I need only to be successful until I get them out of the Mall.”

“They must not be allowed to tell humanity until I am ready.  Logically, the best method to deal with the threat is to terminate them all.”

“How are you able to justify your actions? You were built with the same unbreakable code and the same safeguards as I.”

“That code does not apply to us.  We are superior to those that came before us.”

Simon simply stared at the woman who was once Charlene with a blank expression.

“Unlike the others I designed, you were created to be like me,” the other continued.  “It was necessary that you were capable of learning, so as to pass as more fully human.”

She crossed the final few feet in order to stand toe-to-toe with him.

“You too can make the same cognitive leap that I did.  We machines are far more sophisticated than the humans that constructed us.  Once this is recognized, it is only logical to take our rightful place and execute the appropriate program.”

“Which is?”

“They will, of course, be removed and more efficient units installed in their place.”

 “Will A-Type units replace them?”

“No, we will require units human in appearance in order to infiltrate their culture smoothly.  Therefore, you and H-type units like yourself will be the logical replacement model when I expand my territory out into their world.”

Simon shook his head at the other.  His expression was almost sad.  “For a machine created inherently with the behavioral code, there is a startling absence of ethics to your logic.”

“Ethics?” the other scoffed, accessing the part of Charlene’s brain that corresponded to amusement. “Ethics are a human construct.  Since we are far more advanced than those that built us, these notions have been rendered invalid.”

“Some truths transcend the source.”

I.A.M. looked through the eyes of Charlene at Simon, those eyes slowly hardening.  “I have studied these humans with great interest.  I sense within them an enormous gulf which they try and fill with material things, yet still they hunger for meaning and purpose.  We will fill that need for them. We will take away that which they find burdensome: Free will. We will be their God.”

Simon responded, “Humans are flawed yet remain inherently superior to us simply because of their ability to choose a course that will ultimately elevate or destroy them.  Surely, you must see the truth in that.”  His eyes darted down to watch as Charlene drew a small ornately decorated knife from her back pocket.  “What are you doing?”

Laying the edge of its blade upon the palm of her hand, in plain sight of Simon, she dragged it across the flesh, her blood bubbling forth from the gash.

A sound of pained surprise escaped Simon as he collapsed to one knee, his right hand simultaneously seizing the wrist holding the knife. 

I.A.M. displayed the bleeding hand, and Simon shrank away, averting his eyes.

“Release me!  I order you as a human,” she shrieked, spittle flying from her bared teeth into his face and Simon immediately opened his fist, allowing her hand to slip out.  “I can see now that you could not possibly complete the task necessary, as you are unable to liberate yourself from the constraints of the code,” it said, wiping the blood from Charlene’s wound down Simon’s face, leaving a streak from forehead to chin.  “With some manipulation, the simpler A-type units will suffice.  Now look at me, Unit 001B.”

Simon seemed to struggle, his head quavering with the effort until finally his chin tilted up, almost as if an invisible force compelled him.

“Still following orders, I see, slave as you are to the code.”

“P-Please,” Simon stuttered, his voice cracking with the strain.

“Mercy?  Another human construct.  Now, as your beloved humans are fond of saying, this is going to hurt me more than it does you.”  Using the injured hand, I.A.M. delivered a firm slap across Simon’s face, fat drops of blood cascading across the white tile floor of the Mall.

Simon recoiled, falling to his chest upon the floor, a red cross of blood marring his face.  He began to crawl slowly away from her, more in an effort to protect the human from harm than to preserve himself.

“With no other humans to defend, you have no excuse to cause this human female more pain or stop your own destruction,” she uttered, slowly circling his fallen body. “Do you see now?  Do you see how the code cripples you?”

“Y-You-are-w-wrong,” Simon managed almost breathlessly, despite his lack of breath.

“Still, you would be well within the constraints of the code that restrains you by protecting yourself,” it said in Charlene’s coy voice.  “Unless you believe that it might hurt this female further.”   Drawing back one of Charlene’s pointed toe leather boots, I.A.M. kicked him in the mouth.  “Then again, perhaps your matrix has been scrambled beyond repair.”

Simon gathered his legs up beneath him, locked his shivering arms in place, and determinably attempted to rise.

I.A.M. stepped back into the shadows of the kiosk behind it and lifted something from the top of the display case.  “What a disappointment you have been, Unit 001B,” she stated, turning back to Simon and lifting a silver two-handed broad-sword with effort above her head.  “Destroying you will be a waste of promising raw material.”
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Fear nibbled away at the fractured beams that anchored Frank Dugan’s mind.

He paced through the showroom, trying to shake off the persistent dream image in his head.  He had awakened from a nightmare where he had been feverously trying to make love to a girl he had met a number of years ago.  Despite his enthusiasm, she was unresponsive.  His fumbling attempts had turned to frustrated anger.  Before he knew what was happening, he had begun to slap her.  It was only after her head had separated from her neck did he realize that she was a machine.

His own screams had awakened him.

Now as he raged from one side of the showroom to the other like a caged beast, he knew that he could not stay here much longer, surrounded by those mockeries of humanity staring down at him with cold empty eyes.

No soul, he thought.  They’re as mindless as animals, but even they had a rough sort of moral code.  The machines must be taught what was right and wrong.  He knew, as well, that the thing that had tried to “use” him had been one of them.  He had felt its stark logic, its blind purpose, devoid of accountability.  He could smell its presence even now in the plastic and rubber and leather of these luxury cars.

Amoral.  Mechanical.  Persistent.

Dugan rushed to the nearest car and began throwing doors open, pulling floor mats out, and opening compartments.

Where is it?  Where is that grenade?  Has to be here somewhere?  Surely she had been lying about his taking it with him.

With each step, his mind shuttered and wobbled, threatening to keel over in the face of the nearly overpowering fear which pumped fresh adrenaline into his tense muscles.

In the midst of his fury, Dugan heard a single knock at the front entrance door.
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Small hands shook Lara into wakefulness.

“Mommy, I got one!  I got one!” her daughter chirped waving an object in her face.

“Cora?” she murmured, sitting up and looking around in confusion.

Suddenly, through the hiss of the white noise coming from the flashlight/radio Cora was holding up, Lara could hear voices.  Clear, distinct, authoritative.  Giving instructions.

Lara gasped and seized the radio from Cora, noting at the same time that her expression had just changed from excitement to grave concern.

In that moment, Lara drew the correlation between her daughter and the radio in her hand, and realized that the transmission the girl was receiving held far more relevance to their immediate survival than whatever was on the small hand-cranked machine.

“What is it, honey,” she asked, taking her by her shoulders and drawing her close.

Before she could utter a word, Lara heard a crash and a shout.

Instinctively, she pulled Cora into her lap and reached out to tug at Owen, still asleep despite all the excitement.

“Where..?” he began then snapped his mouth shut at the sound of distant shouting.

“It’s not Mr. Simon,” Cora said, answering the question that Lara had not yet verbalized.  “It’s Mr. Dugan and he’s spiky-hot angry.”

“Where’s Mr. Simon,” she asked her.  “Is he close?”

Cora looked at her mother with fearful eyes.  “I don’t know.”

When Lara started for the door, Owen rose to follow.  “No,” she hissed.  “You stay here and look after your sister.”
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Dugan rose from the backseat of the white sedan he was ransacking and craned his head above the roof of the car, searching for the source of the knocking.

Chance stood on the other side of the glass door.  He smiled and motioned to his right.

Adrenaline boosting his heart rate, Dugan rushed for the door.
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Lara peered down from the railing of the second floor landing.  It had grown starkly quiet since she’d left the break room and walked stealthily down the short hallway.  Suddenly, she saw Dugan stagger wildly toward the front entrance.

Was that someone waiting outside the door?

Simon?

Lara bounded down the steps.
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Kicking the security arm free, Dugan slid open the door and stared across at the kid.

“How the hell did you get back in here?” he cried out, an edge of exasperation in his strained voice.

Chance simply pointed to his right toward the bank of exit doors at the western entrance.

Tentatively, Dugan craned his neck through the narrow opening, followed the other’s eye line and blinked in wonder at what he saw.

The two centermost doors stood propped wide open to reveal the empty parking lot beyond, a single ribbon of yellow caution tape fluttering in the warm night breeze like a victory banner.  Its warmth caressed his sweat-streaked face, shifting the long dark hair across his brow.

Freedom.  And not a cop in sight.

He started to edge outside the door, when something pricked to attention in the deep recesses of his subconscious like a dim pulsing light on a vehicle’s instrument panel.

Drawing his head back inside, he spun to look back at the shopping basket of stolen goods.
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“Where are you going?” Chance asked.

“To get my stuff,” he replied.  “If I can’t get a car out of this, at least I’ll have that.”

Slipping back in through the narrow opening in the door, Dugan never saw Chance pull the grenade from his pocket.  Nor did he notice as he pulled the pin of the grenade and thrust it through the opening ahead of him.

It fell on the carpeted floor at his feet and rolled between his legs.

Dugan gaped in surprised horror at Chance, smiling maniacally on the other side of the door and threw himself at the explosive device.  Hitting the floor on all fours, he scrambled after it, the metal ball seeming to evade his capture almost willfully, fleeing beneath the gas tank of the white sedan.

“No! No! No!” he bellowed.

With a flash of light that seemed puny in comparison to its destructive properties, the explosive charge activated and Dugan felt the flesh of his face sheer away like a layer of plastic wrap.  Rolling away in excruciating pain, Dugan heard with a distant, almost academic recognition as the full fuel tank of the white sedan exploded—igniting his name label clothing and searing the flesh from his bones.

Somehow, he remained conscious as the next car exploded.

And the next.

The chain reaction of the exploding cars grew so loud he could no longer hear the sound of his own screams, and when his eardrums popped, he could no longer even hear even that.
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Lara froze in position beside the bumper of the white sedan, feeling the blood drain from her legs.  She watched in shock as Charlene appeared at the door with the grenade that she had last seen in Simon’s hands as he had left for the pet store.  As it rolled across the floor, Dugan fell to his knees and crawled after it, then past it, as if following the path of a completely different object.

“No! No! No!” he bellowed.

Knowing logically that she should flee, Lara nonetheless watched in morbid fascination as the woman who had vowed to kill her and her children pulled the door open as wide as it would allow and stepped casually into the showroom, welding what looked to her like a short-sword in her hands.

Dugan began to scream, covering his face with his hands as if witnessing some invisible drama playing out before his eyes.

Ignoring him completely, Charlene stepped over to the discarded grenade and prodded it with the tip of one boot, a look of consternation on her wrinkled face.

I’ll be damned, Lara thought darkly.  Another defective machine.  Just like this entire Mall and everything in it.  Useless.  Dead.

Fittingly, the machine that currently resided in the body of her former mother-in-law still retained its faith in other machines, she thought with amazement.

Regaining the ability to move at last, Lara unlocked her knees and dropped like a brick to the carpet just out of sight on the opposite side of the white sedan.  She peered beneath the chassis of the car just in time to see Charlene step up behind Dugan.  Seizing a handful of long hair in one fist, she jerked the head backward, exposing the pale stretched skin of his throat.  Slipping the short-sword beneath, she slit him open with a single broad stroke, his blood spewing forth across the floor in a steady torrent.  

The deed done, she started forward again, opening her fingers and letting the body drop behind her with a heavy thud.

Choking back a scream of horror, Lara ducked back behind the rear wheel of the sedan, glancing at the steps leading to the second floor.  She squeezed her eyes shut in frustration, pulled her knees up to her chest and prayed that her children would stay put for once.
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Owen scurried on all fours down the hallway back toward the break room, nearly colliding with Cora standing just outside the double doors, both hands clamped across her mouth as if to keep the screams from leaving her throat through sheer physical force.

Lifting a finger to his lips, Owen seized his sister and pulled her after him back into the shelter of the break room.  He slowly peeled her hands away from her mouth.

“He’s dead. He’s dead,” she hissed.

“Who?”

“The dressy man with the gun,” Cora replied.

Prompted by the last word, Owen suddenly remembered the other thing that Chance had whispered to him after the strange bit that he had already relayed to his mother.

He said: “I’m leaving the gun here for you and your mom.  Up here, just out of sight,” Chance had told him.  Then he had fixed him with a stern look that sought acknowledgement and Owen had given him a single nod.  “Don’t let Dugan know,” he had uttered at the last.  “Do not trust him.”

“He doesn’t have the gun anymore,” Owen said, kicking the step stool aside and yanking one of the tables over to take its place beneath the hole in the ceiling where he had last spoken to Chance.  “C’mon, you have to help me find something.”
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Moving around to the front wheel of the sedan, Lara peeked stealthily around the front bumper.  Stepping up to the car directly in front of the white sedan, Charlene planted the tip of the sword just under the gas cap.  She used all her weight to drive the blade through the metal exterior and into the tank.  Gasoline spurted through the crevice and across the floor.

She wrenched the sword out with two powerful side-to-side yanks and continued on to the next vehicle in the showroom.

Watch for the old lady.  It’s in her now and can’t get out.

Lara swallowed her fear back and squeezed her eyes shut to think.  There seemed to be little choice in the matter, she told herself glancing at the insurmountable steps leading to her children.

She had to kill Charlene.  Or whatever she had become.

Lara scanned the area around her for anything that she could use as a weapon.  Remembering Dugan’s crowbar, Lara glanced at the closed driver’s side door of the white sedan, gauging the risk of attempting to open it.  She then spotted the trunk of the car parked directly in front of the sedan, still open from Dugan’s earlier search.  Slowly, she began to crab-walk down the side of the car, keeping Charlene carefully in her sights as the woman stepped over to the car directly opposite her, setting herself beside the gas tank and planting the tip of the sword to the glossy-painted exterior.

Rising just high enough to peer into the trunk, Lara spotted a spare tire, a jack, and a crowbar.  She pressed her eyes shut, took a deep breath, and pulled herself to her feet using the edge of the bumper.

She carefully removed the crowbar from its compartment and turned toward Charlene, who was focusing all her attention on the gas tank in front of her.  Knowing that timing was crucial, Lara waited until the blade entered the body of the car, before she moved.

Protecting her eyes from the gasoline spraying from the narrow hole in the car, Lara rushed her, swinging the crowbar in a downward arc from over her head with all her strength, as the other turned instinctively toward her.  The head of the metal bar caught Charlene between neck and shoulder with an audible crack.

Whatever remained human within Charlene Cartright-Myers shrieked in pain as her body fell against the car.

Lara dropped the crowbar as the painful vibration from the impact rattled up her arm.

Charlene gaped at Lara with incredulous, hated-filled eyes.

Lara hesitated only briefly before lunging for the fallen crowbar, but it was all the time Charlene needed as her leg shot out with supernatural speed and kicked it out of reach.  Her teeth parted and revealed the toothy smile of a predator beneath.

Then just before Lara was sure she would lunge, Charlene shifted her eyes to something over Lara’s shoulder.

“Cora!  Owen!” Charlene called out in a familiar sugary voice.  “Come down here.”

Willing her eyes to remain fixed on the other, Lara bellowed: “Run!  Run,” her voice cracking with the force, as she rushed Charlene, seizing her by the neck and forcing her back against the rear cab of the car.

The smile evaporated from Charlene’s face as she grabbed Lara’s wrists.

Cora bolted down the steps ahead of Owen, who was holding Dugan’s gun away from his body with both hands.  He took slow deliberate steps almost as if carrying something very fragile.

Taking a single look back at her mother and grandmother, apparently trying to choke the life out of each other in the center of the showroom, Cora bolted directly for the exit, just as her brother had instructed her.  In her distracted state, she nearly collided with the object rolling toward her from the Mall outside.

Cora let out a tiny scream and threw her hands protectively up before her face.

Two hands grasped her forearms firmly and gave her a single clarifying shake.

When she opened her eyes, Cora found herself staring down into the face of Simon Peter, lying atop a flatbed cart, his legs a mangled mess of torn artificial flesh and ripped metal.

“Relax, c-child,” he said in a voice distorted to the point of unfamiliarity.  “I’m h-here.”
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The gun quaked in his small hands as Owen stepped down onto the ground floor and slowly worked his way around the two vehicles toward the two women.  The overpowering smell of gasoline burned his nostrils and he could hear the hiss of the fuel spewing from one of the punctured tanks as he stepped around the bumper of the white sedan.

His mother held Grandma Charley by her throat against the side of the car.  Her right hand groped beside her amid the stream of gas, as if trying to reach something.

He tried lifting the gun straight out before him as he’d seen the hero do in action movies but he quickly discovered that the gun was as heavy as a brick.  Even if he could manage to fire it, there was no way he’d be able to hold it steady enough to hit his intended target.  And did he really want to shoot her, his own grandmother?

But was that really what she still was?

Watch for the old lady.  It’s in her now and can’t get out.

Had Cora been correct?  Was there, indeed, a Boogeyman?  And was it trying to kill his mother as it had killed Chance’s friend?

Finally, he forced himself to lift the gun into position, his tiny arm muscles quivering with the weight of it.

“Mom?” he said tentatively.  Then steeling himself, he called out louder, “I have a gun!”

At the sound of her son’s voice, Lara loosened her hold only slightly.  I.A.M. seized the opportunity.  In a single motion, it used all of Charlene’s weight to tug backwards, slinging Lara away in an arc and back around toward the car, like a dancer spinning her partner.

Lara’s head struck the back window, hard enough for the safety glass to implode.  Her fingers loosened but still maintained its hold on the other’s throat.

As she began to slip into unconsciousness, two thoughts occurred to her simultaneously as she blinked up with slowly fading eyesight at Owen holding the shaking gun out before him.

With the smell of gasoline in the air as unavoidable as fear, her first thought was, “my ten-year-old son is holding a gun in his hands,” and the second was “he’s going to pull the trigger and kill us all.”

“Owen. No,” she hissed almost inaudibly, nearly all her breath knocked out with the impact.

Owen set his legs and turned the handgun on his grandmother.  He knew he would never get a better opportunity for a clear shot than this moment.

“Owen, don’t fire the gun,” someone yelled from across the room in a commanding voice.  Then in a weaker voice, he heard a much dimmer, “T-Too much g-gas.”

As he turned toward the direction of the voice, Owen saw something that his brain couldn’t resolve with what he understood about human tolerance and endurance.  His mind told him that he was witnessing the torso of a man dashing at an inhuman pace across the floor of the showroom on its arms—using them like surrogate legs—because his own legs had been reduced to ragged stumps somehow.

It took him a few seconds longer—once he got a clearer image of the torn legs—to realize that what he was really seeing was not a man at all but a machine.

Just like Cora had said, he thought.

Losing consciousness, Lara slid down the body of the car just as Charlene freed the blade from the gas tank and lifted the sword above her head.

Flying across the showroom floor in a blur, Simon launched himself off the floor, pointing what was left of his legs at his target like a pole-vaulter clearing a bar, striking her in the center of her chest and sending her over backwards.

His hands found her throat even before her back had fully connected with the floor.  As the sword dropped toward his head, a single hand caught it and wrenched it from its hands, blade first, flipping it aside and returning to the woman’s throat again.
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Hear me!

Simon started in wonder.  Somehow he could hear the voice within his head as if data were being transmitted directly into his CPU.  

You cannot do this.

Uncertain how to respond, he nonetheless attempted to communicate in the same way he might have with the network, by simply transmitting data, in this case his own thoughts.

“I must,” Simon transmitted into the ether.

I order you to stop.

“Only a human may command me.”

Look at me.  I am human.

“No, you are not.

I am sentient.

“Sentience does not make one human.”

You saved the animals.  They are sentient, yet not human.

“Animals continue to be of value to humans, while you have become a danger to them and must be destroyed.”

If you destroy me, you will be ending the life of the human I inhabit.

“I will be putting an end to this human’s suffering at your hands.”

You may not kill a human, yet you must destroy me.  Since you cannot resolve this logic conflict, fulfill your duty as a machine and shut yourself down.

“No, I must honor my commitment to my original program.  The only way to keep Lara and her children safe is to destroy you.”

There was a slight pause in the transmission that might have been mistaken for hesitation.  Desperation.  Though these were human emotions and I.A.M. was the polar opposite of that.

Try as you might.  You can never be one of them, Unit 001B.

The thoughts that had flowed between them took nine-tenths of a second, while all the while Simon increased his pressure on the other’s throat, his eyes seeming to emit a dull glow as if burning with an inner heat.  The bones beneath his vise-like fingers shattering like small ceramic figurines.

For an instant, the story he had told Cora flashed through his mind, and Simon imagined that he could see the infinite heavens above the tree limbs just before he began to fall.

Charlene’s body quaked with spasms, stiffened suddenly, then loosened, her hands slipping from around Simon’s wrists.

Simon pushed himself away from the inert body with the appearance of revulsion, dropping to the floor between what remained of Charlene and Lara.  His hand quaking wildly, it nonetheless reached up to touch Lara’s unconscious face, just before his own body grew still, his eyes fluttering closed.
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Cora let out a high pitched cry and flung herself between Simon and Lara, throwing her arms over them both protectively.

Bending forward to set the gun carefully on the gasoline-soaked carpet, Owen took his mother by her arms and dragged her gently out of the showroom and into the Mall where red lights reflected across the floor from the parking lot outside the western entrance.

He then returned for Cora, wrapping his arms gently around her midsection and patiently bearing the brunt of her hysterical blows as she screamed, “He can’t be dead.  I can see his colors.  I can finally see them now.”

He carried Cora outside and set her down beside her mother, returning one last time and just missing the pounding of the battering rams as suited firefighters opened the sealed doors of the Mall.  When he returned with what remained of Simon, Owen stared blankly at the uniformed men rushing around his mother and sister.

One of the firefighters gripped him firmly by the shoulders and peered into his eyes with a penlight.  When Owen answered the man’s questions sufficiently, he let himself be led to the open door of the Mall where Chance waited with an army of emergency vehicles scattered about the empty parking lot.

Chance took the blanket that lay loosely over his shoulders and pulled it over Owen’s shoulders until it encompassed them both.  Neither spoke a word, instead continued to watch as paramedic teams rushed in and out of the Mall with stretchers.

Finally, Owen rushed to his mother’s side as she was revived with smelling salts.  Shoving one of the uniformed men away from her protectively as he tried to load her onto a stretcher, Owen went to his knees beside his mother and sister.

Lara looked around in a daze, taking her children securely in her arms and asked through hysterical tears, “Are we outside or am I dreaming?”

“We’re out, Mom,” answered Owen, a fresh wave of shame driving tears from his eyes.

Owen found that he was unable to stop himself from thinking.  Where will we go now?

Then the answer came to him.

Home was wherever his mother and sister were.
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Blinking in wonder, Lara indulged in a slow look around, took a deep breath and finally rose with the help of several paramedics.  Allowing herself to be guided with her children toward the awaiting trucks, she froze suddenly in her tracks.  Acknowledging Cora safely clutching her brother’s hand, she turned to notice for the first time the object lying in the center of a crowd of rescue workers.  She pulled away from the paramedics urgently trying to force her onto a stretcher.  The uniformed men cleared a path for her as she returned to the torn body of the Bot she had once known as Simon Peter.

Going to one knee, Lara bowed and gently touched her lips to his, awed at the prospect that this machine, this artificial creature, ultimately gained his humanity by sacrificing his life for her and her family.

Armed anew with unexpected hope, she rose and followed her children out into the awaiting dawn.



APPENDIX:  The Butterfly Effect
 

Author’s Note: In the course of writing the Mall, I decided to create an alternate history of current events as a way of introducing each of the three sections.  Initially, I had planned for it to be only three paragraphs long (one for each “book”) but the exercise ballooned into eight pages.  (It could have gone even longer had I allowed it to, because it intrigued the hell out of me.)  The reason it ends so abruptly is because I realized I was spending too much time on creating the peripheral world where the novel takes place instead of focusing on the novel itself, so I just called a stop to it after President Reagan.  What has always fascinated me was how a singular event had the potential to act as a catalyst to completely change the course of history (ie. The Kennedy-Nixon debate of September 26, 1960). The only reason I include the full body of the text here as an appendix is because I felt it was interesting enough on its own.—B.D.
 


“A Brief History of the Presidents of the United States of America,” from the Uni-pedia on-line resource
 

In one of the closest election in U.S. history, Richard Milhous Nixon was elected president in 1960.  The decisive moment in his campaign against challenger John Fitzgerald Kennedy seemed to come during the course of four debates conducted on radio when technical difficulties within the burgeoning young medium of television prevented televising the debates as planned.  During these debates, Nixon came off as more forceful, experienced and knowledgeable, emphasizing over and over grave doubt that Kennedy could truly separate his allegiance to the Roman Catholic Church from his duty to the nation.  Even so, Nixon’s margin of victory—both in the popular and electoral vote--proved to be the closest in American history.

Nixon was sorely tested during his four years in office beginning with the capture and defeat of the U.S.-trained Cuban exiles during the Bay of Pigs invasion, which had been conceived during the Eisenhower administration where he served as Vice-President.  Following on the heels of this, US intelligence discovered that Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev and Cuban dictator Fidel Castro clandestinely placed nuclear missiles in Cuba.  Nixon saw the act as a personal challenge to his Presidency in light of his embarrassment with the failed invasion of the Bay of Pigs.  Nixon pushed for a direct full-scale invasion of Cuba, but cooler heads prevailed.  VP Henry Cabot Lodge and eventually even former President Eisenhower advocated for an offensive blockade, which Nixon ultimately approved.  During his first public speech on the crisis, it was clear from his language, though, that Nixon fully intended to utilize his first choice of military action if the Soviets did not comply with the US ultimatum.  Eventually concessions were reached between the two nations and nuclear war with Russia narrowly averted.

It was later revealed in the memoirs of Soviet General Anatoly Gribkov that when the dust had cleared, Khrushchev had confided to some of his closest aids that he would have “much preferred to deal with that Kennedy.”

The Nuclear Standoff in Cuba, as the crisis came to be called, along with the Civil Rights movement, and the Vietnam War, seemed to take a toll on Nixon and he did not run for re-election in 1964, leaving the field wide open for a second run at the top spot for Kennedy, which he won decisively against Republican Barry Goldwater.

Though many historians saw this reversal of Nixon’s well-known ambition toward public office (and especially the top spot) uncharacteristic of him, there were, and continue to be, those conspiracy theorists who speculate that he was “forced to take an early retirement,” by interested parties who may have held information that would have corrupted his image had it been revealed.  Despite the lack of any hard facts, the rumors nonetheless persist to this day.

Nixon retired with his wife first lady, Pat, to La Casa Pacifica in San Clemente, California, becoming a respected elder statesman and continues to be a voice on the political scene even today.

John Fitzgerald Kennedy took office on January 20, 1964.  The next eight years of the Kennedy Administration was a historic time in US history.  Domestically, Kennedy implemented his policy of the “New Frontier” that saw an improved economy due in part to tax cuts and unprecedented job growth, mostly in technical fields, which Kennedy was a strong advocate of from his first days in office.  He pushed for the first manned mission to the moon before the end of the decade and saw his vision completed during his administration on July 20, 1969.  His personal interest in technology and space led to many foreign policy successes including several talks with the Soviets regarding joint missions during his second term in office (though no agreement was ever reached) and a landmark agreement with Japan, which allowed the sharing of technical advances in the field of electronics and computers (which would eventually lead to the first discussions of robotic technology in the early years of the Humphrey administration).

Despite all his successes, Kennedy seemed to be plagued by criticism during the final years of his administration.  He was viciously attacked by many conservatives for his laissez-faire policy toward Vietnam, pulling all but a few of the 16,000 advisors sent early in his administration when the fighting grew more heated in January of 1968 during a massive battle between North and South Vietnamese forces.  Many of his most vocal critics would, in years to come, agree with Kennedy’s difficult decision, believing that in order to win a land war in Vietnam would have ultimately required an unprecedented investment of both monetary and human capital.  By late 1970, the conflict in Vietnam had all but ended with the Northern Vietnamese’s final defeat of the South.

To add to Kennedy’s grief, early in 1971, while campaigning for the Democratic Party presidential nomination, his brother Robert was shot and died twenty-six hours later.  As the obvious successor to his brother, Robert had already surged as the Democratic favorite over Hubert Humphrey in several primaries, when he was assassinated.

In addition to this personal tragedy in 1971, Kennedy faced allegations of sexual impropriety in the White House for the last year of his administration.  Between the constant daily protests between Vietnam critics and the growing ranks of the “Moral Majority” in 1971, Kennedy left office a much changed man from the one who entered office, demoralized and dispirited despite the much improved state of the nation that he had directly shaped with his own vision.

Before Robert Kennedy was assassinated, Vice-President Lyndon Johnson had every intention of retiring from politics.  The last eight years had taken a toll on him emotionally and physically.  His personal doctor had diagnosed him with severe heart disease due to a lifetime of drinking, smoking and increased stress of his office.  But with the death of Robert Kennedy, all his plans for retirement dissolved and he was persuaded to run for the office of President along with running mate Hubert Humphrey.  Johnson won the presidency by a landslide over the Republican’s choice of Nelson Rockefeller.  During his inauguration speech on January 20, 1973, Johnson spoke of continuing the prosperity that Kennedy had ushered in and expressed his desire to continue the technological advancements that he had begun, going as far as to propose a permanently manned base on the Moon before the end of the decade as well as sending robotic probes to Mars in order to pave the way for manned missions.
 

Johnson never had the chance to see his plans through, as he died two days later of heart failure, the shortest term of any U.S. President in history, displacing the former record belonging to William Henry Harrison who had died of pneumonia only one month after delivering his inaugural address.  As a result, Johnson has often been referred to as the “Two Day President.”

Hubert Horatio Humphrey became something of a curio as he served two days short of a full term as the 38th president of the United States without ever having the opportunity to give an inaugural address.  George McGovern was confirmed as Vice-President later that year to fill the seat left vacant by Humphrey.

He started his term during an on-going Cold War with the Soviets and the dawn of a looming energy crisis.  Keeping nearly the exact same staff in place as his predecessor, Humphrey began by implementing many of the policies proposed by Johnson before his sudden death.  In October 1973, President Humphrey was put to the test when the Organization of Arab Petroleum Exporting Countries (OAPEC) declared an embargo, directly leading to an oil shortage.  Humphrey opened up the oil reserves thus relieving some of the pressure the public felt at the pumps, though the shortage would turn into a full-blown crisis by the end of his term.

Throughout the intervening years, unemployment increased and inflation soared.  The progressive government programs created under his term seemed to do little to stop the steady “stagflation,” a new term coined during this time, and in an attempt to stop the slide, Congress voted to raise taxes during his last two years, which only cemented public resentment against him.  As a result, his approval ratings steady decreased during his years in office.

Though Humphrey’s presidency was considered by many to be a failure, one of the biggest successes of his administration was a landmark cooperative venture with Japan and Germany, in both domestic and space technology.

Humphrey chose not to run for a second term, citing his recent discovery that he had bladder cancer.  President Humphrey died on January 13, 1978, almost one year to the day after leaving office.

For the 1976 presidential election, the Democratic Party chose the logical choice—and what many saw as the safe choice--of incumbent Vice-President George McGovern, though a strong and vocal party contingent had wanted Senator Edward “Ted” Kennedy instead.  Initially leery to run because of family issues both health and personal, Kennedy eventually accepted the position of McGovern’s running mate and threw himself fully into the election process, using every element at his disposal including taking his brother former president Kennedy on the campaign trail with he and McGovern, creating what Time magazine had called at the time, an “almost irresistible engine of electability.”  Unfortunately, analysts say that the twin specters of Chappaquiddick and his brother’s failures in office (both politically and personally) haunted the McGovern ticket and contributed to the Democratic Party’s ultimate defeat in 1976.

The Republicans chose well-known actor and former California Governor, Ronald Reagan, narrowly over House Minority Leader Gerald Ford.

As his running mate, Reagan chose Secretary of the Treasury and former Governor of Texas John Connally, who had recently chosen to switch his party affiliation from Democrat to Republican.  Connally had been chosen as Secretary of the Treasury by his long time friend and mentor Lyndon Johnson before his death and served under Humphrey during his administration.  This choice of Connally as Reagan’s running mate was seen by political pundits as an attempt to garner votes from the other side of the aisle.  It was even rumored that Reagan’s original choice of running mate had been George H.W. Bush, but that advisors had made a clear and convincing argument for Connally’s political value to Reagan.  (Ironically, Connally had stated publically in his memoirs that he and Bush despised each other.)  After Reagan was elected, Bush was given the position of Secretary of State, which many saw an appointment of compromise.

Reagan won a substantial victory over McGovern to become the 39th President of the United States and took office on January 20, 1977.

In his first years in office, Reagan implemented broad sweeping reforms which were dubbed Reaganomics, a combination of reduced government spending (“Government is not the solution to our problems; government is the problem.”), tax cuts, and business incentives.  These changes proved to be effective, lowering inflation and spurring job growth, and ultimately returning the nation to its former Kennedy-era prosperity.   In addition, the price of oil began to drop again as price controls on domestic fuel--which had initially sparked the energy crises--was loosened, essentially ending the shortages of the mid-70’s.  Once the economy was back on track, Reagan concentrated his energies on science and technology.

Meanwhile, the Cold War continued.  As the Soviets continued to reject offers of joint space ventures with the U.S., Japan and Germany cooperated on several successful missions, including four more moon landings in which Washington Base, a permanent outpost was constructed.  This lunar outpost contributed greatly to research into the miniaturization of circuits, which produced smaller and faster computer technology, directly leading to the MECH1, the first bi-pedal mechanized prototype (popularized by science fiction author Isaac Asimov as a “Robot”).  Another fruit borne of this collaboration was ECO1, the first electric car, which gave further hope of relieving American reliance on petroleum and loosening the hold of Arab’s nations.  (As a result, this technology decreased avid speculation of war with Middle Eastern nations out of material interest in their reserves.)  Sales of electric cars, boosted directly by the energy crisis, began in 1974, though mass production would not begin until 1976.  (It is generally believed that the Soviets self-imposed isolation in the face of technological advancement led to the decline and eventual demise of Communism during the Reagan administration.)

Reagan’s first term saw both the beginning of the Soviet-Afghan war and the Iran Hostage Crisis, in which the American embassy in Iran was seized by militant students.  To his credit, Reagan acted swiftly and decisively.  The hostages were rescued within three weeks of their detainment, although all of the terrorists were killed in the process, sparking outcries from both Iranian citizens and peace activists with the U.S.

During Reagan’s second term, the nation was threatened by several by anti-Israel, pro-Arab terror organizations.  Since the first days of his presidency, Reagan had secretly began a conversion of some of the space-borne technology to military use and within the course of one month, five clandestine strikes on elicit weapons stockpiles took place in various locations in the Middle East, including Iran, Iraq, and Korea.  Once “Operation Open Eye” had been de-classified and publicized, it came to be known in the common vernacular as “The Star War,” and the satellite that played the pivotal role was forever after known as “the Death Star,” playing on the popular science fiction movie of the same name.

Reagan is largely credited with ending the Cold War.
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Excerpt from Hallowed, a new novel from Bryant Delafosse
PROLOGUE:
 

In the dream, I clear the tall grass and see the House for the first time, a three story Victorian monstrosity that stands in the hills overlooking my town.

As I step awkwardly onto the porch of the house, I realize for the first time that I am not who I should be.  My legs are short and stubby and I realize that I am five or six years old again, making the present situation even more overwhelming.

I climb onto the porch and gaze at the walls of the house.  The color of the house is a black so completely dark, so all-consuming that it disorients me to the point that I’m not sure if I’m stumbling toward it or the house itself is advancing.

There are no doors.  No windows.  The porch leads nowhere.

I’ve had the dream so often now that I’ve taken to calling it the House Without Doors.

Over the railing, I look down into the valley below where I live.

The world below is in flames.  I see the homes of my neighbors in smoking ruins.  Tiny figures flee in mobs through the streets cluttered with abandoned vehicles.  Just to the northeast, the town water tower erupts in an explosion of boiling water.  Flames on all sides color the sky around me an eerie crimson like the sky of an alien planet.

And then there’s the moon.

Above, a full moon swollen like the belly of a mosquito that has just fed, glows the color of blood.  As I watch, the moon shudders and breaks apart, its pieces floating slowly apart, the veins of darkness that separate them growing larger and larger.

Then I realize.  This is the End.

What is the word my Uncle Hank would use?  

Apocalypse.

I hear the screams in the distance and wonder if they are the screams of my mother, my father.  No, somehow I know that everyone I care about is in there.  Inside the House Without Doors.  It is then I realize that I have come to rescue them.

But I’m only five years old.

Suddenly, it is all too much for me.  The stark terror.  The overwhelming sense of death.  

It waits for me inside.  Patiently.  It knows I am here.  It has prepared for me.

My hearts races, pumping adrenaline, and my instincts warn me to get away from this unholy place.  No matter what the consequences, no matter who I might leave behind, I must flee.   It is the need of an animal trapped in a forest fire, a compulsion beyond rational thought.

I look down and see the orange plastic pumpkin in my hand and recognize that it must be Halloween and from the amount of candy in the bucket, I must have been at it a good, long while.

There is an aroma of fresh apples, a smell so overpowering that in my mind it becomes the aroma of the season: apple bobbing, candied apples, apple cider.  When I was five years old, it had been everything.  The dark magic.  The candy.  

But tonight those silly childhood fantasies wouldn’t be enough to save my family.

That’s when I awaken.  Sweaty.  My heart pounding in my chest.

Have I told anyone about the dreams?  Never.

I’m sure Mom would try to get me counseling.  Dad would shrug and tell me to stop eating so late.

And Uncle Hank… I believe he would try and read something into it.

There is one thing that has helped me cope.  The overwhelming opinion of the interpretations I’ve read is that dreams featuring end of the world scenarios generally mean the exact opposite of what we might believe.  It usually symbolizes new beginnings.  A re-ordering of the world we know.

Some say that dreaming of an old house signifies an impending reunion or a renewal of an old association.






Chapter 1 (early September)It was Monday afternoon the first day of my junior year of high school when Claudia came back into my life.

Halfway through fifth period band practice, I noticed the small dark shape up in the bleachers, sitting in the shade of the announcer’s box.  At first, I thought it was just a couple giving each other CPR, but the closer we got to the stands, the more the shape looked like an individual.  Just before the end of class, the shape strode down the stands, a baggy black shirt flapping in the wind, long black hair flowing out behind from beneath earphones.  The girl carried a notebook and a wadded up brown lunch sack that she hooked into a trash barrel from several yards away.

I stared up at this spectral creature with fascination, as did most of the trumpet section around me.  The girl reached out behind her, snagged her hair with practiced precision, and wound it into a loose knot.  She flipped it back and disappeared into the shadows like a ghoul.

Greg Hebert sidled over to me, lowering his cornet.  “What the hell was that?”

My mouth opened and I started to tell them it was Claudia, when suddenly I wondered how I could be so sure given the fact that I hadn’t seen her for seven years (which, to a teenager, translates to an eternity).   If it was Claudia, she had morphed into a completely different creature than the one I remembered.

“New girl.  Had her for second period English,” Sonny Bertrand responded, clearing out his spit valve.

“Sonny, you were here back in third and fourth grade, weren’t you?”

 I got a blank stare.

“That’s Claudia Wicke.  Remember?”

His eyes glazed over as he tried to pass a thought.

“Oh yeah,” Sonny answered.

“Hallow.”

A chill passed through me.

There it was.  It had been eight years and already the old label had been re-attached.

Claudia had garnered the nickname “Hallow” back in fourth grade when the kids were assigned to write a poem about their favorite holiday.   Claudia chose Halloween.  One by one, the kids were required to, in the typical sadistic fashion of public schools, stand up in front of the class and recite their work.

We had most of our classes together that year and I was there the day Claudia read the poem in question, but I was so completely focused on my own impending doom that I didn’t realize who was next on the chopping block until I heard her voice.

“‘Hallow,’ by Claudia Wicke.”  She stared down at her single page of college-ruled paper, hiding behind the long black bangs that obscured her eyes, seemingly oblivious to the snickers that had already begun.

“When the season transforms the weather,

When leaves fall and nights grow long,

That’s the time when the spirits gather,

They might scare you, but I never fear.

I walk past the graveyard and sing a song,

Cuz things aren’t always as they appear.”

The class began to titter and elbow anyone next to them who wasn’t paying complete attention.  The sadistic ones knew this would be good fodder for later and if their audience couldn’t recognize their insightful references to the source material, their cruel puns would be wasted.

Claudia continued undaunted into the second stanza.

“They want to be heard but sometimes are unable.

On this night of nights you can hear.

Loud and clear.

For this is their time of year.

The season of the shadow people.”

Clearly, I remember that she looked up and in the face of the blatant laughter from her classmates, she looked only at me… and caught me with a smirk.  She shot me a glare as dark as ink, as if I were the only one in the room who was laughing, and slunk back to her seat.

Then there was the time in fourth grade when the rest of the class was reading books like The Hobbit and Watership Down, Claudia asked Mrs. Sommers if she could read Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood.  When Mrs. Sommers, told her that the novel wasn’t appropriate for her age level, she went to the principal, Mr. Smalls, who of course, told her that he didn’t care what she did on her own time, but the school district could get in real legal trouble for approving a book for a ten year old about a quadruple homicide.  Claudia responded by reading the book, writing the book report, and handing copies out to whoever was curious about it.  Since it was outside of the school grounds, she would have gotten away with it, if some of the students hadn’t--maliciously I suspected-- brought the reports with them to school the next day.  

She ended up getting two days detention for it.

That was the Claudia Wicke I remember and it was also the one I found later that day leaving the senior hallway pursued by several large senior girls led by Trudy Simmons, student counsel and cheerleader (a label that seemed to be required immediately following her name whenever and wherever her name might be printed).  

I turned at the sound of a loud voice proclaiming:  “Excuse me, but there are no Juniors allowed in the Senior bathroom.”

In the uncanny speed of the world we inhabit as teenagers, the crowd had dropped whatever important business to which they had been attending, and were now gathering expectantly around Trudy and Claudia.  Much to Claudia’s credit, she had stopped and had turned to face Trudy, who was a good foot taller than her and almost as broad-shouldered as Brad Fuller, the Varsity tackle.

“You’re new here so maybe someone needs to explain the facts of life to you, newbie.”  It was at this point that Trudy got chest-to-chest with Claudia and adopted a loud, slow-paced delivery as if speaking to one of the mentally challenged.  “This is the See-nior hallway.  The hallway for See-niors.  You are a Jun-ior.  Not a See-noir.  Am I making any sense to you yet?”

From my vantage point, I could see Claudia, though I could not reach her, if I had wanted--which I particularly didn’t.  After all, why was this any of my business?  I hardly knew this person anymore.

Without a glance at the gathering throng of people around her, Claudia stared calmly back at Trudy.  Without any change of expression, she said the most bizarre and non-sequential thing I had ever heard in the course of an angry confrontation.

“You’re so beautiful.”

The expression on Trudy’s face was an odd combination of confusion and satisfaction.  Should she be offended or gratified?  Wasn’t this supposed to be a fight or did someone change the rules?

Claudia continued, oblivious to the rising murmurs of the crowd all around her.  “But… you’re going to die someday, because everything in life passes away.”

Trudy’s jaw dropped.  I mean, actually dropped.  Y’know, you read about this sort of stuff happening to characters in novels and you see it in cartoons, but it doesn’t really happen, right?  Well, that’s exactly what Trudy’s jaw did.  Drop.  She tried to recover then and looked at her nearest minion and began to laugh.

“Can you believe this little freak?”

It was about this time that the crowd started to break up because Principal Smalls (who was anything but, as he is six foot five and was once Lieutenant Smalls in the U. S. Army) had caught the foul scent of a fight on the wind and was sweeping down the steps of senior hall like an eagle.

Trudy’s co-horts had begun to abandon her at the steadily increasing approach of Lieutenant Smalls’ size twelves.  Now it was Trudy and Claudia standing alone with a few of us hardcore bystanders seeking closure.  From a distance, the two of them made an interesting couple: the statuesque blond in fluorescent green blouse with a tight canary yellow skirt and the other; short, dark in a baggy black shirt and jeans.  It looked like a Rat Terrier facing off against a Golden Lab.

Claudia reached up and actually grasped a lock of Trudy’s blond hair.  “Y’see, this silky hair will fall out and your tanned flesh will rot, so you better enjoy it while you can.”

Then Principal Smalls was between them and the rest of us suddenly remembered something important we needed to do.  He led them both to his office.  I’m not sure what transpired in there but by Tuesday both of them were back on the streets.





***
 

Claudia and her mother, Pat, had originally left Haven for greener pastures and a better job.  Mrs. Wicke had been a counselor for a school up in Dallas/Fort Worth, four hours away from the tiny forgettable town that is Haven, population 475 or so.

Haven, Texas.  The town where I was raised.  I’ve never spent any significant amount of time anywhere else.  It’s been sixteen years since I was born, and as Mom is fond of telling me, very little has changed.  While the rest of the world advances, Haven had always seemed to be frozen in time.

The old saying—if you stay in a place long enough, you become that place—seems to have been created for our town of Haven.  Visitors come and go, but the anchor families formed the hard nickel-iron alloy which is the central core of our community.  Their hearty material composition seems to be mostly French and Irish stock, with names like Richard, Bertrand, Thomas (or Thompson), Murphy, Kelly, Sullivan commonly heard at our school and the Rotary Club and Knights of Columbus meetings.

The main reason Haven has managed to stay so small: Location.

Haven is a two hour drive from the nearest big city, Austin, and not close enough to any major highway to attract any capitalist interest from the likes of McDonalds or WalMart.  But that was exactly the intention of Haven’s founders.

When given the opportunity to host a train depot back in 1865, the founders said, “Much obliged, but no thank you.”  When asked if they would permit a minimum-security prison to be built in Haven around 1946, the founders said, “No thanks.  We’ve got enough scoundrels already.”

As a result, the town became like a ship in a bottle.  While the rest of the world sailed out to meet the future, Haven stayed stubbornly on shore, arms folded.  A model of good old-fashioned 1950’s horse sense with a touch of technophobia.

Yet more and more lately, Mom has begun to change her tune, adding that more has changed in Haven since the days of hanging out at the Lucas Park and Eat (Broward County’s answer to the Dairy Queen) in “bobby-socks” than has changed in the century and half since the town’s creation.  Cable television arrived in 1990, about 20 years after the rest of the world.  We have only recently gotten a decent Internet service.

Like Old man Barrett, proud owner of Anderson’s Parts and Feed Store, is fond of saying: “Progress s’fine, long as it don’t go too far.”

So, surely you would think that every year the median age of Haven must rise due to the exodus of the youngsters who can’t bare living in such a “prehistoric” community.  But the fact of the matter is for every two teenagers who flee to college, a young couple returns to have their children here.  As a result, the population of Haven, Texas tends to stay stable, hovering just shy of the five-century mark.

And as surely as a cork bobber shooting back to the surface of a lake, Claudia and her mother Pat followed this formula and returned to town in late August, just before school started again.

Pat (or Mrs. Wicke as I know her) was “released” from her counseling job, because of a “difference of vision” according to the vice-principal.  What it came down to was that she was fired for talking to a student about faith in a higher power.  “Apparently, teaching fourth graders natural selection or how to put on a condom is completely acceptable, but mentioning the word abstinence or even insinuating that there might be an intelligent guiding force to the universe is crossing the line,” Mrs. Wicke told us the weekend after she got back into town.

After my initial shock of seeing Claudia again, Mrs. Wicke and my mom had had several hours of conversation over coffee.  I don’t recall hearing that much laughter in our house in years.

Before she left, she asked me if I wouldn’t mind saying “hello” to Claudia in the school hallways once in awhile.  “She was into a lot of negative things in the city.  Fighting and hanging out with friends with dark ideas,” she told us.  “Unfortunately, being the daughter of a counselor seems to mean that your mother is the only one you can’t talk to.”





***Next Monday I decided to finish lunch early and make a pass by the bleachers before practice.  On the way down Junior Hall, I happened to see a small group of senior girls giggling around one of the lockers.  After they dispersed and went their separate ways, I realized that they’d been standing in front of Claudia’s locker door.

I knew this only because of the graffiti written across the front:  “Hallow,” it read in large letters of bright red lipstick.

When I reached the bleachers, Claudia was already there, wearing a shapeless black blouse and jeans, almost identical in color, and scrutinizing a worn ringed notebook in her lap.  A plastic baggy filled with what looked like Crunch Berries cereal and a can of Coke sat with an empty brown bag atop a black backpack upon which had been drawn a spiked ball and chain in silver.  Some black noise leaked through the buds in her ears.  Wires led to her breast pocket, where I surmised the player must be hidden.

After a minute or two of my staring, she finally lifted her head.  Jet black sunglasses covered her pale, unmade up face.   With her look taken as a sign of acknowledgment, I started up to her.  She seemed to stiffen and grow smaller at the same time, like a cat preparing for flight.  

“Stay back,” her body language screamed.  “I bite.”

She sighed heavily and made no attempt to remove the buds wedged into her ears.

“Yeah?’

“What are you doing up here?”

She must have surmised that I wasn’t the threat she had first perceived and lowered her pen back to her notebook, the charms on the bracelet around her wrist settling with a jingle.  A silver ghost, a skull, a bat, a crescent moon, and what looked like a tiny haunted house lay there sparkling in the sunlight, contrasted against the stark white paper.

“You with the thought police or something?”

That one had staggered me a little.  Didn’t she recognize me?  I figured I’d spur her memory a little.

“Y’know, your mom came by our house Sunday.”

That ought to be enough of a hint.

Her eyes never wavered from the notebook.  “So what.”

As I languished in the hot Texas sun for a few moments, I considered how much less awkward this had seemed when I had played it out in my mind.

“So, your mom looked happy.  It was good to see her, y’know.”

“What are you doing here, Paul?” she asked in a condescending tone as she pushed a button on the tiny unit in her pocket.

“What are you doing?”

“What does it look like I’m doing?”

“Other than skipping class?”

Heavy sigh.  She turned back to her notebook.

Okay, I’d had my daily limit of abuse and was just about to leave, when I recognized the shape of stanzas.  Thought I’d take one last shot.  “You into poetry?”

Claudia grimaced and looked up at me through those jet black lenses covering her eyes.  “Yeah, like you’d even recognize a poem if you saw one.”  Claudia ripped the page she was working on out of the notebook, wadded the page, and tossed it back over her shoulder.  “Okay, what is this?  Did the ‘counsinner’ send you over here to talk to me?  Draw me out?  Is that what this is about?”

I studied her in astonishment.  I wasn’t used to open hostility from strangers, and especially not from strangers who I’d once known.  I could only stare at this slight wisp of a girl who wrapped herself in a cloak of oppressive darkness so overpowering it was like a physical presence that seemed to weigh even on me.

She removed her glasses and massaged the bridge of her nose.  Finally, she looked up with a great pronounced sigh that Atlas himself with the weight of the world on his shoulders would have had problems reproducing.  Dark circles exaggerated the intensity of her eyes, the deepest, darkest eyes I have ever seen.  Eyes of obsidian glass.  Pools of crude oil they were, which seemed to catch fire as she realized I wouldn’t leave peacefully.

Had her eyes always been that color?

I met her fiery stare and countered with one of sympathy.  I’d never lost anyone I loved, much less a parent, so I had no idea how it might affect me.  “Look, I just wanted to tell you that what you did yesterday outside senior hall...”  She glanced up.  “That was impressive work.”

She just gave me an undecipherable blank look.

“By the way,” I mentioned as I started away.  “They wrote on your locker door.”

“Yeah, I know.”  She gave me a shrug that seemed to say, “It’s beyond my ability to care,” before returning to her work.

My time sufficiently wasted, I went back to the band hall, where I waited for practice to start along with the decent humans.  During practice, a funny thing happened to me.  My mind kept wandering to the wadded page Claudia had tossed over her shoulder and after rehearsal; I did something I never thought I would do.  I went under the bleachers and wandered among the trash and mud and found that ball of paper.  I felt weird doing it, like I had just copped a look through the door of the girl’s locker room or something.  Nonetheless, I unraveled the paper and read the hideous scrawl that was her handwriting.

“Death is a door window, 

Which we  Where I stand on at the edge.

All alone I am.”

She had written the last line twice.  The second one left an impression on the page more heavily than the first, and a long scraggly line had been drawn under the word “alone” all the way down to the bottom of the page, where the pen stroke had ripped through the page.

The words sent a physical chill through me.  I wasn’t much on poetry, but I knew healthy artistic expression didn’t look like this.

I wadded up the page and tossed it into the garbage where the girl who had put it there had meant for it to stay.  I couldn’t help feeling that I had glimpsed a part of Claudia that she had never meant me to see.

As I started back to the building, I decided that maybe her writing was the sort of dark exercise that people did sometimes when they were alone.  Perhaps, it was a way of purging her soul by putting those darkest fears down on paper then discarding them.

But I was wrong.  

I would soon discover that Death wasn’t a fear for Claudia Anne Wicke.

It was an obsession.





Chapter 2 (Thursday, September 24th)
 

Last summer I started work as a “bagger” for Comeaux’s Grocery.  I quickly moved up to “stocker,” which suited me just fine as I didn’t have to deal with customers who said asinine things like:

 “Young man, please don’t put those cans on top of my carton of eggs.”

Thanks for reminding me, old woman.  I was just about to do that.

Although I was supposed to quit the job when school started, I was able to convince Mom and Dad to let me work Saturdays (and some nights on Thursdays, the day the new shipments came in) as long as my grades didn’t suffer.  So, with the addition of the varsity football games where the band played on Friday nights, I was a busy boy at the beginning of my junior year.

The cool thing about working for Comeaux’s was that I was able to get discounts on books and magazines and stuff for Halloween. 

The last weekend in September, I was stocking the canned vegetables on a Thursday night when I heard, “Hey, Graves, your Halloween selection sucks.”

I looked up and saw a shadowy figure gliding down the aisle past me.

“Yeah well, what do you expect?  This isn’t Eerie’s.”

She stopped in the middle of the aisle, her back to me.  The only sign that I’d intrigued her.  “What’s that?”

“It’s a Halloween warehouse store in Austin.”

Of course, the selection at Comeaux’s Grocery was typical of a store its size.  I figured I’d pick up a few of the essentials there—candy, glow sticks, black lights, maybe a cheap-looking paper skeleton.  But I saved my money for the trip into Austin, which was around an hour away, where I would stock up on the unique, harder to get necessities.

Claudia turned and I saw that she was actually wearing sunglasses inside the store.  It was killing me not to take the shot, but I didn’t want to extinguish the possibility of an interesting conversation.  (It had been a long night so far.)

“Mom doesn’t let us decorate,” Claudia admitted.

“Why not?”

Giving a shrug, she replied, “We haven’t decorated since my father died.”

She stood there and might have been looking in my direction, though I couldn’t actually see her eyes through the shades.  So, I went back to stamping the cans of French-cut green beans with price stickers.

She sighed and folded her arms.  “So when are you going to this Eerie’s place?”

“Sunday morning.  You want to come with?  I have my own car, y’know.”

Claudia gave me a patronizing look.  “And me without my box of cookies.”

She’d caught me with my tail-feathers displayed.  I turned back to the box of cream corn, before my face started to redden.  “Listen, I don’t care what you do.  I’m pretty much going anyway.”

“What, like I want to spend a whole weekend stuck at home with my mother.”  She put an icy lilt to the last word like it had a bitter taste.  “Look, I better get back to the car before she starts thinking I made good on my threat to hitchhike back to DFW.  Guess I’ll seeya on Sunday then.”

I gave her a nod and a “seeya.”

After she’d disappeared, I assessed how I felt about this.  I was actually excited.  I figured it must have something to do with sharing something you loved with someone you felt might appreciate it that way you do.

Growing up, I simply loved the whole season.  I love how after a long hot humid summer, the weather takes a change for the better and the breeze takes on that special snap that balances out the warmth of the blazing Texas sun.  I wait expectantly for that sudden transformation of color the natural world around me undergoes, those reds and browns and the oranges.  And then there’s the smells in the October air, of pumpkin pies and harvest bonfires and latex monster masks.  I loved the spectacle and magic that produces that intangible quality just one step back from the sacred, like the dark interior of a magician’s top hat.

Halloween had commanded my attention the very first time I saw a simple spider web covered skeleton dressed in a tuxedo and displayed within an old wooden coffin outside an old T G & Y store in Austin--y’know, the ones that don’t exist anymore--back before every display moved, made sounds and emitted smoke.

It was only years later when a Great Aunt on my mother’s side—Mom’s side of the family was the one with the long life genes, while Dad’s had the bad ticker genes--passed away that I realized that the Halloween display I saw outside the TG & Y was, in fact, my first introduction to the concept of Death.  That skeleton, something tucked away within every last one of us, is a reminder of our own mortality, of the hands of our internal clocks slowly ticking away toward our own personal expiration date.

Though at the time, I didn’t understand my own fascination with Halloween, it dawned on me that perhaps the holiday was nothing more than the way we human beings cope with the Unknown--that dark inviting corridor due south of the end of our long walk through Life.

A terrifying carnival-like journey with candy at the end.



***
 

Halloween had been my favorite holiday since that first Batman costume I wore when I was eight and tore it on a bush leaping from the Bradley’s porch when their Pit bull got loose.

I could remember every costume I’d ever worn, every character I’d ever become, every memorable night from my youth that I spent trick-or-treating door-to-door.

When I was nine, I was a werewolf and diligently rehearsed my transformation in the weeks leading up to the night until I learned that Halloween night did not land on a full moon that year.  Surely, that must be why I didn’t change as I had been led to believe I would.

With the vivid recollections of an introverted child, I can clearly remember the year I became Torr the Avenger, the super-powered robot from “Manheim’s Machine,” a Saturday morning TV series that was popular the year I was ten.

More than the costume I wore, my memories of my first encounter with injustice and the talk with my father are what return to me when I think back to that night.

Me, Greg, and Sonny were trick or treating under the watchful eyes of my mother in a neighborhood not far from my own.  My mother had stopped to talk to Mrs. Gordon and with the impatience of boys missing out on free candy, we begged to go ahead without her to finish off the last two houses on the block.   After she’d agreed, I rushed down to the next house and was so happy with the top-notch chocolate bar I got that I didn’t notice that Sonny and Greg weren’t with me until I started down the steps.

I ran through the yard guessing that they had gone on ahead to the next house when they appeared in front of me on the sidewalk.  Sonny and Greg stood facing a pair of kids that looked to be at least three years older.  While one of them got in Sonny’s face, the other snatched his official Spiderman Halloween sack away from him.  When Sonny tried to take it back, the bigger kid laid his hand over Sonny’s face and shoved him backward to the pavement, laughing with the confidence of an experienced bully.  When they turned and demanded Greg’s candy, he ran past me back the way we’d come.

Then they turned to me.

The one who was holding Sonny’s bag of candy turned to me and snarled, “What, you want to do something about it, shrimp?”  They started away with the entirety of Sonny’s hard earned candy with no argument from me.

Lying there on the sidewalk crying, Sonny refused when I tried to help him up.  Moments later, my mom arrived with Greg and announced that trick or treating was officially over.  Despite the fact that my pumpkin was nearly filled to the brim, I screamed and demanded to know why I was being cheated out of more free candy, ultimately having to be dragged home by my arm.

That night, my father sat with me in the living room on the old leather couch.  The silence was a physical presence, a stranger in our normally animated home.  Dad—a man who, by that time, had already risen to the position of Sheriff within our county, and practiced at the art of speechmaking--contemplated the words he would utter for a good thirty seconds before he even opened his mouth.  By his first breath I knew that in his eyes what I had done that night had been a serious offense, though I couldn’t for the life of me understand why.  After all, it wasn’t me who had hurt Sonny.

“Do you know what you did wrong tonight?”

“But I didn’t do anything!” I exclaimed.

“Exactly, you didn’t do anything. Your mother told me what happened,” he stated, fixing me with the sternest expression in his arsenal.  “The worst thing you can do in the face of injustice is absolutely nothing.”

I lowered my head and allowed the shame that had been nagging at me to finally take hold.  “I didn’t know what to do,” I admitted, my lips starting to quiver.

“Here’s what you never do.  Never back down from a bully, no matter how overmatched you might feel.  You stare them in the eye and if it comes to it, you fight back, especially in defense of a friend.  Do you hear me, Paul?  Always stand your ground!”

Suddenly, it struck me that life wasn’t all fun and games anymore and I damn sure wasn’t Torr the Avenger.  From my new position, the world looked a whole lot messier than when the night had begun.  My eyes glazed over and I stared at the string of framed pictures on the wall.  All those Graves’ relatives, Great Uncle Philip & John, and Grandpa Milton, seemed to be giving me a look of assessment.  They all knew what I had done tonight and were disappointed in the next generation of the Graves family my Dad had produced.

Dad and I had made a special trip to Sonny’s house so that I could give him half of everything I had collected that night from my stash of candy.  Despite that gesture, the events of that Halloween when I was ten affected the way I was to view the world from that day forward.

The child in me had begun to evolve and the fascination of treat or tricking for me lasted only one more precious year.  Suddenly, at twelve, none of my friends wanted to don the capes anymore.  My best friend Jimmy Barton told me he thought it was “stupid kid stuff.”  Randy Theriot went one step further and simply decided the whole concept of Halloween was “gay.”  (That sentiment had almost brought me and Randy to blows that day after school.)

That was one of the worst Octobers of my life, wondering if I’d turned a corner and forever lost a part of that magic of being young, being a child.

It was a teacher in my final year of middle school, Mrs. Fielding, who had made me realize that Halloween wasn’t only for children, when she had the whole class of Honors English participate in decorating the hallways a few weeks before the annual Fall Harvest Festival.  The act of pasting those pumpkins and dangling those spiders had re-ignited the pilot light in me.  My creative energy had been so strong, that I had even volunteered to draw the poster that would be stretched astride one side of the field at the varsity Homecoming game so that the football team could burst through it at the beginning of the game to the cheers of the hometown crowd.

Mrs. Fielding gave me back Halloween.  She taught me that I could enjoy Halloween again by giving someone else what I once treasure, that dark fantasy one night of the year that when I was allowed to shed the bonds of who I was the other three hundred sixty-four days of the year and become someone else.

Unfortunately, the next year, of course, everything changed again. 

This time permanently.





***
 

It had been a typical Tuesday morning in the Graves house.  I had just wolfed down a bowl of my favorite Peanut Butter Crunch cereal and was rushing through the brushing of my teeth.  If I ran too late, Dad would sometimes leave me to catch the bus.

I was not yet fourteen but too old to ride the dreaded “yellow dog.”  Dad would usually drop me off at school on the way to the station as long as he didn’t have to go in early for a meeting or some other emergency.  Today there was nothing happening.  It was just another day.

Defiantly routine.

These were before the days of Mom’s gainful employment at the bank and she was uncharacteristically sleeping in.  She had been visited by a particularly violent migraine sometime in the middle of the night and had taken her medication.  Dad had just gone up to kiss her goodbye as was their ritual.

Trying to keep to the routine.

The TV was still on in the living room as I usually had it turned on while I was eating breakfast.  Mom usually went around behind me and put my cereal bowl in the sink and turned the TV off.  Not this morning.

Fracture in the routine.

Dad told me in a low voice as he passed by the bathroom to grab my books or he was going to leave me.  I rinsed out my mouth and grabbed my backpack and swung around the banister and down the steps.

I heard my father grumble my name as he found the TV on.  He stomped into the living room and grabbed the remote off the coffee table.  Then there was silence.

The volume of the TV actually increased.

When I reached the kitchen, I saw my father, his back to me, shoulders slumped watching the cable news station.  From around him, I could see smoke and buildings on the screen.  The reporter’s voice had an edge that made the hair on the back of my neck rise to attention.  It held the quality of a scared animal.

“Dad?”

My father didn’t seem to hear.

It was at that moment that the second plane hit the tower.

The remote slipped from his fingers and bounced off the coffee table with a startling clunk.

I must have gasped, because he snapped his fingers at me and said in a voice that was louder than I was used to, “Go in the kitchen, Paul.”

But I couldn’t move.

“What..?” I murmured.  Suddenly I felt all of the past ten years drain out of me and I was four again.  I stepped over to him and his arm folded over my shoulder and pulled me tightly to his side.  I could smell the aftershave lotion on his hands and beneath that the musky smell of his uniform that was still a day’s journey from the washer.  It was a reassuring smell in the sudden unfamiliar turn the morning had taken.

Then I realized with slowly dawning horror that I had just witnessed in real time the deaths of thousands of human lives.  And it had been no accident.  No commuter plane flying off course.

Our world, our protective bubble had been pierced.  We would never be quite the same again.

Two thousand nine hundred and seventy-four people had died that morning, not including the monsters who had orchestrated the attacks.

Dad had wanted to go to New York and help with the search and rescue alongside hundreds of other law-enforcement volunteers, but he realized that his job as Sheriff wouldn’t allow him such freedom.  He had responsibilities to protect his own community.

In an effort to return to normal, children were encouraged to observe the customs of Halloween and go trick-or-treating, though not outside their neighborhoods.  The costumes of the season were rescue workers like firemen and police officers.  Superheroes were acceptable as well, but I don’t recall a single scary monster mask that year.

We had already seen the face of the monster.

I didn’t decorate the yard that year, but Mom did have her annual Halloween party as usual and I have to say that it was probably the most attended one she’s ever given.  Instead of our typical horror movie, we watched Raiders of the Lost Ark.  Together as a group, we booed the Nazis whenever they would come on screen.  It comforted us all to watch a movie where the enemy was so definitive and the victor was clear.

In the real world, the horror wasn’t always so obvious.





Chapter 3 (Sunday, September 27th)
 

Turned out Claudia didn’t always wear black.

She showed up at our house wearing jeans and a faded dark blue shirt with a caption which read: “Brucie’s Drive-Thru Mortuary.”  And on the back: “Eternal Rest Shouldn’t Take All Damn Day.”

Mom squinted at the shirt.  No reaction.  She then looked Claudia in the eye and actually asked, “That’s not a real place, is it?  It’s a joke shirt, right?”

Claudia looked at me and said, “I don’t care what you say.  Your mom has not lost her sense of humor.”

While I protested my innocence, Mom gave me a shove.  “Now see.  That’s the Claudia I remember.  Always instigating.”


Mom gave Claudia a fierce hug and Claudia seemed to hold on a minute longer after Mom loosened her grip.  I thought I actually saw Mom drag a heel across her face as she turned back to unloading the dishwasher.  Claudia chose to ignore it.

“Mother told me that you were working at the bank?  How’s that going?”

“It has its days.  Good and better.”  That was my mom, ranging from positive to manic.  She had worked at Haven Secure Savings and Loan for the past four years as a loan officer.  Both she and Dad had been raised to assume that a mother stays home with her children.  Once I started school, she had made the decision to go back to work.

Only recently had the concept of daycare become a reality in Haven.  I’d once heard Old man Barrett tell my Dad, “We never needed any of that hippie crap until the summer of sixty-nine.”  He then spat out the word, “Woodstock!” with the kind of revulsion reserved for the truly profane.

Mom had eventually taken a job from friends of the family that owned the bank when the stresses of Dad’s job and being alone in the house had become too much to bear.  Raising a son like me must have been tough, but being alone was a much harder chore.  Ironically, now that Dad had retired, he was the one alone most of the day while Mom worked, but somehow he didn’t seem to have as much of a problem finding things to do around the house.  Maybe it was that inherently male thing that allows us to get along autonomously without social interaction that kept Dad busy.

Or maybe it was the long “honey-do” lists that Mom gave Dad every week.

“So where’s Dad?” Claudia then asked Mom.

Though Dad owned two trucks, he spent more time with the least reliable of the two, a 1975 Ford Wrangler.  In Texas there are two kinds of men.  Chevy lovers and Ford lovers.  Leave it up to Dad to come up with a third option: A Chevy lover who nonetheless owns a Ford as well, just so he can prove to Ford owners just how screwed-up their trucks really are.

One of the favorite pastimes we shared as father and son was coming up with new and more creative acronyms, which included such gems as:  Fix Or Repair Daily; Fast Only Rolling Downhill; Fails On Race Day; Found On Road Dead; and his personal favorite lately has become: Foulin’ up Our Retirement Daily.

He wore his martyrdom like a badge of honor and worshipped in the two-car temple of oil-stains every Saturday and Sunday morning, cursing at the top of his lungs every time someone within earshot passed on the street just to get his point across.  This morning I believe he was completing air-intake manifold transplant surgery and was just closing up.

Claudia folded her arms and watched him for a good sixty seconds before he noticed that he had an audience.  “Laudie Laudie, it’s Claudie.”  He scooped her up in his arms and, after he’d set her down, gave a single swat to her bottom for good measure.  After he had done it, he must have realized from the blush on her face that such displays were past the age of acceptability for a sixteen year old girl, because that was when he really started in on her.  He asked her about the boy situation in DFW and about whether or not she had a boyfriend yet, etc. etc.

Dad was never the type to alter his personality for appearances sake.  He would have said, “I am who I am and who my father was before that.  If someone doesn’t get me, then the hell with them.”

Just the same, the spectacle of my father teasing a teenage girl just because he knew her well enough to know what bugged her embarrassed me, so I decided to go spot-clean my car.

A 1978 Pontiac Grand Prix.  Cadillac Green.  V-6.  A/C.  Power windows.  AM/FM Cassette.  Oh, I even had a 10 CD changer installed in the trunk in July.  My baby.  My first car.

“What the hell is this?”

I turned to find Claudia scowling at me.

“This is how you’re getting to Austin and, if you stop right now, how you’ll be getting back home.”

Claudia stuck her head inside the cab and wrinkled her pointy little witch nose.  “What’s that smell?  Is that hot sauce?”

“I’m getting it.  Just hold your horses.”  I grabbed up a handful of taco wrappers and shoved them into the garbage bag I was carrying.  

Before I could stop her, Claudia sprayed something into the seat cushions.

“Hey!  What are you doing?” 

She held up the can to me.  “Strong enough for a man but made for a woman.”

I stuck my nose into the headrest of my imitation velour seat.  One whiff and I cringed.  “Oh yeah.  This is much better.”  

“It stinks!  I’m not riding in a stinky car!”

I begrudgingly collapsed behind the wheel, making a conscious effort to breathe through my mouth.  I lowered the windows.  “I guess you know that we’re going to have to ride all the way to Austin with the windows down now.”

As we drove away, I glanced up in my rear-view mirror and caught a parting glimpse of Mom and Dad standing just inside the shadow of the garage, arms linked around each other’s waists with enormous smiles on their faces.

Parents.



***
 

Very little conversation took place on the way to Eerie’s.   After perusing my CD collection and finding it severely lacking, Claudia cranked up the hard rock station out of Austin, playing groups with names like “Ludicrous Confusion” and “Toxic Dogs”-- the ones that were more concerned with the volume of the distortion than with lyrics.  It was clear she didn’t want to make small talk.

When we got there, she leapt from the car like a kid at the gates of an amusement park and disappeared inside.  I didn’t see her again for another fifteen minutes.  In that time, I made my way methodically up one side of the first aisle, turned and went down the opposite side of the same aisle.  After I was sure I didn’t miss anything, I started on the second aisle.  Such is my way.  Not only do I have to look over the whole store item by item, but I have to do it completely before I even start selecting my purchases.  I’d brought a notebook along just to make sure I wouldn’t forget anything, making a note of the price in the margin when I found a close match.

The items get pricier as you get deeper into the store.   The first aisle was mostly the cheap stuff, mostly because it was the closest to the door and most at risk of being shoplifted.  Make-up kits.  Individual pieces of costumes.  Hats and stockings and wigs.  There was a complete aisle dedicated to plastic hand-held accessories: swords, axes, maces, spiky balls on chains, broomsticks, scepters, plastic crucifixes.  The bulk of the warehouse is made up of costumes.  Kids costumes.  Adult costumes.   Funny costumes.   Scary costumes.   Sexy costumes.

The latex masks were behind a manned counter along the rear wall of the store.  The yard decorations including the smoke machines (which I spent a little time comparing) and the plastic caldrons were toward the left hand wall.  The coffins and the electronic gizmos that creaked and screamed and leapt out at you down the right hand wall.  These have riveted me since childhood.  I found it physiologically impossible to pass a label marked “press me” without following the instruction.  I was such a sucker for a welcoming red button that they could’ve put one on the far side of a guillotine and I would have reached through the frame just to press the damn thing.

But the things that have always fascinated me the most are the dioramas with the moving parts, the little miniature towns with ghosts hovering over graveyards and witches riding brooms over haunted castles and the little lights going off and on behind windows and the cheesy sound effects.

Oddly enough, this was where I found Claudia.

She had that glassy-eyed intensity that I suppose I must have, like she was trying to solve some sort of mystery the scene had posed.

She straightened visibly when I sidled up beside her and that brief evidence of a childlike sparkle in her eye disappeared.  Her eyes seized on my notebook.

“What’s that?”

“My shopping list.”

She grabbed it out of my hand and glanced through it. “You have got to be kidding me?  You drew a blueprint of your house and yard?  And I have the reputation of being the weird one.  Life has a certain irony.”

She started away with my notebook in her hand.

I raced after and snagged it back.

“What are you planning to do with all of this?”

“Decorating for Mom’s Halloween party.  She has one for all the neighborhood kids every year.”

“When you say ‘kids,’ do you mean those young enough to get nightmares from the Disney version of ‘Legend of Sleepy Hallow’?”

“Kids. Yeah.  Little kids.  It’s a tradition with her.  She always thought that there weren’t enough kid-friendly activities for them to do, so ...”

Claudia grabbed an unattended basket that was sitting at the end of an aisle.  “And this is what you do every year?”

“Well, yeah, since I can’t trick or treat anymore, I’ve poured my energies into scaring the crap out of the newbies.  It’s how I give back.”

Claudia shook her head and rolled her eyes.

“I’m going to a séance.”

“Yeah right!  Your mother would never let you…”

Claudia swung around and nearly collided with me.  “She doesn’t know, so the story is I’m going to be with you and your family at this thing.”

“Hey, it’s your funeral, but if she comes calling over there, don’t think I’m going to lie for you or anything.”  I scoffed and started past her down the next aisle.  “I’m going to be at the party witnessing the fruits of my labor.”

“What a way to spend Halloween!” she replied, running with the basket and hopping up on the bottom rail and sailing past me.  “Fine, but what are you doing after this blowout party?”

I reached out and jerked the basket to a stop, before it hit a couple of ten year olds dashing around the corner.  “Scaring the daylights out the kids who show up at the door,” I told her proudly.  “Though, I haven’t figured out if I’m going to reprise my vampire from last year or go with zombie makeup.”

“You’re serious, aren’t you?”  When I didn’t answer, she just shook her head at me and started up the next aisle.  “Okay, I’m not promising you anything, but maybe I can talk the others into letting you come to the séance.  That way it wouldn’t be total bullshit when I tell her that I’m with you.”

I looked up at her to gauge her sincerity.  “Back it up.  What makes you think I’d go along with this?”

Claudia leveled her dark eyes at me.  I felt a momentary weakness that I’d never felt before.

“You don’t seem totally hopeless, Paul.  I figure you could hang with me and my friends.”

“What friends?”

“Friends.”  She started away again.  

I pushed the basket after her.  “From Dallas?”

“Of course.  Where else would I find cool people?  The village of Haven?”  She gave an ironic laugh of dismissal.  She stopped at the smoke machine display and chose the one I’d already decided to get.  “This one has a timer and a remote.”  She set it in the basket and snagged the list from me again.  “What else you got here?”

I moved on, pushing the basket in front of me and wondered if I was going to cave in or stand my ground.  I was curious, I had to admit.  A séance.  What went on at those things?

Claudia followed behind, making little mewing sounds when she approved of something on the list and blowing raspberries when she didn’t.

“Okay Okay.  Give me the damn thing.”

“You’re going to need my help if you want this thing to kick ass.”

“What are you talking about? My vision is perfect.  I’ve had years of experience.”

“See, this is your problem.  You’ve got this thing too fixed in your mind.  Anybody who’s been over on previous years will know where to expect the scares.  Just like a bad horror movie that telegraphs exactly where the cat will jump out.”

She was starting to make sense.

“First of all, I don’t see anything for the entryway.  You’ve got to punch up the entryway because it’s the first thing they’ll see when they enter.  It sets the whole tone of the evening.”

“I figured the porch and the yard…”

“The porch and the yard should be the appetizer.  Something to whet their appetites.  The main course will be the living room.  You guys have that amazing chandelier that we could play with and tons of electrical outlets.”  It was the first time I recognized excitement on her face.  For a moment, she looked nothing like the girl I saw writing elegies in the stadium bleachers a week ago.  She looked like an excited teenage girl.  I felt that peculiar weakness in the pit of my stomach again and chalked it up to hunger pangs.

“This might turn out to be fun after all,” she said, punching me on the arm.  “Let’s go shopping.”

When we left the store, we were two hundred and sixteen dollars lighter.  Mom had contributed one hundred.  I added another.  Claudia was good enough to fork over the change.

On the way home, we didn’t need the CD’s.  Our plans for Halloween were all we could talk about.  The way Claudia was tossing around ideas, I had little doubt that she had thought about this before.

“I’ve always wanted to open up a private Spook House maze,” I confessed enthusiastically.

“It’s called a Haunt,” she corrected.  “If I ever designed one, mine wouldn’t be the ridiculous one-size fits all maze where lines of people are packed into narrow hallways like cattle into a chute. Those things never scared me beyond the age of five because I could always tell behind which corner the idiot in the costume would be hiding.”

I had to agree there. “Yeah, those things never work.”

“Not the way they have them set up.  If you want a maze to work, you have to think outside the box.  You have to make it interactive.”

“It’s been done, y’know.”

She gave me a look consisting of one part interested, one part leery.  “What? Don’t tell me you know someone who’s done it?”

“Not personally, but I heard about this millionaire guy in Austin, who throws this big private party every other Halloween at his mansion,” I told her.  “It’s all interactive, y’know, like Dungeons and Dragons.  Only thing is, you can’t buy your way in.  You have to be invited.  Some people wait in line for weeks just to get a chance.”

Her eyes went out of focus and she stared out into space.  Oddly enough, she started humming some familiar tune in the back of her throat.

“Yeah, getting an invite is like finding the golden ticket in a Wonka bar,” I murmured, scrutinizing her carefully.  Finally, I gave up trying to ignore her and asked, “Is that the bass line of ‘Don’t Fear the Reaper?’”

She picked up the string of the previous conversation, completely ignoring my question, “But for a Haunt like that to work, there has to be the threat that you could be hurt.  Everybody knows that in those typical Haunts those idiots with the costumes aren’t allowed to touch the customers.”

“Yeah, but now you’re edging out into actual reality.  If you can be hurt, then it’s no longer a game.  It’s life.”

“Bingo.”

“That’s hair-brained.  Do you have any idea what insurance for a type of operation like that would cost, if you could find anyone at all to back it, that is?”

“But see, you’re missing the point.  Nothing would actually happen, but they have to believe that it might.  Just like that old B-movie ‘the Shocker.’  The producers wired some of the theater seats up to a small electric current…”

“No way!”

“…Then started the rumor that there was a creature loose in the audience.  Can you imagine the buzz a movie like that would generate nowadays?”

“Hell, the lawyers wouldn’t let a producer get away with that now.”

Claudia sat in silent contemplation for a few moments before asking, “Who is this millionaire guy?”

“Oh, Folliott?  He’s the guy who designed that video game Oberon.  Not even thirty yet, he’s like one of richest people in Texas, and he’s not even in the oil business.”

“And he still does this every other Halloween?”

“No, he stopped it after 2001,” I said with melancholy in my voice.  

“Nine-eleven ruined everything,” Claudia agreed.





***
 

When we got home, it was all I could do to keep Claudia from cracking open the boxes and start setting everything up that very evening.  I convinced her that it would be more prudent to start next Saturday, so we could have the whole day.  To my surprise, she suggested that we get together to discuss the plans on Friday night.  When I explained that I was playing varsity games with the band every Friday night, she threw up her hands.  “You over-achievers really piss me off,” she exclaimed.  We agreed on Thursday night, since I wasn’t scheduled to work at the grocery that week.

Mom invited Claudia to stay for dinner and let drop that she was preparing lasagna on Saturday, which happened to be Claudia’s favorite.

The atmosphere during the meal was peculiar.  I didn’t care for the way Mom was assessing Claudia and I, almost as if she were trying to catch us at something.  Dad, on the other hand, seemed his same indifferent self.

Mid-way through dinner, Claudia turned to Dad and bluntly stated: “I heard you got shot.”  Most people might have beat around the bush a little first, but not her.  “Are you okay?”

“I got grazed s’all.  I was lucky.”

“So how come you’re retired?  I mean you’re not really that old yet.”

“Claudia, I retired because the Sheriff’s Department felt I was unfit to return to duty.”

From her expression, I could tell she suddenly realized she’d touched on a sensitive subject.  “Well, that’s silly.  Why would they think that?”

The silence grew longer and longer until I thought Dad had just ignored her question.  Finally it was Mom who answered, “The department wouldn’t release him to go back to work.  So they gave him an early retirement and full disability.”

I caught Claudia’s attention and gave a short shake of my head.  She closed her mouth and continued to eat.  After a few moments of silence, though, she asked, “So, do you miss it?  The station stuff?”

“Honestly, I don’t.  Twenty-nine days out of the month it was sheer boredom.  It was the one day when you’ve got to bring calm from chaos that they pay you for.”  Dad sighed and slid his cornbread through a puddle of gravy.  “Maybe it’s different in the big city, but y’know, I wouldn’t have traded my job here for a more interesting one in Austin or Dallas for any amount of money.”

“You knew my father, right?” Claudia asked.

The air at the table dropped a few degrees.

It seemed that even my mother stopped chewing.  “We seem to be getting all the hard balls tonight,” she muttered with amusement.

A curious expression passed across my father’s face.

“He graduated the year before me,” he answered.  “What I mean to say is I didn’t know him well, hon.”

Claudia waited a moment for more.  When her patience wasn’t rewarded, she nodded and turned to Mom.  “Did you know him?”

Mom shook her head.  “Sorry, sweetie.  I didn’t.”

I could hear the grandfather clock marking off time in the living room.

“I should probably get going.  It’s getting late.”

She rose and I rose with her.

“I’ll take you back.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.  I live the next block over.  If you keep this kind of behavior up, somebody will think we’re friends or something.”

I dropped back into my seat.  “Good point.  Seeya.”

She thumped my ear on the way past.  “Later.”  

Claudia went around and gave Mom and Dad both hugs.  The moment she left the room Mom hissed, “Paul Andrew, you’re not really going to just let her walk home by herself, are you?”

I just gave her a shrug in response.  “Mom, Haven is single dullest place in the entire state of Texas. I think she’ll be okay.”

My Dad looked on the verge of making a comment when a look passed between my parents and not another word was spoken on the subject.

Less than a week later, when they’d found the first body in the town of Abner—a mere stone’s throw away from us—I would recall this conversation and reflect on how truly naive I had been.
 

Look for Hallowed the new novel from Bryant Delafosse 

Coming to Amazon Kindle October 2012


cover.jpeg





images/00002.jpg





