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CHAPTER 5:

PCSI TI VE ASSCCI ATI ONS, | NCORPORATED

The buil ding, PP, on the Positsoc corporate canpus,
stood squat and stolid under a preserved red rock
out croppi ng pouring out a cataract of reclained water.

He had called Katy to see if she could help himaccess
an engineer to examne his artifacts. He knew of
Positsoc’s deep relationships with mlitary intelligence.

A squirrel scanpered across the footpath before them

Katy kicked at it, sending it rattling with enraged
wounded chirps off into a sage bush

“Ooh, | hate those things. They're worse than rats.”

Mateo sm | ed sheepishly. He likew se felt kicked but
with a sudden assault of recognition. He now saw shades of
Consuela in her, the girl days before he’d found so sweet

and warm



Now he saw her for the uncaring unnoved technocrat she

nost |likely was. It was weird, thought Mateo. | am
starting to see things so nmuch nore clearly. And so
strange, too!

Mat eo | ooked to the dark orifice in the shrub where
the poor squirrel nursed his injured pride.

Probably don’t need to piss her off, thought Mateo.

They entered the secure building. Katy applied her
thunb to a plate which opened the glass front door. A
security guard sat behind a nassive shal e-stone desk. He
handed Mateo a clipboard. “Wat’'s in the bag?” he
gr unbl ed.

“Oh, just a couple of shrunken heads, sone Navajo
bl ankets, stuff like that.”

The guard turned to Katy uni npressed. “Level 1
Cl earance for visitors. Wth suspicious bags, definitely
Level 1.~

“Ch, cone on,” protested Katy, giving hima wly | ook.

The guard turned his gaze back towards Mateo but
st opped short, as if he were nesnerized by an invisible
sign only he could read, and which Mateo had suppli ed:
“Level 1 Clearance, That's it! You evil squirrel-killing

bitch.”



Katy | ooked at Mateo. “Do you just want nme to take

t hen?” she asked.

Mat eo shook his head. “No, | would prefer not to part
with them”
Katy turned to the guard. “Is Trent here?”

The guard reviewed his panel of nonitors. He saw a
figure obscured behind a hail of sparks in the viewscreen.
“He’s busy welding right now”

“Page hi m pl ease.”

The guard | ooked at Mateo again, and if there was a
neon sign crawling its ticker across this head, it m ght
have read, if Mateo had supplied it, “Look at ne. |’mup
to no good, and a liar to boot.”

M nutes later, Trent energed out of an el evator bank
in the center of the atrium He wore a white painter’s
suit and possessed crazy dark sunken eyes--and hair—hair
whi ch seened to rise as if fromelectrically charged
follicles. He also had a noticeable scab from ni cking
hi msel f shaving that norning. He |ikew se sized up Mateo.

“What can | do for you?” he asked.

“He won’t let us into Special Projects,” pleaded Katy.
Trent stared at the guard now. The neon sign on his

f orehead nust have been scrawling: “l don't renmenber the



| ast tinme soneone fucked with nme, but it didn't end well.
That | do renenber.”

The guard | ooked warily and awestrickenly at Trent.
He expl ained. “He would need cl earance fromway up for
Speci al Projects.”

Trent’s eyes quietly snol dered.

“Gve himyour ID " he told Mateo. Now he | ooked at
the guard. “GCet it going. |[I’'ll have Captain Hurley wre
you the clearance up fromthe | ab, then you can activate
hi s badge.”

“This could be ny job, Trent.”

They di sappeared around the corner for a second, but
both soon energed in better hunors. The issue had been
resol ved

* ok %

Mat eo, Katy, and Trent wal ked down the pristine white
tiled floors of the B-3 level |abs. The corridors were
| ong and shiny, antiseptic, punctuated periodically by
gl ass-encased gas masks and chem cal suits.

They went through a series of blowers which scoured
them for mcroscopic contam nants. Then they entered an
of fice, beyond which was an enornous steel door. Trent
went to speak with his director, Captain Hurley, then cane

back out shortly.



“I't’s gonna be a couple mnutes. Let ne see the
relics... Come on, | don’t have all day.”

Mateo was |loath to give themup, but this had kind of
been the point.

Mat eo handed hi mthe knapsack.

“Thank you. Some county bureaucrat has to sign off on
your credentials.”

Mat eo was sweating. He had used Alberto’ s college ID
with the guard to keep up the deception with Katy, and to
not experience nore issues with the Mexican driver’s
i cense.

“VWhat's the matter?” asked Katy. It seened only fair
totell her now “I gave himny brother’s ID.”

“Who' s your brother?” she asked.

“Al berto.”

“Alberto. Isn’t that your name? Wait a mnute. Who
the fuck are you?” Wit a mnute. Wuo the fuck did I
sleep with the other day?

“My nane is Mateo.”

“Wiy did you say your nane was Al berto?”

“Technically, | didn’t. | just let you go on
believing it.”

She was seet hi ng.
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Trent, acting with unconscious tact, or gleeful
scadenfreude, disappeared through the door now with the
relics.

“I didn’t nean to lie to you.”

“But you did.” Typical.

They stood in stony silence for nearly twenty m nutes
before Trent reenerged. She hadn’t even | ooked Mateo’s
way. Instead she had nervously clattered her nails against
a nearby steel table-top and stewed in frosty contenpt.
Trent had an exhilarated glowin his eyes.

“You got any nore of these things?’” he asked.

Mat eo shook hi s head.

“They’re wild. Can | keep them here overni ght?”

“VWhat is it?”

“lI don’t know yet exactly, but they' re giving off
massi ve radiation signatures and the rats are freaking
out.”

Katy canme out of her anger for a second to shudder
with revul sion at this nental inmage.

* k%

The cl earance cane through and Mateo was finally able
to enter the lab. Trent had the helnet in one rat cage and

t he dreantatcher in another.

“What ' s happeni ng?” asked WMat eo.



“They’'re talking to each other,” said Trent | aughi ng.
It was true. A rat ran across his floor of wood shavi ngs
in one cage, and was synchronously m m cked by the rat in
the other cage with the other relic init.

“What are they saying?’” asked Mateo anazed.

“Who cares? They' re fucking rats.” Katy was standing
apart benused.

Trent ignored her. *“They’' re saying do what | do.
Let’'s be one.”

Katy and Mateo exchanged | ooks briefly then quickly
turned away from one anot her.

* ok %

Trent did a few nore tests. He scanned the relics
with a mcrowave frequency detector. Then he put the
hel met on his head, and tried to speak with Mateo who was
hol di ng the dreanctatcher near his ear. They tried to
communi cate using only their m nds.

Mat eo had to confess he only heard a | ow droni ng
nmusi cal tone but couldn’t even be sure of that.

Trent was puzzled. Mateo could see this even though
Trent was still wearing the hel net.

“That’s weird.”

“What ?” replied Trent.

“Are you confused or sonething?”



“What ?”

“Were you just thinking, that’s strange, that we can’t
communi cate with our thoughts.”

“Yeah, | was. What am | thinking now?”

“I don’t know. Are you thinking about nothing?”

“Yeah, | am Cool. How d you know?”

Katy shook her head in pity.

Trent took off the helnmet. “We’ |l have to come up
with a better test for telepathy later.”

“That’s weird.”

“What ?” replied Mateo.

“Shut up for god’'s sake. Stop screwing off,” said
Katy, petul ant.

“No, I'"'mserious,” said Trent. He was |ooking at his
face inamrror. “l had a cut on ny cheek from shavi ng
this norning. But it’'s gone now As if it spontaneously
heal ed--just since | put on the helnet.”

He felt the relic’s heft ponderously in his hands.
After a second of internal deliberation, he grabbed out a
rat fromone of the cages and wapped it in a thin plastic
sheet. He left open a patch of fur which he cut open with
an Exacto knife. Katy |ooked on wth gruesone awe.

The rat, twitching with fear, squealed in pain. Dark

bur gundy bl ood oozed down the rat’s belly flank. Trent



wr apped the bleeding rat up all the way now and deposited
the bundl e inside the helmet where it squeal ed and
squirned, slowy suffocating. Mateo | ooked away.

“Look!” shouted Katy, enthralled. Before their very
eyes the wound papered over and cl osed up, |eaving no seam
or evidence that it had ever been there. Mateo gasped.

“Cell repair,” said Trent, “This shit ain’t from
around here, lady and gents. | wonder what el se these
babi es can do.”

They wouldn’t have tine to find out. At that nonent,
all the lights went out then came on dimer. A |ow droning
kl axon blared fromthe ceiling intercomsystem

“Lockdown,” said Trent, puzzled. H s badge woul d not

open the great steel door: their only exit. Katy was

nervous. “Do you think it’'s a spill?” she asked.

“Nah, | would still be able to get out if that were
the case. This feels like a security |ockdown.” He |ooked
at Mateo. “Fake ID, eh, Cassanova?”

Mat eo | ooked around in a panic, gathering the relics

back in his knapsack. “lIs there any way other out?”
Trent seened unconcerned. “Ch, there’'s always a way.
Gve ne a couple mnutes.” He went to the chem cal closet,

and canme out wth a few beakers and started pouring

solutions. The steel door was literally opening as Trent



it the fuse hangi ng out of one of the beakers in the
apparatus he had rigged near the door’s inward span radi us.

As the raiders stornmed through the aperture, the
appar at us detonated in phosphorus, causing a chorus of
screans to erupt. “I sure hope that wasn’t ny boss,” said
Trent. “Mght get a bad performance review for that one.”

They rushed out the door past a couple of blinded
deputies, staggering around |ike headl ess poultry. “Here,”
he said, handing Katy his card. “This wll get you out the
rest of the way. 1’|l take care of the alarm code.
Bastards,” he said, knocking each of the blind shrieking
deputies out cold, one by one.

Trent was as good as his word. Katy and Mateo escaped
t hrough a back stairwell, and darted in the direction of
Katy’s car in the FF parking lot. Mateo curled in the
space between the front and back seats as a |ine of
flashing siren-wailing patrol cars shot past them After a
fiercely determ ned SWAT teamfinally succeeded in subduing
Trent and drawi ng hi mout of his |ab—shortly after he'd
depleted his bag of tricks, in fact--Mateo and Katy were
| ong gone.

They drove straight to Katy’'s apartnment. In
retrospect, this may have been a bad deci sion.

End Fifth Install nent...



