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Tap tap tap.

Dac Wheeler nearly jumped out of his skin. The cops! he thought. I knew it - I knew something would go wrong. Slowly removing his headset, he turned to the driver's side window with a sheepish grin. They'd been caught, what else could he do? If he was acquiescent and cooperative, maybe they wouldn't rough him up too much.

It wasn't the cops. It was just some guy, clearly homeless, rapping on the driver's side window with a single knuckle. Dac caught hold of himself and grabbed the laptop that was balanced on his knees before it could slide onto the floor. Kale was saying something over the headset, but his heart was pounding like a trip hammer and he was breathing so hard that he couldn't make it out. Jesus Christ, he thought, this joker nearly gave me a heart attack. He rolled the darkly tinted window of the cargo van down a crack. "I thought there was someone in there," said the man.

"Can I help you?" he heard himself asking as he took a deep breath, willing himself to relax. He could still hear Kale saying something through the headset in his lap. She sounded like she was a million miles away.

"Sorry, to disturb you, mac," said the homeless man with a smooth, practiced precision, "but I was just wondering if you had the time. It normally don't matter to a guy like me, but I got a big celebrity golf tournament I'm playing in this afternoon." It took Dac a moment to process this. Then he smiled. Then, more from relief than anything, he laughed, long and hard. The other man seemed almost taken aback. "Maybe I shoulda gone into stand-up comedy," he said.

"Here," smiled Dac, pulling a ten-dollar bill out of his wallet. "I'm super stressed right now and you just made me laugh. That's worth at least a ten spot."

"Well thank you kindly," said the man with an almost imperceptible bow, taking the money. "I think I got me just enough time to get to the store before they close it up. Then I gotta find a place to ride out the storm." The wind picked up as if on cue, and Dac, making a spur-of-the-moment decision, held the other man there with his eyes.

"Just a minute," he said, fishing into his wallet again. This time he pulled out several twenties, over two hundred dollars, and pressed the bills into the homeless man's hand. "Get yourself a room to go with that bottle," he said. "Somewhere safe." The man was a professional panhandler, but at this show of generosity a hint of emotion actually danced across even his jaded eyes.

"Well... thank you. Thank you very much. You, sir, are a gentleman and a scholar."

"I'm neither, but thanks." Dac rolled the window back up as the man hurried off. Two hundred dollars was a lot of money to just give away, but what the hell? In a few hours, they were all going to be rich.
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The tiny laboratory, officially designated "MIUST Adjunct 16-B", but known to the staff, for reasons lost to time, as "The Bombay", was nestled in the industrial district, directly behind a tiny factory that manufactured die-cast weather vanes and next to an abandoned, foreclosed warehouse stacked to the ceiling with rotting boxes of unsold MiniDiscs. Security, once tight, had deteriorated considerably since the end of the Korean conflict, and on this July 4th holiday weekend the place appeared to be entirely deserted. Two security cameras, long since defunct, pointed impotently at the front door, which leaned against the wall just to the left of the doorway proper, where it had been placed after the two people inside had used a cutting torch to remove it from its hinges. A console embedded in the wall to the right of the doorway flashed wildly, its display screen repeating the same panicked patterns over and over, all its attempts to indicate to the outside world that the lab had been compromised stymied by the small, dark grey box that had been wired into its exposed innards. Every few seconds the A.I. powering the console would change tactics in its attempt to summon the authorities, and each time the grey box would counter its attempt and block the signal. A solid green light situated in the upper right corner of the grey box confirmed that it was doing its job.

Inside the lab, crouched in front of a huge, imposing steel vault, was a beautiful young woman, her blonde hair pulled back in a tight bun. Hovering nearby, a well-built man with a grim demeanor and a short, cropped haircut. He gave the unmistakable impression of former military. Both wore radio headsets. The woman was punching out numbers on a jury-rigged device input that had been wired into the numbered keypad that opened the vault, and the man was reading the numbers she subsequently punched in from a hand-written list.

"Four-five-oh-six."

"Nope."

"Three-six-eight-five."

"Nope."

"Everything okay in there?" suddenly blasted over their headsets. The girl, Kale, nearly jumped out of her skin. Her companion, Shane, frowned slightly and turned his headset off.

"Everything's fine, lover. Turn your mike down."

"He's an idiot," mumbled Shane to himself.

"Sorry," said Dac from the other end, "but I got distracted by a panhandler. Just wanted to touch base."

"We're almost there," said Kale.

"Online weather tracker says we've got about thirty minutes before we're hip-deep in it..." Dac added, as if they were casually chatting at the corner bar.

"Dac, please, maintain radio silence unless something happens, okay?"

"You got it!" he responded cheerfully.

"An idiot," repeated Shane, louder this time.

"Just give me the next number," hissed Kale.

"Six-nine-six-nine."

Kale looked at him in disgust. "Seriously?" she said. "Sixty-nine sixty-nine?" Shane shrugged and held up the hand-written list for emphasis.

"It's on the list." Shaking her head, Kale punched in the numbers and suddenly there was a loud metallic CHUNG and the door popped open. Even Shane started at the sound.

"Holy shit," Kale whispered. "We got it."

"Tell the idiot," said Shane.

"Baby, we got it," she said clearly into her mike. "Get ready to pull around."

"Ten-four," Dac answered. Shane was prepared to put his shoulder into the door to open it, but it swung openly easily and smoothly. A child could do it. Atop a waist-high pedestal in the middle of the smallish vault beyond was single oddly-shaped box, about the size of a hat box. The box was black, so black that it seemed to eat the light, and when Shane picked it up he was shocked at how heavy it was.

"That's it?" asked Kale.

"This is it, toots," he confirmed. "This is it." Kale gently backpedaled to the rear door and checked the device attached to the console outside. The light in the upper right corner was still a solid green.

"So do we take this thing with us?" she asked.

"No," said Shane, joining her. He was carrying the black box with both hands, and still had some difficultly lugging it across the room. "As long as the light is green, it's blocking any alarm signals from getting out. We've probably tripped a dozen different invisible beams and motion detectors, but the system can't tell anyone as long as that is plugged into it." Shane would not have been surprised to know that they were, in fact, breaking an invisible security beam at that very moment, as they stood in the doorway. Despite the security computer's continuing attempts to reconfigure and circumvent it, the gizmo wired into the console still did its job, preventing any signal from escaping. This beam produced a secondary effect however. Inside the black box under Shane's arm a small, spherical object suddenly flashed to life and began its own internal countdown. Arming in 300 seconds, warned a readout that appeared in yellow digital letters on its surface. Please enter authorization code. 299...298...297...

"Dac, we're ready. Pull around," Kale said into her mike.

"Yes!" came Dac's excited voice over their headsets. "Just like that! Everyone evacuates for the storm, we circumvent the alarm system, we stroll in and out like we own the place, and nobody gets hurt! It's the perfect crime, man! Nice and neat!"

Shane looked back over his shoulder at the two dead security guards on the floor, each with a single bullet hole in his forehead. "Yeah," he said without emotion. "Nice and neat."
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Dac dramatically careened the van around the corner of the building and skidded to a stop in the rear parking lot. Shane shook his head in silent disapproval, and gritted his teeth when he saw the goofy smile on Dac's face. How he hated this guy. "Rein it in, will you?" barked Kale, furious. "This isn't the movies!"

"Sorry," said Dac sheepishly, instantly deflating.

Pussywhipped, too, thought Shane as he loaded the black box into the back of the van. The van sunk slightly but noticeably from the weight. He climbed in the back and shut the rear door from the inside. Kale hopped into the passenger seat and gave Dac a peck on the cheek.

"Sorry," she said. "Nerves. Now drive. And don't draw any attention to us. There's no hurry."

"You're sure about that?" asked Dac, slowly pulling out into the deserted, windswept streets.

"Positive," she smiled.

"We're good until the storm knocks the power out, at least," confirmed Shane from the back. "And even then they'll probably assume the power outage is what triggered the alarm."

"Besides, who's gonna come out here to check in the middle of a hurricane?" added Kale.

"So we're home free?" grinned Dac. He was having the time of his life.

"We're home free, baby," said Kale.
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Back at the lab, the security system's A.I., far more sophisticated than anyone had anticipated, suddenly backtracked, repeating, in a loop, several previous attempts to circumvent the program thwarting it that it already "knew" wouldn't work. Momentarily confusing its adversary, it began to build new paths that would allow it to accomplish its goal, every other path a convoluted "decoy" that led nowhere or doubled back on itself, wasting precious picoseconds of the adversary's time. Of the 16,000 legitimate workarounds it constructed in the blink of an eye, one finally managed to make its way through. The solid green light in the upper right corner of the little grey box wired into its external console flickered yellow for a moment, then turned solid red.
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Darrin had always wanted to be a small-town cop. Barney Fife, Sheriff Lobo, Deputy Enos Strate - these were his unlikely childhood heroes. Because when, despite all their bumbling, they finally got it right and caught the bad guys (and they always did, eventually), it was like they were speaking directly to him, telling him that even though he was small and shy and clumsy he could still be a hometown hero, even if only on the smallest of scales.

It took one day on the force to change his mind.

He'd been assigned early patrol and partnered up with a senior officer named Greg Millner. Their easy, meandering patrol took them through the postage stamp-sized town of Citrus Fields, Florida, once or twice, and then, as the sun began to spill over the horizon, out of the town proper and in an increasingly wide circular pattern that covered several miles of sparsely traveled dirt roads until they reached the highway (domain of the state highway patrol) to the north and the neighboring county to the south. It was a boring assignment, perfect for a new recruit.

Then they saw the truck.

An old red pickup, it was pulled off to the side of the road, the driver's side door wide open. Slumped over the steering wheel was a body. "That's ol' Hank Clement's truck," drawled Greg, pulling the patrol car behind the pickup and cutting the engine. "He's prob'ly just sleeping it off, but we'd best make sure he ain't had no heart attack or some such." Greg exited the vehicle and began walking towards the back of the pickup, and Darrin made to follow, when suddenly a raucous black shape swooped down from the sky and attacked Greg's face. "Jesus H. fuck!" he shouted, trying and failing to maintain his cool as he flailed wildly at the thing and ran back to the patrol car. Both officers jumped inside and slammed their doors, leaving the thing to circle the car once and then fly off.
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