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ONE

I love people. Love them. Cannot live without
them. Human beings are wonderful, complex, complicated. Our lives
can be entirely the same and completely different, each and every
day. We hate boredom; we can’t stand challenges; we go crazy from
both. And every so often will come one of those rare events that
will change every single thing about your soul. We’re as close as
we’ll ever come to real magic, folks, and don’t let anyone ever
tell you different.

So, let’s see. Mare—that’s Agent Mary Murphy, to
those of you watching this—she’s told me to record this story for
the OACET archives. Maybe because of the dead bodies. Or the
squirrels. Yeah, probably because of the squirrels. She never did
believe me about the squirrels.

But, Mare, let’s be honest. Nobody else is going to
watch this video. This is just for you and me, and I know
you. I know what you want. I know what you love. So I’m
going to give it to you. I’m going to describe every single detail,
every twisted moment, and I am going to be as graphic and salacious
as I can. And then I’m going to deliver this to you bright and
early Monday morning. Gift-wrapped, with some nice, thick
ribbon.

I’ll be waiting in the supply closet.

This is the story of my first wife. Davie Costello,
she…

Okay, let’s back up a little. All of this happened
right after OACET went public, and I mean right after. Those first
few months were brutal. I think it would have been easier if we
could actually jump a building in a single bound. People know how
to react to things they can see, but they have no clue how to deal
with something that happens outside of their immediate frame of
reference. So here comes OACET, a top-secret government agency made
up of cyborgs whose only superpower was the ability to control all
technology on the planet. Which is an incredible superpower,
really, but since we didn’t prove our mighty wrath by yanking a
satellite out of orbit and hurling it straight at the White House,
a lot of people thought we were con artists.

Honestly, even if we had flattened Pennsylvania
Avenue, they probably still would have assumed we were just
excellent hackers.

Then, after Congress realized we had them backed into
a corner, they finally confirmed that cyborgs were real, and all
hell broke loose.

I was the public face of OACET. Anything
media-related went through me, so in those early days I was
everywhere. For reference, I’m a white guy, six-foot even, roughly
a hundred and ninety pounds. All muscle; I’ve been running
marathons since I was seventeen. Brown hair, light brown eyes. Dark
glasses, of course. I wear my hair a little longer than I did when
I was with the FBI and I make a habit of sweeping to the side to
keep it off of my face. I spent too much on my clothes—I think my
suits helped put my tailor’s kids through college—but I usually
wore them slightly rumpled. People underestimate you if they think
you can’t be bothered to find your iron.

I loved my job. Back then, the politicians still
thought they could manipulate us. It took them a few years to get
it through their heads that we weren’t lying, that all we wanted
was to be left alone, but, oh! Those early days! I could
have bought my own private banana republic with the amount of money
they tried to slip into my pocket. They were almost clever about
those bribes, too. One time, a certain Secretary of an unnamed
Treasury treated me to a round of golf. After, he insisted I take
his brand-new Lamborghini for a test drive. When I went to adjust
the sun flap, a piece of paper fell in my lap and Hey! Lookie
there! It’s the car’s title, and it just happens to be made out to
a certain Joshua Glassman. No idea how that could have happened.
Have a nice day.

Gorgeous car. Absolutely beautiful craftsmanship. It
killed me to put it in the water trap on the fourth hole.

That was a typical day for me. It was bribes and mind
games from the moment my feet hit the floor in the morning to when
I rolled back into bed at night. I usually started my morning with
a power breakfast hosted by some of Washington’s elite, then a
press conference or two, followed by various meetings and social
functions.

The nights were spectacular. There was always a
party, always an invitation to some new club or billionaire’s yacht
or five-star restaurant. The perks of fame in Washington,
right?

And the women. Oh. My. God. So many women. Yeah, they
were all groupies, but still. It was a never-ending river of
vaginas.

(You like that, Mare? I came up with that line when
you asked me to make these tapes. “Never-ending river of vaginas…”
Hah! I can hear your eyes roll.)

At the time, I had a top-floor condo in The
Lexington. It was luxury, and worth every penny. Hand-scraped
hardwood floors, imported travertine tile, cathedral ceilings
eighteen feet high. A whirlpool tub big enough for four… or eight
if everybody was friendly. The view was insane. I’d take my dates
out on the balcony and point out each monument on the National
Mall. I had never lived somewhere that nice.

Now, the thing I really liked about The Lexington was
that it had recently been fully redone. That meant computerization
and Wi-Fi automation. Stuck in traffic on the ride home? Use your
smartphone and have a hot bath waiting for you. Not sure whether
the eggs from the local farmer’s market are fresh? Check the
digital grocery list on your fridge to see the last time you
scanned in a carton. Lower the blinds, run security protocols,
prepare your coffee, let the delivery guy in to drop off a package…
The Lexington sold these as convenience features, but for me, it
was a playground. The building might as well have been made for
cyborgs; I could control every inch of it with a thought.

I bought my condo before OACET went public, which
meant that my neighbors suddenly discovered that the nice man who
held the elevator door open for them and helped them with their
groceries was actually part machine. I got death threats, eviction
notices, the usual stuff. None of it came to anything except a few
sleepless nights for me as I sat in the dark with a loaded gun.

But nobody smiled at me anymore. I’d gone from friend
to freak overnight. Believe it or not, that hurt me more than any
anonymous promise to kill me. I’m probably the most social guy
you’ll ever meet. It hurts me—literal physical pain—to be alone.
Isolophobia, my therapist tells me, or monophobia, depending on the
book. Whichever label you stick on it, I need to be around other
people or I feel like I’m burning from the inside out.

The link helps. My connection to the other cyborgs
through our link lets me get through the day if nobody else is
physically present. The nights, though… Ugh. We have to disconnect
from the link before we go to sleep, and that’s when it’s the worst
for me. Lying in bed, in the dark, alone…

There is nothing worse than that.

But, as I said, I had my groupies.

The management at The Lexington tried to use them as
an excuse to throw me out, but we’re a few decades past the day
when an active sex life was permission for social shaming. (For
men. Yes, Mare, it’s a horrible double standard, and no, Mare, I do
not want to have this same fight with you again.) Each night, I
would walk a lovely lady or two past the doorman and through the
lobby as my once-friendly neighbors glared.

Except for that one neighbor who didn’t seem to
judge. She was very pretty, so I would have noticed her anyhow, but
she always had a smile for me. At first, I pegged her as another
groupie, but I realized she seemed to have a smile or a kind word
for everybody. Genuinely nice people are hard to find; I couldn’t
help but watch her.

Our schedules were similar. We left early and arrived
home late. I’d see her picking up her mail, or shopping at the
corner market. She moved like a dancer, light on her toes. When her
dark auburn hair was down, it hit just below her shoulders. She
didn’t wear a lot of makeup, maybe a trace of eyeshadow and
lipstick, which was such a change for me that I found it absolutely
erotic.

I was a little obsessed, I think. I tried to weasel
information out of anybody who’d talk to me. Some said she really
was a dancer. Davie Costello, recently returned from four
years with the Moscow Ballet. No, wait, was it the Boston Ballet?
She was going back to school while teaching dance, or maybe she was
teaching kindergarten. The doorman thought Davie wanted to be a
doctor. The barista at the local Starbucks swore she was already a
skilled physical therapist.

Their ambiguity infuriated me. I didn’t want rumors;
I wanted to know about her. For the first time in years, I
wanted a specific woman. Not just someone random I plucked from the
lineup at a club, but Davie herself. I wanted to know everything
about her, learn about her past, hear about her future, maybe
become part of her hopes and dreams and desires…

I told myself I was romanticizing the idea of her,
not Davie Costello herself. I reminded myself that I hadn’t run any
data searches to find out who she was or what she did, and I should
take that as a sign that I already knew we were incompatible:
cyborgs don’t do well in normal relationships. Besides, I was in my
late twenties and I was enjoying my old-fashioned playboy
lifestyle.

Then the Russian mob showed up, and things started to
get weird.

 


 



TWO

In the background of The Lexington’s global system
was a security script of my own design. This script had started out
as an automated face recognition program I had swiped from the FBI,
but I had adapted it to let me know when strangers were in the
building. The script constantly monitored each person who entered
The Lexington, and compared them to an internal database. If more
than two strange faces appeared at the same time, a little chime
would go off in my head, and I’d tap into the system to check out
the newcomers.

(Since I’m being honest, I’ll admit I used this
program to know when my neighbors were having parties. I was
determined to win them back, and I wasn’t above gate-crashing and
bribing my way in with a stupidly expensive bottle of scotch.)

I was home that night. I don’t remember why; this was
probably around the time when my therapist had told me to start
forcing myself to spend one evening a week alone. I do remember I
was actually getting around to putting away my huge stack of
laundry. The pile of underwear moved and…

Right. I should probably mention that while the
human-type areas of The Lexington were gleaming glass and polished
stone, the space behind its walls had been thoroughly colonized by
squirrels. Jeremy, the maintenance guy, blamed the infestation on
the greenway at the top of the building. The tenants had requested
a small park, complete with miniature trees, to be built on the
roof to help collect rainwater, offset carbon dioxide, that sort of
thing. When I told Jeremy the potted trees were probably too small
to have attracted squirrels, he narrowed his eyes and took out a
crescent wrench the size of his forearm. I never brought up the
topic with him again.

Most of the other tenants never knew there was a
rodent problem because the squirrels loved my condo. In fact, the
only reason I was able to afford that place was because the
sellers’ disclosure laws had scared every other potential buyer
away. Nuts to squirrels, is what I said. My family grew up poor in
a bad part of Chicago, and our neighborhood had one of the worst
rat infestations on record. It worked out great for my mom, who
used the threat of rats to motivate my brothers and me to keep our
apartment spotless. “Make sure you don’t leave food out,” she’d
remind us. “You don’t want Mister Squeaky to come back and give you
more sharp kisses.” So when the real estate agent warned me that
the price was low thanks to a persistent squirrel infestation, I
laughed all the way to the closing.

I rarely saw or heard them. Sure, I asked my
housecleaning service to use plenty of bleach, just in case, but
squirrels have a different diet than rats and there was no reason
for them to come inside. They tended to hang out in my ductwork,
the only squirrels in all of downtown D.C. with central heating and
air. I had to keep an air filtration system going on full blast to
get rid of their musty smell, but they were otherwise just a layer
of fuzzy insulation which occasionally chewed through the
wires.

The squirrel in my underwear pile was a first. It
poked its head out of a leghole and blinked at me, then tried to
break for cover. I was faster; some people never forget how to ride
a bike, others never forget how to snag a rat. Or a squirrel, as
the case may be. I pinched off the cloth at the openings and held
the squirming bundle of boxers at arm’s length.

Now, catching a live squirrel put me in an
interesting situation. Back when I was a kid, I would have resolved
this scenario with a hammer, but I realized I didn’t want to kill
this poor stupid animal. And I didn’t want to put it back in my
vents: my mother would smack me from beyond the grave if I did
that. I decided to take it over to the park across the street and
release it. If the squirrel made its own way back, fine, if not,
maybe it would give the genes of The Lexington’s horribly inbred
squirrel population a chance to breathe.

There was a service elevator at the back of the
building. Tenants couldn’t use it, but hello! Cyborg. I reached out
to the central computer and called the elevator. It was getting
late. If I was lucky, I could drop the squirrel off at the park and
get back home without anyone noticing I wasn’t wearing a shirt or
shoes.

The service elevator was almost to the ground floor
when my facial recognition script notified me that a group of
strange men had entered the building. I took a quick glance at them
through the security cameras: four big men, black hair, in leather
and dirty jeans. One man had the handle of a gun poking out from
under his jacket. They did not look like the type of people that
would be invited over for drinks by any of my soft and timid
neighbors. Behind them, the doorman was on the phone; I pinged the
call and overheard him telling the 911 operator to send the
police.

Oh goodie. And me with my gun stashed back in my
condo.

I stopped the service elevator to watch the men
through the cameras. They headed towards the stairs, fast. This was
beginning to look like a professional hit, the kind where somebody
wanted to leave a loud message. In and out, the villains obvious
and memorable. Pros are rarely caught, but even if the cops arrived
in less than five minutes, somebody in The Lexington would still
have died a very messy death.

They stepped out of the stairwell on the second
floor.

Davie Costello’s floor.

I pushed the service elevator to the second floor as
fast it could go, and remembered to cut the automatic sound effects
before it dinged. The elevator doors opened silently and I padded
on bare feet to the corner. I watched through the security cameras
as three men went into Davie’s apartment, leaving the last to stand
guard outside.

I didn’t have time to think up a plan. As soon as her
front door closed, I turned the corner, shouting at him in
Yiddish.

(By the way, if you want to confuse somebody, I
highly recommend Yiddish. The consonants alone can cause the human
brain to freeze.)

That poor man. He almost got his gun out before he
recognized the half-naked lunatic coming at him and panicked.
“Cyborg!” he said with a heavy Russian accent. He turned to run,
but remembered his gun a second time.

By then, I was close enough to throw the squirrel at
him.

Just imagine a bunched-up pair of boxer shorts
floating through the air, gradually unfurling. The head of the
enraged squirrel came first, followed by its outstretched front
claws…

It was beautiful.

The squirrel smashed into the hitman’s face and raked
him across the eyes, then used his forehead as a launch pad for its
escape. When the squirrel leapt at the wall, it couldn’t find any
purchase on the glossy wood paneling. The squirrel had nowhere to
go but back at the hitman, scratching and clawing as it fell.

The hitman didn’t scream, but he did crash into
Davie’s front door, shouting. The door opened from the inside, a
second man checking to see if they’d been made. I kicked the first
man in the throat and left his fate to the squirrel, then slammed
into the door with as much momentum as I could put behind me.

The door smashed into the second man. He flew a
couple of feet backwards, then recovered. Like the first man, he
almost got his gun up before he recognized me. Fame has its perks:
he froze long enough for me to put him on the ground.

That left two men standing. The first had a ponytail,
the only feature that set him apart from his partner. That, and the
knife he had to Davie’s throat.

“Thank you!” I yelled in Yiddish. “This fish is
delicious!”

(I really don’t know all that much Yiddish.)

The man with the knife and the ponytail grabbed Davie
and pulled her in front of him as his human shield; I don’t know
why, as I was obviously unarmed. Reflex, I guess. The other man
shouted at him—the only words I recognized were Josh
Glassman—and came straight at me.

He was taller than I was, and much heavier. Some
folks assume that size guarantees a win. Nope. One of my best
sparring partners is a tiny woman who’s a Rokudan in Judo,
and she hands me my ass in almost every single fight. Size does
make a fight a little more fun, though: whenever a big guy comes at
me, I try to throw for distance. My record is eighteen feet.
Unfortunately, Davie’s apartment didn’t have eighteen feet of
clearance, so I had to settle for throwing the man into her toilet
at the end of the hall. His head collided with the porcelain with a
satisfying crunch.

One man left.

“Cyborg,” Ponytail spat, still holding Davie against
him.

“Yep. And you’re Russian mafia?” I asked him. “Or
Army? Mafia’s more likely. Soldiers are better trained. You guys
are sloppy.”

He opened his mouth to retort, and Davie stabbed him
in the leg.

I had seen her sneak the kitchen knife from the
drying rack by the sink, and I hoped she wasn’t going to get cocky.
Skin and muscle are put together in layers, like armor, so stabbing
someone correctly is harder than it looks. Davie not only did it
right, but she twisted the handle to break off the blade inside the
meat of his thigh.

I swear, if I hadn’t been twitterpated before…

The Russian with the ponytail still had a knife to
her throat, but now Davie had a hand under his arm. She lifted his
arm up and twisted to the side to put distance between the two of
them, a flawless Aikido escape. He tried to recover, tried to swing
the knife…

That’s when I punched him.

 


 



THREE

The first words I ever said to Davie were: “Got any
disinfectant? He bit my hand.”

She looked from my hand to the four bloody teeth
still rotating slowly on the floor.

“In a manner of speaking,” I clarified.

Davie blinked at me. “What…? No.” She shook her head
and took out her cell phone, then clicked the charger a couple of
times. “It’s dead,” she said.

“The police are already on their way,” I told her. I
opened her freezer and took out a bottle of vodka. “Can I use
this?”

“You’re drinking? Now?”

“I wish,” I muttered. I held my hand over her sink
and doused it in alcohol, then wrapped a paper towel around it.
Bright red spots appeared, and I pressed the back of my hand
against my side to stop the bleeding. I glared down at Ponytail,
slumped sideways on the floor. “You better practice good oral
hygiene, mister.”

Ponytail coughed and moaned.

“I’ll take that as a no,” I said.

Davie kept her distance from Ponytail. “He needs a
hospital.”

I nodded. “Ambulance is on its way, too.”

“Oh.” Her eyes moved from the man on the floor to me,
then back down to him. She took a step away from me; she had
suddenly remembered what I was.

“Do you have a sweatshirt?”

“What?” Davie was having problems focusing and was
starting to tremble. The first signs of shock.

“A sweatshirt, a big t-shirt, anything. We shouldn’t
leave the scene, so I can’t get one from upstairs.”

“What? You want…” It took her another moment before
she realized what I was implying. “Oh, yes. Yes!” She shook
herself and left to find a shirt. Nothing breaks the icy fingers of
shock like realizing the police are about to discover you with a
notorious cyborg manwhore, and one who’s half-naked to boot.

The man by the door groaned softly. I rolled him on
his face, stuffed his hands down the back of his pants, and turned
him over to cinch his belt as tight as it would go. Davie returned
to see me with one bare foot against his sternum and yanking hard
on the leather strap with both hands.

“Emergency handcuffs,” I explained.

“Couldn’t you just tie him up?”

I shrugged and went to repeat the process with the
man I had thrown into the toilet. He was still unconscious. I
checked his pupils, which reacted just enough so I didn’t have to
worry about a severe concussion. “Not with a belt. He could wiggle
out of one of those in a few seconds. This way, we’ll see him
squirming long before he gets loose.”

She kept the counter between us and pushed a crumpled
wad of light blue cloth at me. I shook it out to see the Carolina
ram.

“Tar Heels?” I asked, slipping the overlarge shirt
over my head. Davie nodded but didn’t say anything.

“So…” I scrambled around for small talk, “… did you
go to Chapel Hill?”

Davie looked down at the man she had stabbed, blinked
at me, and turned and walked out of the kitchen. I heard a door
close, followed by the firm pop of a button lock.

“That could have gone better,” I said to Ponytail as
I shoved his hands beneath his belt.

He groaned softly.

“Critic,” I sighed. “You and your buddies show up—Aw
hell!” I had suddenly remembered the fourth man. I checked
the security cameras. Squirrelface was nowhere to be seen. I poked
around The Lexington’s database and found the archived footage of
him running out of the back entrance nearly three minutes
before.

Great.

I went down the hall and knocked on the closed door.
“Davie?” I said to the painted wood. “We might have a problem. One
of them got away.”

A few moments went by, then she asked: “You let him
get past you?”

“Ah…” I pressed my fingers to my forehead. Stupid,
stupid Josh. “Not one of the three in your apartment. There was a
fourth man in the hallway. Looks like he took a runner instead of
staying to fight.”

“Four men?” The lock popped again as she opened the
door an inch. I saw one brown eye, the curve of her mouth, and
little else. “I think you saved my life.”

“Maybe,” I shrugged. “Do you know why someone would
want to send these guys at you?” I backed away from the door to
give her the chance to come out. She didn’t take it, but she did
open it wide enough for me to see her face.

“No,” she said.

“What do you do for a living?” I asked. When she went
to shut the door, I quickly added: “It’s relevant. They didn’t come
here by accident.”

“Oh.” Davie cracked the door open again. “I’m a
financial advisor,” she said.

“Private sector?” It was mostly a rhetorical
question. Her condo was outside of the reach of the average
government employee. Well, maybe if she really liked squirrels.

Davie nodded. “Mineral trading rights, mostly.”

“Do you have any enemies?”

“No!” She seemed horrified by the idea.

“Let me rephrase. Do you know anyone who might
benefit from your death?”

“No, I…” She started to protest, then caught herself
as a name jumped to mind.

“Hold that thought,” I said as a sudden banging and
shouting came from the entrance to her condo. “The police are
here.”

I was almost at the front door when I felt a small
hand on my upper arm. Davie yanked me back, and pushed past me to
let the officers into her own home.

Oops.

 


 



FOUR

Let’s skip over the next two hours. Nothing’s more
boring than being interrogated. The same questions, over and over
again, any deviation seen as a possible sign of lying or weakness.
Mind games would have made it a little more fun for me, but I don’t
dick around with anyone from law enforcement. I’ve been in their
shoes, and their jobs are hard enough without my being a wise-ass.
Besides, I outranked each and every one of them. Even if they
resented my being there, and they did, they knew I had a lot of
pull behind me. (Helpful tip: life gets a lot easier if you have
connections in the Oval Office.) It was the easiest interrogation
I’ve ever been through.

Plus, I was able to leave out the part about the
squirrel and my underwear.

They didn’t let me go home, obviously. After they
were done questioning me (No, officer, I wasn’t here when it
started. Yes, officer, I live in the same building. No, officer, I
was just walking down the hall when I saw four suspicious men…
Urgh. Boring.), I ended up sprawled across Davie’s couch
while she spoke to a female officer in her bedroom and the crime
scene techs finished processing the scene.

That’s when Rachel showed up.

I hadn’t known she was coming, which means this was
before we had figured out some of the basics of tracking each
other. Let me think… This probably was right after Rachel had
started working for First Metro.

Rachel Peng is OACET, like me. She’s a cyborg, too.
Back then she was working with First Metro, downtown D.C.’s largest
police district, as a liaison between OACET and local law
enforcement. Technically, she wasn’t a cop, so I hadn’t called her
for help. I thought it was wisest to leave her out of it and tell
her about it later. But the rumor mill is what it is: she had heard
that Josh Glassman had been involved in a home invasion, and she
had kicked her way into the scene.

I could feel her anger through the link. Rachel was
furious at me for not contacting her and letting her know I was
safely unmurdered. She was full of misplaced concern, a holdover
from back when we were still normal human beings. When we’re not
talking to each other, we can feel each other through our link, and
everybody in OACET would have known if I were unconscious or dead.
Still, Rachel had decided to come down to The Lexington to strike
terror into my heart. It was super-effective. An angry Rachel is a
dangerous Rachel: at five-foot-eight and just over a hundred and
twenty pounds, she’s an itty-bitty terror. The day I decide to
commit suicide is the same day I set out to piss Rachel Peng
off.

Now, I’ve heard Rachel’s version of these events, and
she likes to say that I was “holding court”—her term, not mine—with
the Metro cops, everybody sprawled out around Davie’s living room
and hanging on my every word. Okay, it was true I had ordered
pizza, and I might have sent someone down to the corner store to
bring back a few six-packs of… um… barley pop. And, yes, I was
telling them about that time I accidentally kidnapped the French
heiress, but that’s one of my best stories. So I was most certainly
not holding court.

Rachel was wearing her soldier’s face, and the rest
of the room stopped laughing as she walked in. Fortunately, I was
at the point in my story where the heiress and I were making our
escape from the Swiss Guard by pretending that I was a voodoo
priest… I know, I know. It was a terrible escape plan, just
terrible. It failed catastrophically. But it did make a great
story, and everybody except Rachel was soon back in hysterics. And
after a few descriptions of how I tried to pass off the toy poodle
as a shrunken head, Rachel was laughing, too.

When I was done, one of the cops started in on an
oh-so-slightly related tale of another kidnapping gone awry. I let
him have the stage as I reached out to Rachel. Talking to each
other via the link is two parts telepathy and one part empathy;
talking with an angry Rachel via the link feels like you’re trying
to reason with a volcano.

“You have that stabby look,” I told her.

She sniffed. “I don’t like learning through the
grapevine that one of my best friends was nearly killed.”

“A few skinned knuckles is nowhere close to
‘nearly killed’,” I replied. “I’m fine, Davie’s fine, and I
got to beat some people up, which I rarely get to do anymore.
Really, it’s been a fun night.”

“Except it looks like the men you took down are
Russian mafia,” she said, as she moved towards the stack of
pizza boxes. “You know this is only just getting
started.”

“The Russian mafia is overrated. Have you heard of
the Canadian ‘Ndrangheta? They’re old-time revivalist Italian
mobsters. Those guys are scary. Russians
will just kill you. The ‘Ndrangheta will skin you alive and cover
you in honey and ants.”

“Josh…”

“Rachel…”

“Fine.” She rolled her eyes. “They probably
wouldn’t come after you anyhow. Everybody’s terrified of
us.”

She was right. The Mob kept the majority of their
assets in banks, which meant they were vulnerable to OACET. I could
probably spit in the face of the leader of the Cosa Nostra, and
he’d wipe it off and buy me a drink.

But Davie didn’t have that kind of protection.

Davie came out of her bedroom. Her eyes were red; not
an easy thing, to be assaulted in your own home. When I saw that
she had been crying, there was a little skip in my chest that I
hadn’t felt in a long, long time.

“Oh.” Rachel had caught me: she could read
people like books. Rachel looked around the room, found the officer
in charge, and left to speak with him.

I walked over to Davie. She was standing just at the
edge of the hallway, an older woman cajoling her to drink
something. Davie saw me, and a little smile turned up the corners
of her mouth.

“Thank you,” she said to me. “The police tell me you
saved my life.”

“They said he might have saved you,” the older
woman said, turning away from me. “Nobody knows what would have
happened if he hadn’t shown up.”

Excellent, I thought to myself. Business suit,
expensive shoes and haircut, every inch of her looking polished
even at this hour… The older woman was someone Davie knew from
work, probably the head of her company’s Public Relations
department. This night just kept getting better. I loved playing
the game with someone in my own field.

“I’m Josh Glassman. I’m Davie’s neighbor,” I said.
“And you are?”

It took the older woman a few moments to decide
whether she wanted to be professional or rude. Professional won
out. “Teresa Hemmingway,” she said, and extended her hand.
“Double-m. No relation to the author.”

“I wouldn’t have asked,” I said, shaking her hand.
“He’s not one of my favorites. All cigars and metaphors.”

Hemmingway grinned before she could stop herself.
“Very true,” she said, then: “Davie, I should go. I need to do some
damage control before this story hits the press.”

Davie nodded. “Thanks for coming, Teresa.”

“You take tomorrow off, you understand?” Hemmingway
said, hugging her. “I will be very upset if I see you anywhere near
the office.”

Davie returned the hug. “Then I apologize in advance
for making you angry,” Davie said. “I might be late, but I’ll be
there.”

We walked Hemmingway to the door. When it had shut
behind her, Davie and I found ourselves alone for the first time.
She had to look up at me: we were both barefoot, and I had nearly
three inches on her.

“This was supposed to be laundry night,” I said.

She blinked. “You were out of shirts?”

Before I could say something utterly charming, Rachel
cut in through the link. “C’mere, Romeo,” she said.
“Bring Juliet with you. We need to go over security.”

“Metro Police would like to speak with us,” I said to
Davie, and moved towards Rachel before Davie could ask
questions.

Rachel was by the fireplace, the man standing beside
her wearing the familiar resigned expression of someone who had
just lost a battle so decisive there was no need to go to war.

“Miss Costello? Agent Glassman?” The officer
introduced himself as Sergeant Thornton. “There are a few security
concerns we need to discuss.”

Rachel gave me a Cheshire-cat grin, and I felt an
invisible finger in my side as she poked me over the link.

“We’re still trying to identify the one who escaped,
but the three men Agent Glassman apprehended claim to be members of
a Russian crime syndicate. We’d like to put you both into
protective custody for a few days.”

Davie quietly sighed, then nodded. Apparently she had
received The Talk about how stupid people who resisted police
protection tended to end up as dead people. Or maybe that’s just
one of those things you tend to realize when the pool of blood on
your kitchen floor is being cleaned up by a guy in a uniform who is
too familiar with that kind of work.

“Safehouse or on site?” I asked.

“On site,” Thornton said. “I don’t think there’s any
real threat if you stay here. They probably didn’t know an Agent
lived in the same building. They’ll be too scared to try again. No
offense intended,” he added to Rachel and myself.

“Hey, I took it as a compliment,” I replied. Rachel
ignored us both.

“We’ll have an officer stationed in the lobby,”
Thornton continued.

“Not here?” I asked, gesturing to Davie’s condo.

He shook his head. “An officer in the lobby should be
enough of a deterrent. If you think you need more manpower than
that, I suggest you move to a safehouse.”

“Then I choose to not accept police protection,” I
said. “Put the officer outside of her door.” I looked at Davie and
shrugged. “I’ll be fine. They won’t come after me.”

“No,” she said, red-rimmed eyes wide. “I can’t ask
that of you.”

“You’re not,” I grinned. “I’m volunteering.”

Which was when Davie demanded I stay in her guest
bedroom until the fourth man was caught.

A little internal alarm, one that had nothing to do
with being a cyborg and everything to do with being a people
person, chimed a warning. Rachel is a freaking genius at social
manipulation and I had no doubt she had woven Davie and myself into
police protection to give us some quality time together, but even
Rachel couldn’t have planned Davie’s too-fast capitulation. I
agreed on the condition that the officer would be posted inside the
apartment with us, and eyebrows went up around the room. Yes,
folks, the manwhore insisted on a chaperone. Make a note, tell your
friends.

 


 



FIVE

The party resumed. A few more—okay, okay, thirty or
so—cops dropped by, and they brought hard liquor. Every so often, a
neighbor would call in a noise complaint and another Metro officer
would join us. It was turning into a fairly decent evening.

Davie was a gracious hostess. Once the blood had been
sponged up, she opened her kitchen and invited the horde of police
to make themselves at home. She laughed and smiled, and even danced
a little once the DJ was done setting up. But it was as though she
was steering herself through the party on autopilot; she wasn’t
really there.

I kept my distance and watched. Sometime after
midnight, Davie broke away from the group and insisted on making
cookies. She had a chunk of refrigerated dough ready to go and she
rolled it flat on the floured granite countertop, then used a wine
glass and her fingers to twist strands of dough into braids.

I worked my way through the crowd to her. Davie was
alone, playfully chasing off the drunks sneaking raw dough from the
scrap pile beside her. With the dough in her hands, she finally
seemed to have come back to life.

I pretended to snag a scrap and got a slap on the
hand in thanks.

“Hey now,” I protested, rubbing my twice-bruised
knuckles under the Band-Aids.

“Salmonella,” she said. “There’s egg in it.”

“I’ll risk it,” I said as I made a second grab.
“Maybe it’ll fight the hep-C that I got from the Russian.”

“Ah,” Davie frowned, remembering. “Here,” she said as
she cut off a larger scrap of dough and pushed it towards me with
the lip of the wine glass.

It was sweet and cold. I couldn’t remember the last
time I had raw dough. College, probably. We never had the money to
spend on things like cookies when I was a kid. “Peace
offering?”

“Or murder weapon,” she grinned.

“That reminds me. When you stabbed him, was that
instinct or training?”

Davie glanced at me. “Hm?”

“Ponytail,” I nodded towards the floor where Davie
and I had dropped the Russian. “There’s a right way and a wrong way
to fight with a knife. You got it right.”

“Oh.” She shrugged as she laid out circles of dough
on a silicon baking sheet. “My last job was with Doctors Without
Borders. They’d send me all over the world to do audits. I had a
security guard who decided I needed to know more than an emergency
phone number.

“This wasn’t the first time I’ve had a knife at my
throat,” she added.

“But it doesn’t get easier.”

“No,” she said, glancing away from me. “No, it
doesn’t.”

She was silent for a few moments, then dusted more
flour onto her hands and began to knead the pile of scraps into a
new whole. “But baking helps.”

“Hobby?”

“No.” Davie dug her hands into the dough. “Family
trait. We’re farm people, very hands-on with what we eat. When we
don’t know what else to do, we cook.”

A cop staggered by on his way to the bathroom and
accidentally fell asleep on the way. I felt the need to apologize
to Davie for the spontaneous party as I rolled him out of the
traffic pattern.

“Don’t apologize,” she told me. “I’m glad you’re all
here. Like I said, this wasn’t the first time I’ve been attacked.
The night after? It’s terrible. You can just…” she shuddered and
squeezed her eyes tight. “You can still feel the knife against your
skin. I really didn’t want to be alone tonight.”

Ah. My little internal alarm stopped clanging. Fear
is a hell of a motivator; loneliness more so—this I know well.

“Do you have any friends who can stay with you?” I
asked.

She shook her head. “I went over this with the
police,” she said as she swapped the new batch of cookies with the
two trays in the oven. “I moved here right before you did. I’ve got
work friends in town, but I don’t know them well enough to drag
them into this.”

“You might want to reconsider the safehouse,” I said
as I took one tray from her and started sliding the braided cookies
onto a plate.

“Dust those with sugar,” Davie said as she handed me
a shaker. “And thanks, but no thanks. I told the police everything
I know. They said they’d take care of it. It’s probably already
over.”

I opened my mouth to nag, then went back to
sprinkling hard pink crystals on the cookies. We’ve all got our own
coping techniques. If hers was to stay holed up in her apartment
and pretend everything was okay, it was better than some of the
alternatives.

“What?” she asked.

“Hm?”

“You were about to say something.”

“Just that you noticed when I moved in,” I said,
smiling at her.

“Don’t play games,” she said, flicking flour at me.
“You’re Time’s Man of the Year. Of course I noticed.”

“Men of the Year,” I corrected her. “I have to
split that title with Patrick Mulcahy.”

“Right. Sharing the cover with your boss changes
everything. Who are you again?”

I laughed. “Josh Glassman, with the Office of
Adaptive and Complementary Technologies.”

Davie extended a flour-covered hand. “Davie Costello,
Friction Commodities, LLC. Which reminds me…” she continued, “How’d
you know my name?”

I shook her hand, then dusted the flour off on my
sweatpants. “What I said after the fight? I might admit to a little
crush,” I confessed.

“Oh,” she said as she raised an eyebrow at me. “Do I
have to worry about why you were hanging out in my hallway?”

I winced. I had almost forgotten about the
squirrel.

“Is that a yes?”

“No.” I shook my head. “That’s a ‘You’re not going to
believe me, but…’”

“Try me,” she said. “It’s been an unbelievable
night.”

“Okay, so…” I looked up at the cathedral ceilings.
Davie’s soffits were a good fourteen feet above us and buried under
foam insulation. She probably never heard the pitter-patter of
scrabbling feet within them. “Did the police say they found a pair
of boxer shorts outside of your condo?”

“Yes.” She stopped sliding dough onto the sheets. “Is
this going somewhere awful?”

“It’s definitely not going anywhere sanitary. The
short version is that I found a squirrel in my underwear and was
taking it outside.”

Davie put down the tray. “A squirrel.”

“Yes.”

“In your underwear.”

“For the record, I would like to point out I was not
wearing them at the time.”

“The squirrel or the underwear?”

“Both. Neither.”

“Where is the squirrel now?”

“The last time I saw it, it was bouncing up and down
on the face of the mobster standing guard in the hall.”

“So this means…”

“Yes. The police are currently checking the local ERs
for a man with an accent who looks as though he fell face-first
into a furry ball of razors.”

She leaned forward and started laughing, first
because of the squirrel, then because she needed to laugh. When she
finally stopped, she pushed the cookies aside and poured us some
red wine. We stood side by side, arms touching, resting our butts
against her kitchen counter as we watched the party.

“Were you kidding?” Davie asked. “About the
squirrel.”

“No. My condo’s infested. I can take you up there and
prove it, if you don’t mind crawling around the air ducts.”

“I do, actually,” she said. “So let’s say I believe
you. For now.”

“Good,” I said. “Those fuzzy buggers hate it when I
wake them up.”

She was quiet for a moment, then said: “Is it a
cyborg thing? Did you… did you call them or something?”

“What, the squirrels? No! Why would you think
that?”

“I’ve never heard of a squirrel infestation, not in a
high-rise in the middle of a city!”

“So instead of realizing that we’re living in a very
serious fire hazard, you start wondering if I summoned them here,
like some sort of technological Pied Piper?”

“I don’t know what you can do,” Davie said. “I’ve
heard rumors, of course, but it’s a little different when you’re
here in my kitchen.”

“That’s fair,” I shrugged. “The simplest explanation
is that I can control machines. Anything more and it gets
complicated, unless one of us has a degree in quantum organic
computing.”

“Do you?”

“Nope. Law.”

“Well, mine’s in finance, so let’s leave it at
that.”

She poured us some more wine. We made small talk;
Davie made it clear she did not want to be left alone, and that was
fine by me. Halfway through the second glass, she asked me why she
had caught my eye.

“I know I’m fairly good-looking,” she added. “But
I’ve seen you with supermodels.”

“You’re prettier than they are,” I grinned.

She bumped me with her elbow. “I’m not fishing for
compliments,” she said. “You’ve got a type, and I’m not it.”

I took a large drink of wine and decided to be
honest. “You smile at me.”

“Everybody smiles at you.”

“Yeah, but you mean it,” I said. “I don’t see an
agenda in your smile. That’s rare.”

“Oh.” She paused as she mulled that over. “You guys
don’t have it easy, do you?”

“No, we don’t.” I shrugged. “But it’ll be better once
people get used to us. Nobody likes change, and we’re a big
one.”

Davie nodded. “We’re always talking about OACET at
work. It’s… strange. Machines have been able to do what you can do
for decades, so it shouldn’t be such an issue.”

“It’s the uncertainty,” I said. “Machines do as
they’re told, but we’re human beings, and human beings are
fallible. Hell, according to today’s TMZ, I’m a sex-crazed
lunatic who will destroy the world with his dick.”

“Impressive.” Davie arched an eyebrow. “Did they say
how?”

“An orgy at the Grammy Awards was implied.”

“I was unaware of the geopolitical significance of
the Grammys.”

“I know, right? Learn something new every day.”

The oven timer went off. Davie put down her wine to
take the last of the cookies out. She jiggled them onto the cooling
racks with a practiced hand. “Speaking of exciting nights, I’m
sorry you got dragged into this,” she said. “I’m sure you had
plans.”

“No,” I said. “I was serious when I said this was my
laundry night. I was planning on household chores and early to
bed.”

“Really?”

“You sound surprised.”

“Mmm.” She blew on one of the cookies and took a test
bite instead of answering.

“Honestly, I’d rather be here than out partying.”

Davie glanced at the drunken wreck that was once her
tidy condo, then back at me.

“You know what I mean,” I said. “This is more fun
than a club.”

“Even without the supermodels?”

“Absolutely. The thing about being an unrepentant
playboy is that I never feel the need to prioritize sex. This,” I
said as I gestured to the room, “means more to me than falling into
bed. I can always get laid. I can’t always find people who are
happy to be where they are.”

Davie chuckled. “You’re trying too hard to be
Zen.”

“Think about your average date. You spend all of your
time waiting for the next event. Over drinks, you’re thinking about
dinner; during dinner, you’re thinking about the club; at the club,
you’re thinking about sex. You’re never enjoying that person.
You’re enjoying the idea of the person an hour in the future.”

“Unless it’s a bad date,” Davie said, “and then
you’re enjoying a future without him.”

“See? In either case, you’re not there with
that person. And that’s what I love, when people are happy to be
when and where they are.”

“You think I’m happy to be here?” Davie looked at me
with a hard edge to her eyes. “This is not how I wanted to spend my
evening.”

“When are any of us exactly where we thought we’d
be?” I replied. “I didn’t plan to be here tonight, either, but now
that I’m here, talking with you, I’m enjoying it.”

She paused for a few heartbeats, and her eyes
softened as she smiled. “You said ‘with’ again.”

“Hm?”

“You said talking with, not talking to.
That’s a pet peeve of mine, when people talk to others.
That’s when you know it’s not a conversation, it’s a lecture.”

I took a step away from her, and put the bend of the
counter between us to give her space.

“What? Did I say something wrong?”

“No. That’s one of my pet peeves, too, and this is
usually when I’d start trying to pick you up. So I’ll be over here
while we talk, drinking wine and eating cookies like a good
boy.”

Davie blinked and looked down, as though she was
making a decision. I held my breath. Usually I don’t mind if I have
to walk away; tonight, I hoped Davie wouldn’t crush me.

She didn’t.

 


 



SIX

Animal sex is overrated. Sorry, it needed to be said.
I’m probably the only man on earth who can’t stand pornography.
Those poor people, grunting and pounding away… Hey, they’re naked.
Hey, they’re fucking. Hey, they’re done.

What a waste of my time.

On the other hand, romance doesn’t get nearly enough
credit.

Romance is what happens when people are sharing a
moment in time. I hate those novels, and you know the ones I’m
talking about, where “all thought ceases” when the genitals clash
together. That’s not sex; that’s copulation. Anyone who thinks that
logic and reason have no place in sex—real sex, the kind
where emotion is as important as the act—is as graceless as an
animal in rut.

Still, whatever perfume Davie was wearing was driving
me absolutely wild.

I carried her to her bedroom. I’m not sure anyone
noticed; the party had reached a fever pitch. I buried my face in
Davie’s hair as we navigated the hallway. Shampoo, not perfume, I
realized. Citrus, more orange than lemon, with a hint of vanilla
and spice.

She kicked the door closed behind us and I pressed
her against it. I swept her hair aside to find her neck. I kissed
it, then dragged my teeth along the soft line of her throat. She
shivered and grabbed the back of my head as she pulled me to
her.

“I want my shirt back,” she whispered.

Davie slipped her hands under her shirt and placed
them flat against my stomach. She curled her fingers so the tips of
her nails touched my skin. She pressed in, hard, and scraped her
nails down my stomach, stopping just at the waistband of my
sweatpants. Her nails left my skin but kept traveling down, raking
the fabric over my erection.

I grabbed her hands in mine and pulled them apart,
pushing them against the door. I came closer, slowly, pressing
against her body with my own. We’re all different, we’ve each got
our own needs, especially in the bedroom. So I always ask. It’s
just polite. I tipped her chin up to me and said: “What do you
like?”

She gave me a devilish smile. “When it’s rough.”

Right.

I used my lower body to hold her against the door as
I pulled off the borrowed shirt. Her fingernails found my stomach
again but this time they moved up, straight up the line of my body
and then fanning out across my chest. At the moment the shirt was
over my head, I felt her stroke my shoulders with her nails, then
felt the flats of her hands as she pushed against me. I walked
backwards, Davie guiding me with her touch. I couldn’t see anything
but her outline through threadbare Carolina blue.

Then Davie said: “Fall.”

I fell. Her bed was there to catch me.

She started kissing my neck and worked her way down.
My arms were still tangled in her shirt, the shirt still pulled
over my head. Sometimes she kissed, other times she bit, and she
kept a constant feather’s pressure of fingernails against my skin.
She was a quiet lioness, and I felt like roaring beneath her when
she slowly, so slowly, moved her hands down the sides of my chest,
my abdomen, my thighs…

“Lift,” she told me, and I obliged.

Davie slowly removed my pants, careful not to touch
anything but cloth. I felt her as she leaned over me, then the
softness of her cheek as she caressed the skin she had just
scratched. Her breath was hot and sweet, and she kept moving low,
lower, lower still, teasing arcs that came so close to my cock but
never quite meeting.

And then her lips found me, and I let myself be blown
away.

She had to use both hands, circling the shaft and
working me up and down. She used her teeth, dragging them over the
skin, rolling the head between them and her tongue. There was no
biting, but I was aware—so aware!—there could be, and I
shook with each twist of her mouth.

She brought me right to the edge. I was there, ready,
almost shaking from the need for release, and then she took her
hands and her mouth away. Her weight shifted as she left me.

“Now you can move,” Davie said.

I ripped the shirt from my face and rolled up on my
knees. Davie was leaning back against the pillows, still
fully-dressed and smiling, arms crossed behind her head.

“This is what you do?” I asked. “You whip a man up,
then turn him loose on you?”

She nodded. “I know how to get what I want.”

“Oh, honey,” I grinned. “You already told me.”

I grabbed the cuffs of her jeans and yanked her
towards me. Davie gave a delighted cry as she was pulled down the
bed, but I didn’t let her go. Instead, I looped an arm under her
back and lifted her off of the bed, then set her down on the
carpet. After the attack from the Russians, she had changed from
work attire into a casual shirt and jeans. I grabbed the neckline
of the cheap polo shirt with both hands and tore it straight down
the center. I snapped the straps on her bra, and she laughed when I
seized her belt and used it to drag her a dozen feet down the
bedroom floor. When I stopped, her shirt and bra had come off in a
tangled pile.

I stared at her naked upper body in the thin band of
light coming from under the door. Her breasts were small but heavy.
The two white dots of long-healed piercings dimpled the centers of
her nipples. I knelt over her, then took her left breast in my
mouth and sucked, twisting the other nipple with two fingers.

“God, Josh!” Davie groaned, slipping one hand down
her own pants while she grasped my cock with the other.

I slowly turned us to the side while I pushed a leg
against her crotch, and Davie gripped my leg with hers when she
felt this new pressure. I followed the path of her own hand down
her pants. She was wet, two fingers already inside and moving. Mine
joined hers, and she pressed against my leg and moaned as we spread
her apart.

I pushed her on her back and used my free hand to
unbutton her jeans, then yanked them and her panties over her hips
and down her legs. Now, with more room to maneuver, I twinned my
longer fingers to hers and we pushed and pulled in smooth, hard
thrusts.

“Josh…” She was still working me with her free hand,
but her strokes were becoming frantic as her body moved past the
need for foreplay. “Now.”

“Condoms?” I asked.

“Bedside table. Top drawer.”

I reached behind me and pulled the drawer open. I
found an overlarge vibrator and a few other toys before locating a
flimsy paper box. A twelve-pack, still sealed. I looked at Davie,
who shrugged.

“It’s been a while,” she said.

“How long,” I asked as I gave her clit a strong rub
with my thumb.

She closed her eyes and gasped, then said, “Before I
moved to Washington.”

“Oh, honey!” I whispered against her neck. “I
was right upstairs!”

“Live and learn,” Davie said as she ground down,
hard, against my hand. I pulled my two fingers forward and apart,
and she gasped again as I stretched her open. Her fingernails tore
at my back. “Okay, okay,” she said, and tried to push off of my
left hand. “Get it on. Hurry.”

I slowly withdrew my hand, then rubbed my cock
against her.

She grabbed my shoulders, a no-nonsense set to her
eyes. “Condom,” she insisted.

I took one of her hands and guided it down so she
could check for herself.

“How… when?!?”

I pulled her onto my lap and kissed her long and
hard. “Honey, fumbling with the equipment is seriously bush
league,” I whispered around her mouth. “I went pro at this a long
time ago.”

She was laughing at me as I entered her. She was
tight, even after the fingerplay; each breath was carried down the
muscles of her stomach and into mine… I rolled my head back and
groaned.

“I thought you were a professional,” she smiled as
she made a slow circle with her hips.

“I enjoy my work,” I said, and we started moving
together.

Sex is like the sea for me, always in motion,
sometimes similar but never the same. I lowered myself to the
carpet and closed my eyes as Davie rode me in deep, slow strokes.
We drifted together for several long minutes, recovering,
preparing. Her hair fell around me and I lost myself in its scent
and the waves of heat coming from where she had placed her hands on
my chest, her legs holding my thighs to hers, where we had joined
ourselves together… When I opened my eyes, I saw how the light
coming under her bedroom door lit one side of her face, and that
she was beautiful.

Davie had closed her eyes too, and opened them when
she felt me looking up at her.

I picked up one of her hands and kissed it. “Ready?”
I asked.

She nodded.

There’s a trick all men can do but rarely bother to
learn, which is a real shame because the effort to learn it is paid
out a hundredfold. Kegel exercises are not just for women. In my
opinion, a well-conditioned set of perineal muscles is mandatory
for any man who’s serious about his sex life. Because, well…

I flexed inside of her, and Davie nearly
screamed.

I hit her with three more quick bursts, and this time
she did.

She dug her fingernails into my shoulders as she
growled: “What the fuck was that?”

“What, this?”

She moaned and writhed.

I kept the pressure steady within her as I came up on
my knees, then stood. Davie wrapped her legs around my waist and we
formed a Y, my hands low on her hips to steady her.

“Oh, God,” she groaned. “Too much…”

“Not yet,” I said. Standing, I began to thrust. I had
little leverage in this position, but it did allow me a lot of
force. She liked it rough; I made sure that’s what she got.
Pounding into her, harder and harder, until she came before she
realized it.

“Oh.” Davie said as she slumped against me. “Oh, holy
shit, Josh. I needed that.”

I kissed her lips, her neck, her breasts… She
trembled with the aftershocks as I walked us both to her bed and
laid her down beneath me, then slowly slid out of her.

“You didn’t come,” she said, touching my face.

“We’re not done,” I said as I peeled off the condom.
I replaced it with a fresh one before lying down beside her.

“I feel done,” she smiled lazily.

“Really?” I ran three light fingers over her breasts.
She shivered as my hand traveled down between her legs and began to
play. “Are you sure?”

“Well…” Davie’s breath hitched as my fingers slid
inside. “Now that I think about it…”

“Maybe I should check.”

“Maybe you should. Just to be—” she paused and shut
her eyes as I found a good spot. “Just to be sure.”

I removed my fingers and pulled her waist to mine,
then pushed myself back inside of her. It was easier this time; she
was a little more open, a little more ready. Which was good, since
what I had planned might not have worked if she wasn’t. We curled
together in a sidewise missionary as she regained her rhythm,
trading little quips while we built up speed. When talking became
difficult, I looped her right leg over my shoulder and pulled her
to the edge of the bed so I had both feet on the floor.

Here was my leverage: there’s no better position for
penetration. I started shallow, circling back and forth, staying at
the edges. And then, when I was sure she was ready, I drove
deep.

Davie gripped the sheets and yelled.

I kept on driving, pacing myself to respond to
Davie’s changing mood. The second orgasm was the big one, but it
was sometimes hard to find. I pressed down on her leg and went
deeper, each stroke slightly faster than the one before.

She very nearly broke me. Towards the end, we were
both shouting, with the headboard slamming against the wall like we
were keeping time on a drum. I was past ready myself, pushing on
through sheer force of will, when she finally arched her back and
clenched down on me. That was it, that was all I could take, and I
let myself go.

It was over in a moment, it lasted forever, and we
went on, and on, and on.

 


 



SEVEN

I pulled out and collapsed beside her.

Davie was rubbing her ears. “I think I’m having a
heart attack,” she said. “I’m serious, Josh. I can’t hear anything
except my heart pounding.”

“No, that’s applause,” I said as I kissed her on her
calf. “Be right back.”

I opened the door and poked my upper body out of it
so I could wave to the appreciative crowd. “Thank you, thank you,”
I told them. “We’ll be here all night!”

I shut the door, then reopened it. “I mean that,” I
added. “So y’all better start up your own funny business, or the
noises coming out of here are just going to get awkward.”

I went back to the bed. Davie was laughing into a
pillow.

“Oh God, I’m ruined” she said, mostly kidding. “I’ll
never live this down.”

“Shhh,” I hushed her and pulled her into my lap.
“You’re fine. It’s a well-known fact that I’m a terrible influence
on innocent women.”

“You’re also sticky.”

“That is entirely your fault. I made sure all of my
sticky was properly bagged.”

“Yes, you did. I’m still taking a shower.”

Out of habit, I reached out through my implant to The
Lexington’s digital controls. I flipped on the bathroom lights and
got the shower going.

She practically leapt away from me.

“Hey,” I said, and held out a hand to her. “Hey,
Davie, it’s just me.”

Davie shook herself. “I know,” she said, and took my
hand. I drew her back to me. “I know. It’s… It caught me
off-guard.”

“I should have asked first,” I said. “This is your
house. It feels like mine, so I didn’t think. I’m sorry.”

“Feels like yours?” Davie stood and walked towards
the bathroom. I waited to see if she wanted me to follow her. When
she turned to wait for me, I went after her.

“It’s complicated,” I said. “You know that old
question? How do you describe the color blue to a blind man?
Anything I say won’t describe the true experience.”

Davie stepped into her shower. This was the first
time I had seen her naked in the light. She was tall, with full
breasts and lean curves. Her hair curled down and past her
shoulders, its dark auburn color matching her thick but tidy
Brazilian strip. I watched as the water soaked her, and lust reared
its head once again.

Down, boy, I told myself. Don’t scare the
poor woman on the first date.

“Try me,” she said.

It took me a moment to remember what we had been
talking about. I joined her in her shower. Her bathroom had the
same layout as mine, with a huge walk-in shower and a separate tub
in the corner. I took the soap from its shelf and started to lather
up her back.

“Okay, bear with me here,” I said as I worked my way
up and down her body. “All technology has a different resonance.
Well, it’s not really a resonance,” I clarified, “because it’s not
really a sound or a frequency. I could use the word ‘scent’ or
‘taste’ instead, and it would be as accurate. Since your place and
mine are on the same circuits here at The Lexington, they have an
identical resonance. There are some differences—we have different
brands of televisions, for example—but otherwise they feel the
same.”

I had reached her feet, and she sat down and put a
long leg into my hand. I took the hint, sat down in front of her,
and started rubbing. I was facing her and the view was amazing.

“All similar? Like chain restaurants?”

“No, more like… hm. Leaves on the same branch.
They’re part of the same whole.”

“Ah.” Davie thought for a moment. “Strange.”

“What?”

“You. Comparing what you can do to nature.”

“Not really,” I shrugged. “Technology’s as much a
part of our daily lives as the natural world. Probably more so,
when you think about it. Drop me in the middle of the woods, and
I’d get eaten by a bear. Drop me in the middle of a city, and I’d
have myself an excellent night.”

“But that doesn’t mean a city is of nature,”
she shrugged, causing her breasts to do the most delightful things.
“Familiarity and comfort aren’t qualifiers of nature. In fact, I’d
argue that comfort is the opposite of nature. Our ancestors
didn’t invent cities because they were happy getting eaten by
bears.”

I stopped rubbing her foot and started to massage my
way up her leg. “You’re arguing my point. What does that mean
nature mean to us, now? The human race, I mean. We’re of two
worlds, now, and the one we live in is the one we’ve made for
ourselves.

“Here,” I took her hand and helped her find the scar
on the top of my head. She ran her fingers across the thin white
line hidden by my hair. “This seems like such a big deal, but it’s
not. The implant didn’t change the fundamentals. It didn’t change
whether I live in a cave or a condo, or where I shop for my
groceries. I’m closer to the world we’ve made because of a little
machine in my brain, but that didn’t take me any further away from
nature.”

“I think you’re kidding yourself. Or you’re suffering
from… What’s the opposite of delusions of grandeur?” Davie said,
grinning. “Nature was here before us, and it’ll be here long after
we’re gone. Humanity’s a blip on the geological radar. A million
years from now and all of this…” she waved to her condo, the city
beyond, “…will be gone, but the planet will still be ticking
on.”

“That’s no reason to ignore where we are now,” I
said. She stretched out her other leg. I exchanged the first foot
for the second. “I matter. You matter. Your foot matters,” I told
her with a hard rub. “This building and everything in it’ll be dust
in a thousand years, but we’re here, now. If we ignore that, we
might as well not exist.”

“There’s a big difference,” she said, “between
knowing we’ve got value, and accepting that we aren’t the center of
the universe.”

“Granted,” I said. “But my universe is relative and
very, very small, so I appreciate being a part of it. Talking to
machines takes some getting used to,” I admitted. “It’s literally
another sense, and it’s one we didn’t evolve on our own so it takes
a lot of trial and error to understand what we experience. But once
you figure it out, it’s wonderful. Knowing what’s out there… It’s
fantastic. Your life is changed on a massive scale.”

“Not to mention the nukes,” she said.

“God, everyone always brings up the nukes!” I tented
my chin on top of her bent toes. “You know what’s scarier than a
nuke? Smallpox.”

“But you can’t take control of a virus.”

“No, but the last remaining colonies of smallpox are
kept under lock and key at research centers. Digital lock
and key. I’m one of the only people alive who could charm my way
past the guards, pop the locks, and walk out with the virus. But I
won’t. Because that would be astonishingly harmful and stupid. Just
like taking control of a nuclear bomb.”

Davie laughed softly and took her feet back, then
turned around and slid up the tub into my lap. “Sorry,” she
said.

She was pointedly ignoring my erection, so I decided
to do the same. Davie stretched out the length of her shower and we
let the water run over us.

“I’m getting cold. Turn it up a little,” she
said.

I ran my hand down the inside of her thigh. Davie
laughed and moved my hand up to her bare stomach. I sighed and
pouted, then used my implant to nudge the water temperature up a
few degrees. We lay like that for a few quiet minutes, and then she
said: “Did you know Afghanistan has some of the richest rare earth
mineral deposits around the world?”

“I’ve heard that.”

“It’s too unstable to start mining now,” she said as
she wrapped my arms around her like a blanket. “But once things
calm down, anyone who owns mineral rights in Afghanistan will be an
instant billionaire. So would-be investors are trying to stake
their claims to those rights before the digging can start.”

“I’ll bet some of those guys used to be in the Soviet
military. And, if I remember correctly, a lot of former Soviet
military went on to work as… ah… respectable gentlemen who just
happen to know the best places to hide bodies.”

She nodded. “The Russians have an ownership mentality
towards Afghanistan. They were there for decades, and they think
that entitles them to control any profit that comes out of the
country.”

“How do they feel about competition?”

“They don’t like it. They really don’t like American
investors; they think we haven’t earned our claims.”

“Who’s after you, Davie?”

She didn’t answer for a few moments. “He’s made some
veiled threats before, but I didn’t think he’d actually do
anything. Viktor Kumarin. He’s remade himself in business, but he’s
still got his mafia connections. My company’s in direct competition
with his for a claim in Nuristan, and we’re winning.”

“Why target you? What’s your role at Friction
Commodities?”

“I’m irreplaceable,” Davie said. “I’m the Middle East
project manager, and I’ve got connections over there from my time
with Doctors Without Borders. And don’t say ‘Really? A woman in the
Middle East?’ or I shall bounce up and down.”

“Is that a threat or a promise?”

She chuckled, then sobered. “I explained all of this
to the police,” she said softly. “They told me not to worry about
it, that he wouldn’t try again now that I knew someone was after
me. But they also said I need to be very, very careful over the
next few weeks.”

“Mixed messages aren’t very reassuring.”

Davie nodded. “And I can’t help thinking that if one
of our other competitors found out that Kumarin took a shot at me
and failed, they might be able to take care of his company and mine
just by eliminating me. Everyone would blame Kumarin, but…”

“But that wouldn’t make you any less dead.”

She shivered. “I’m not really sure what to do.”

“First, your company needs to get you professional
protection. You’ve spoken to your manager?”

“Yes. Right after it happened.” Davie twined her
hands through mine. “He kept me on the phone for almost an hour,
and then he sent Hemmingway over to see if I needed help.”

“Okay, he needs to put security on you. Police
protection is limited. A private security company can do more, and
just having a guard around you at all times will deter anyone from
thinking you’re an easy target.”

“For how long? Until Kumarin gets bored and moves on
to something else, or the rest of my life?”

I brushed her wet hair to one side and kissed her
neck. “You know what I did before they turned me into a
cyborg?”

“Porn, I assume.”

“Oh, funny lady. I was a Special Agent with the FBI.
Death threats are actually pretty common. Here’s the thing; when
someone tries to carry out a death threat and fails, the problem
usually goes away. I can’t swear this is the case with the Russian
mafia, but it’s likely that Kumarin won’t try again, especially if
you make yourself a hard target until you close the deal.”

“Commodities rights can take forever to nail down.
It’ll probably be a few years before that happens. I don’t want to
turn my life over to a stranger for that long.”

“Move in with me,” I heard myself say. “If Kumarin’s
even a semi-legitimate businessman, he’s scared to death of OACET.
He knows I can transfer every cent he owns to Greenpeace on a
whim.”

“Aw. You’re sweet,” Davie turned her body to snuggle
tight against mine. “But no. That won’t be happening.

“Although I might be making a few late-night booty
calls,” she added as she stroked my legs.

I told her I would take what I could get.

I meant it.

 


 



EIGHT

We spent the rest of the night alternating between
sleep and sex. The party ended around seven in the morning. Davie
and I snuck out of her bedroom to see the damage. The condo was
spotless and smelled of cleaning products, a little white note on
the counter the only thing out of place.

Davie read the note, then handed it to me. It took a
second to decipher Rachel’s terrible handwriting. I made sure
they cleaned up after themselves. –R

We went back to bed.

When we were finally ready to face the day, I went
upstairs to change. On my way out, I took a few minutes to catch up
on the details with the officer stationed outside of Davie’s condo.
He was sipping coffee and checking Facebook on his phone, but his
eyes didn’t miss anything. He had heard nothing from Metro: the
three men hadn’t given up anything that would tie them to their
employer, and Squirrelface was still at large.

Davie insisted on going to work, so I insisted on
walking her there. It was mid-spring and the weather was glorious.
We took the long way through the park. There were flowers
everywhere, and I persuaded Davie to wear one in her hair. The
tradeoff being, of course, that I had to wear two in mine. I was
absolutely fine with this agreement, and certain this was clear
warning I was falling in love.

I felt it only fair to share this with her, and she
laughed.

“You work fast,” she said, tucking a third flower
behind my ear.

“Life’s short.” I tried to kiss her but she danced
away.

We played tag through the park until I caught her
near the duck pond. This time, I pinned her against a tree for a
kiss. She laughed against my mouth before she kissed me back.
Overhead, a squirrel watched us with black beady eyes.

“Is he one of your friends?” Davie asked me when we
came up for air.

“Yes,” I said. “I am Lord of the Squirrels. May they
come to me and serve my bidding.”

“… ‘serve my bidding’… Is that Squirrelanese? Because
it isn’t English.”

She squealed and ran when I threatened to throw her
in the pond.

Davie was quick on her feet and she was able to keep
a little distance between us as we darted through the park, which
is why I was close enough to see the terror in her eyes as
Squirrelface stepped out from behind a tree and grabbed her.

“Stand back,” he told me. He had a rolled copy of the
Post in one hand, the barrel of a gun barely sticking out
from under the fold.

“Ah. So that’s why they still make newspapers,” I
said, winking at Davie. “I had wondered.”

The corner of her mouth twitched ever so slightly.
She took a deep breath and closed her eyes; when she opened them
again, she had gotten her fear under control.

“Don’t fight him,” I told her. “He’s not going to
tolerate a second setback.”

She nodded.

I looked to Squirrelface. “Your boss doesn’t know
about this,” I guessed. “Because kidnapping someone from a public
park might be how you do it back in Moscow, but it is definitely
not the best plan for downtown D.C.”

Squirrelface glared at me. The right side of his face
was covered in deep scratches and badly swollen, with Band-Aids
spot-covering what I assumed to be the deeper bite marks. “This is
how it is,” he said as he yanked Davie towards him. “Don’t look for
her, and we will give her back to you when this is over.

“If you do look for us,” Squirrelface said, grinning,
“she will come back to you in pieces.”

“Okay.” I took a step backwards. Squirrelface dropped
Davie’s briefcase on the ground and forced her to shrug out of her
blazer. He leered at me as he ran his free hand over each of her
hips, checking her pockets.

“No cell phone,” he said. “No laptop. Now you cannot
track her.”

“Right,” I agreed. “Now I can’t track her.”

He pulled Davie down the path with him, keeping her
body between us until the trees hid them from view.

“Idiot,” I muttered under my breath.

There’s a trick I can do—that all cyborgs can
do—where I send out my consciousness on the electromagnetic
spectrum. If you want to know how it works, our science team can
explain it to you in detail. They’ll use terms like ‘Planck length’
and ‘terahertz radiation’, and by the end of an hour you’d have
felt you might have understood them if they had bothered to draw
you a chart. Me, I handwave the technical jargon away and describe
it as an out-of-body experience. It’s not an accurate description,
as part of my consciousness stays in my body as the other part
splits itself off to explore, but it’s a term that everybody
understands and I don’t have to muck around with visual aids.

My physical self leaned against a tree as I used this
ability to follow Davie and Squirrelface. He had a van parked
barely five hundred feet away, hidden just behind some thick
bushes. I waited as he belted Davie in and tied her hands to the Oh
Shit! bar in the passenger’s seat, then drove off towards the
center of town.

I dropped my out-of-body self and started
running.

I followed them through the traffic system, and let
him get eight blocks away from the park before I took control of
the stoplights. I waited until Squirrelface was last in line at an
intersection, then sent four cars skidding into each other by
giving them all protected greens. I know, I know, it was terribly
wrong of me. A horrible abuse of power. Some fenders were dented,
some tempers ran short, but everyone was fine. Moving on.

I ran parallel to the van, keeping one block between
us until I was sure that Squirrelface was good and truly hemmed in
by traffic. There was a great shot of him through an exterior bank
security camera. He had rolled his window down to watch the street
behind him, assuming that if I had something to do with the pileup,
I’d be coming from the direction of the park.

I jumped one street ahead of them and joined the
crowds on the side of the street closest to the van. With my face
partially hidden by Davie’s blazer slung over my shoulder, I was
able to wander towards the front of the van unnoticed, just another
businessman with a suit and a briefcase.

Davie saw me coming in the side view mirror. She
turned her face away as I smashed in the passenger’s window with
the butt of my gun.

“Hello, dear,” I said, training my gun on the
crosshatched scratches between Squirrelface’s eyes. I dropped my
utility knife in her lap with my other hand. “Sorry I’m late.
Traffic was a bear.”

“You’re forgiven,” Davie said, balancing the
Leatherman in her lap to prize the sawblade out.

It took her a moment to cut herself free. She opened
the door and ducked away from my gun, keeping out of my line of
fire. “Police?” she asked.

“On their way,” I told her. I had called them while I
was running.

She nodded and crouched down, keeping low.

“Hey,” I said to Squirrelface. “What on earth drove
you to do something this God-awful dumb?”

He didn’t answer. Instead, his face exploded in a
bright red spray.

I dove to the ground. Davie was already squirming for
cover under the van. She grabbed me by my waistband and pulled me
in after her.

“What’s happening? Who’s shooting?” she demanded.

“Give me a second,” I said as I ran my mind through
the local security systems, looking for someone with a gun. When I
couldn’t find the shooter, I went out-of-body for a bird’s-eye
view. (I should mention that while going out-of-body is fun in and
of itself, the best thing about it is that you can freakin’
fly! You know, because of the not having a body and all.) I
soared up to the rooftops. The shooter was hiding behind a roof
cornice. He was a young guy, almost a kid, really. He was wearing
jeans, a tight-fitting shirt, and a fake goatee, and he was packing
his old M40 sniper rifle into a guitar case.

I came back to my body. “It’s clear,” I said,
wiggling out from under the van. “He’s done his job. We’re
safe.”

Davie blinked at me, then looked to where
Squirrelface’s insides were beginning to drip down onto the
pavement. “I think I’ll stay here,” she said, but inched away from
the spreading red pool.

“You weren’t the shooter’s target. He was after the
Russian. Somebody’s boss got terminally pissed about how his
employees couldn’t follow directions.”

“I’m staying until the police arrive,” Davie said.
She couldn’t look away from the blood.

“Okay,” I cut the power to the van’s engine, and
passed her briefcase and blazer to her. “I’ll be right back.”

I sprinted across the street and cut through the
screaming panic of the bystanders. The building the shooter had
used was a traditional five-story apartment with a single exit. At
exactly sixty seconds after he had clicked the last latch on his
guitar case, the door opened and the shooter stepped out,
whistling.

I was standing just off to the side of the door. I
yawned, pretended to stretch, and clotheslined the kid across his
throat.

The problem with military training is that it kicks
in even when you don’t want it to. His lizard brain was already
fighting back before his higher thought processes could remind him
he was playing the part of a harmless hipster. He grabbed my arm
and was all set to break my elbow when I flipped him backwards and
hit him with two solid punches to the face.

There is no good time to see a combat knife come at
your throat, but if it has to happen, try to be famous. Or,
infamous, actually. The blade was almost touching my jugular when
the kid remembered who and what I was, and that possibly the worst
thing he would ever do in his entire life was to kill me. His jaw
dropped, his legs folded, and he tried to release the knife
midswing.

I redirected the knife’s path with an Eskrima defense
and grinned at him.

“Fuck,” the kid sighed. The knife clattered to the
ground and the kid turned to face the wall, spread-eagle. “I didn’t
want to be here,” he told me over his shoulder.

“Yet here you are,” I replied as I handcuffed him.
“And that’s the part that’s going to hold up in court.”

“I surrender,” he insisted. “Don’t go after my
family.”

“That depends,” I said as I spun him around and made
him lie prone on the sidewalk. “Are you going to cooperate?”

“Yeah, but I’ve got nothing for you,” he said. “I get
my instructions through a drop box down at Union Station.”

“Really? That still works?” I asked. “You see it all
the time in the movies, but I thought they got rid of those boxes
after September 11th.”

The kid shrugged, a heck of a trick for a man with
his upper body stuck to the ground. “There’s a few left. I’ve got a
couple of backups around the city in case that one gets
pulled.”

“Hey, um… Agent Glassman?” one of the bystanders, a
middle-aged woman with her hair in a bob, was standing next to the
guitar case. It had popped open when it had hit the ground and the
business end of the rifle was poking out. “Sir? Should I close
this?”

“No, please leave it for the police,” I told her. The
sound of sirens was growing closer. “Could you make sure no one
touches it?”

She nodded eagerly, and began to push back against
the crowd. Several people joined her to help, and they kept the
area clear.

The sniper and I were exchanging tips on gun
maintenance when the police finally arrived. I recognized three of
them from the party the night before. We went over the banal
details needed before a crime scene could be processed. It took a
while. I sent a few of the bystanders to make a coffee run.

When I finally got a chance to look for Davie, I
found her standing fifteen feet away, staring at me, her mouth
hanging open.

 


 



NINE

“He seemed like a decent guy. On a personal level,
obviously. His professional choices definitely leave something to
be desired.”

“He just shot…” Davie started to reply,
paused, then started again. “He had just killed someone. Someone
sitting beside me.”

She took a deep breath and finished with: “And you
bought him a cinnamon bun.”

“He said he hadn’t gotten a chance to eat
breakfast.”

“Because he had to get to work on time. To.
Murder. Someone.”

“We’ve all had busy mornings.”

Davie got up and took three steps before she turned
back. “It’s going to be like this with you all of the time, isn’t
it?”

“Probably.” I shrugged. “So far, this has been a
fairly standard week.”

Davie shook her head and walked off towards where
Teresa Hemmingway was talking with Metro’s press secretary and a
few hand-picked reporters. This type of event could backfire on
everyone involved, so Davie’s first call had been to Friction
Commodities. Hemmingway had met us at First Metro and had gone
straight into damage control mode. I was itching as I watched
Hemmingway work: I’m the one who does all public relations for
OACET, but since I had been involved in the sniper incident,
Patrick Mulcahy was handling the media inquiry for me.

I might have been sulking. Just a little bit.

Rachel dropped down on the couch beside me and threw
her legs up on the armchair across from us. The First Metro police
station had recently been remodeled and the waiting room was too
nice for something paid for with taxes (said the man with the
multimillion-dollar federally-funded computer chip in his
brain).

“She can’t say you didn’t warn her,” Rachel said.

“Davie?” I started talking to her over our link, the
cyborg’s version of passing notes in class. “I really like her,
Penguin.”

Rachel grinned at her nickname and leaned against me;
we were at her workplace and she was a private person, so that was
as much of a hug as I’d get. “You fall in love too
easily.”

“Yeah,” I sighed mentally.

“But it’s better than never falling in love at
all.”

I chuckled. “True. Did you get the lake
house?”

“It’s all set,” Rachel nodded. “We’ll send
a few officers with you so Metro has a presence on team. Don’t tell
them that, though.”

“Right. What do you want me to do with
them?”

She shrugged. “They’re professionals. Stick them
on the front line, appoint them your official margarita makers…
They’ll do whatever you tell them to, as long as they think they’re
protecting you.

“Oh, hey,” Rachel added, sitting up. “Who’s
this?”

Davie was walking down the hall towards us, Teresa
Hemmingway at her side. They had been joined by a man in his late
fifties. Rachel and I stood to meet them.

“Agent Glassman, Agent Peng? This is Chris Rinehart,
CEO of Friction Commodities.”

Rachel and I shook hands with Davie’s boss.
“Pleasure,” I said.

“The pleasure is mine,” Rinehart said, grinning
broadly. He was an odd caricature of a CEO, tall and lanky with the
shock of steel-gray hair resisting male pattern baldness, but he
also had a slight stoop to his shoulders and a terrific beer belly.
“Thank you for saving our Davie last night. We couldn’t function
without her. Literally. She’s the one who keeps us going.”

“Chris likes to exaggerate,” Davie said, smiling
warmly at Rinehart.

“Nope,” Rinehart said, shaking his head. “No, I’m
not. We’d be out of business if something happened to you.
Heartbroken, too,” he added.

“What’s the next step?” Hemmingway asked us. “With
the fourth man shot and the shooter captured? Is it over?”

“Probably,” Rachel answered. “But we’d like to move
Ms. Costello to a safehouse until Metro finishes the
investigation.”

“Good,” Hemmingway said. “How long do you think that
will take?”

“Two or three days if things go well,” Rachel said.
“But if Metro runs into problems, it might take more time. The
Russians still aren’t talking, so we’re going to concentrate on the
sniper. He was waiting on that roof for his shot, so someone knew
the kidnapper would be taking that route.”

“He was using a GPS,” Davie said.

Rachel nodded. “The tech team already has it,” she
said. “The route was transferred to the GPS using an anonymous
burner phone. It’s going to take us a little while to track it
down. It’s best if Ms. Costello stays at the safehouse until we
do.”

Hemmingway lowered her voice and leaned in close to
Rachel. “Where is the safehouse?”

Rachel said nothing and stared at a point on the far
wall until Hemmingway moved away.

“I’m not going to ask,” Rinehart said, holding up his
hands. “Just promise me she won’t be stuck in some seedy motel
room.”

“Agent Glassman has arranged a house,” Davie told her
boss.

“It’s a nice place,” I assured him. “Great views,
very secluded. We’ll have a full team of Agents and Metro officers
for protection.”

“Agents?” Hemmingway was taken aback. “You mean OACET
Agents?”

“Cyborgs,” Rachel confirmed. “Many Agents are former
military. They’re looking forward for a chance to use their old
training.”

Rachel was former military herself. I noticed she was
standing at parade rest, staring at Hemmingway as if expecting a
fight.

“Problem?” I asked her.

“She’s angry. I’m trying to figure out
why.”

“A beloved coworker was almost killed?
Twice?”

“Could be,” she agreed. “But it’s always
helpful to pin down the cause of an emotion.”

“Good,” Rinehart nodded, and looked at Davie. “Is
this all right with you?”

“I should have agreed to a safehouse last night,” she
said sadly.

“It’s not your fault the Russian was killed,” I
reminded her. The young assassin said he had received a photograph
of Squirrelface (pre-squirreling) and typewritten instructions to
take out the Russian and leave those around him unharmed. He had
burned the photograph and instructions as soon as he had memorized
them. Metro was trying to track down the person who had left the
package in the drop box, but they had warned Davie it was likely to
be a messenger service. Another link in a chain leading nowhere.
Davie was beating herself up over the senselessness of it.

“Listen,” Rinehart said, “Don’t worry about how long
you’ll be gone. Your job will be waiting. Hemmingway’s already
spoken with our contact in Charikar, and he’s appalled at what’s
happened. Everything is on hold until you get back.”

“He’s angry, too,” Rachel said.

“Thank you, Chris,” Davie embraced him, a quick but
friendly hug which left Rinehart with a slightly sad smile.

“Are they angry for the same reason?” I asked
Rachel.

“No,” Rachel said. “Similar, but not the
same. Maybe he’s pissed you’re boinking his lady.”

“Ah, yes.” I replied. “I’m familiar with
that brand of anger.”

Rachel and I went to get coffee so the group from
Friction Commodities could talk privately. After, Rachel and I went
with Davie back to The Lexington to pack a few bags. I figured I’d
stay with Davie until she felt settled. That, and the lake house
had a very nice master bedroom.

I went up to my condo and did a fast walkthrough to
make sure everything would survive without me for a couple of days.
The pile of laundry twitched as I entered my bedroom, and I peeled
the stack of clean towels aside to find a bright-eyed squirrel.

“You’re probably not the same one,” I told it. “But
if you are, you made an excellent wing man. Thanks.”

The squirrel broke for the nearest dark hole, but I
scooped it up in a pair of old jogging shorts, swung it around, and
cracked the bundle on the top of my dresser.

What? Squirrels are vermin, people! Glue a
puffy tail on a rat and it’s basically the same animal. I didn’t
have time to run this one over to the park.

I dumped the slightly soggy mess of squirrel bits and
jogging shorts down the garbage chute, then addressed the intake
vents. “Let that be a lesson to you,” I said, wagging a finger at
the air. “I don’t mind if you stay where you are, but if you come
into my house, we’re going to have problems.”

I met the women downstairs in the lobby, and Davie
and I got into an unmarked SUV idling at the curb.

“Good luck,” Rachel told me over the link.

“Four guys in custody and one in the morgue?”
I replied. “It’s over. We’re just killing time to be
sure.”

“No, I saw what she packed for you.” Rachel
winked at me as we drove away. “Like I said, good luck.”
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At the time this all happened, Patrick Mulcahy was my
boss and one of my best friends, and was on the verge of becoming
crazy-rich through marriage. The OACET house on Raystown Lake in
Pennsylvania belonged to Mulcahy’s fiancée in name, but it was a
new purchase for her and she let the cyborgs treat it as community
property. I wasn’t even sure she and Mulcahy had visited the
place.

I, however, had been there many, many times. The real
estate agent had described it as a secluded rustic ranch house,
which I suppose is accurate if your definition of “rustic” includes
multiple buildings adding up to slightly more than nine thousand
square feet. There was the main house, two guest cottages, a boat
house, and a stable. The property was located at the edge of the
Lake Anna State Park and could only be reached by private road or
by open water. It was the ideal site for a security detail.

Or, you know, other things.

The interior of the main house had been fully redone
before Mulcahy and his fiancée purchased it, and the place was
magnificent. Exposed beams, fireplaces big enough to roast entire
cows, a sunken garden surrounding a pool… Oh, man. The best part
was the master bedroom with its French doors overlooking the
gardens. You and your date could go out on the balcony and watch
the moon rise first, then wrap yourselves in blankets and play on
the daybed until the sun came up later.

“Holy shit,” Davie said as the car rounded the
circular driveway and the main building came into view. She glanced
at me, wide-eyed. “Oh, you are definitely in trouble, mister. If I
had known that this is what you meant by a safehouse…”

We pulled up to the front door and I escorted her up
the walk. The car with the Metro officers drove in behind us. A
tall, broad-shouldered brunette in a tight white shirt and dark
jeans greeted us by name as she passed us to meet them.

“Housekeeper?”

“Former CIA,” I replied.

I hoped I didn’t have to go into detail, but Davie
was intrigued. “Really? What did she do at the CIA?”

I paused. “She was a wetworks specialist.”

“…oh…”

“She doesn’t do that anymore,” I assured Davie.
“Ami’s an Agent now. She’s the one coordinating your security. She
also plays a mean game of tennis.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Davie said in a small voice.

I stopped and took her hands; we hadn’t kissed since
the park and this definitely was the wrong moment to start again,
so I kept some distance between us.

“We’re good people, Davie. What we do isn’t who we
are.”

“No,” she said, pulling away. “But it’s a big part of
it.”

We walked up the massive central staircase without
speaking. I showed her to the master bedroom and stood in the
doorway while she started to unpack.

Davie noticed I hadn’t followed her in. She sighed,
exasperated. “Come on,” she said. “Put your stuff down.”

I dropped my bag on the floor, then came up behind
her and wrapped my hands around her waist. She exhaled softly and
leaned against me.

“I don’t want to sound… I don’t know what I sound
like,” Davie said. “I’m grateful for everything you’ve done for me.
And I really like you, Josh, but… I might be a little too
old to think that this is all meaningless fun.”

I didn’t think it was meaningless, either, and told
her so.

“Yes, but for you it is fun. Am I wrong?”

“No,” I said. “You’re right. I love every minute of
it.”

“You realize I took the job at Friction to put some
stability in my life? I was tired of moving all over the world, the
knives at my throat. But even the worst day of my life overseas was
more peaceful than it’s been since meeting you.”

“That’s not fair, Davie. None of what’s happened to
you is my fault. Things went bad for you before we ever spoke to
each other.”

“I know,” she nodded. “You’re right, it’s not fair.
But that’s how I feel.” She was silent for a few moments, then
added: “I think the problem is I know practically nothing about
you. So when you’re okay with someone getting murdered in front of
you, then suddenly you’re all buddy-buddy with the killer…

“I’m scared,” she continued. “Last night was exactly
what I needed. I felt safe with you. It was a good ending to a
night that started with three men trying to kill me. But…”

“But you don’t feel safe with me now.”

“No.”

I rested my chin on her shoulder. “What can we do to
change that?”

“I don’t know,” she said.

“Looks like we’re trapped here for a couple of days.
How about we take it slow, get to know each other better?”

“Will that change anything?”

“It can’t hurt. We’re good people, I promise.
Besides,” I added, “if you leave, I’m stuck with your share of the
beer.”

“Can’t argue with math,” she chuckled. “All right.
I’ll try to keep an open mind. For your liver’s sake.”

“Thank you.” I held her for a few more moments,
running over the last few days in my mind for something that would
break her out of her sudden funk.

“Do you want to see the horses?” I asked her in what
I thought was a brilliant moment of inspiration.

Davie thought about it for a moment, and smiled up at
me.
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In hindsight, I should have thought the part about
the horses through. Davie was a country girl, and it was a matter
of moments before she had decided we were taking the horses out to
stretch their legs. She had two of them saddled and ready to go
before I could find a graceful way to mention I had never actually
touched a horse before today, much less ridden one. But I’m combat
trained and I’ve got superb scores in the FBI’s disaster driving
course at TEVOC, so I figured I could pick it up as I went
along.

I’ll wait until you’re done laughing.

Now, let me tell you something about testicles and
horses, with a little extra information about physics and simple
machines. When you're chopping wood, the goal is to take a
wedge-shaped piece of metal and, with great mechanical advantage,
split a log along the weakest point encountered at point of
contact. Put a man on horseback and you get the same effect, only
the axe weighs eleven hundred pounds and is shaped less like a
wedge and more like the front end of an El Camino. And while you're
trotting along, this El Camino crashes into your personal weak
point every half second.

Also? My horse didn’t like me. It kept turning its
head to snap at my legs. Once, its teeth connected with my pants;
cloth tore and my bare knee poked out. The horse, thrilled with
this success, kept trying for flesh for the rest of the ride. I was
sure that it wasn’t a coincidence that we were usually going over a
particularly bumpy part of the trail when it snaked its head back
to make me jump and lose what little balance I had.

Also, also? Davie’s guard detail was mainly cyborgs.
They were watching us from their spotting points in the woods, and
they had a crystal-clear view of me dancing around in the saddle,
wincing, blinking away the occasional tear. Ever have twenty people
laugh at you? Okay, fine, we all went to middle school, but have
you ever had twenty people laugh at you in your own
head?

Let’s sum this up—as I watched Davie astride her
horse, hair flowing in the wind, the light of the late afternoon
sun through the leaves dappling her skin like a painting by Monet,
I prayed for the sweet release of death.

After the longest hour in recorded human history, we
returned to the barn and dismounted. Davie was transformed. She was
bright, happy, finally back to the version of herself that had
played tag with me in the park that morning.

I figured the bruises were worth it, until my horse
attempted one last bite and nearly took a chunk out of my thigh. I
glared at the horse and pulled up the tail of my shirt to show it
the butt of my gun, then pointed at the horse with two fingers.

“Oh yeah, Mister Ed,” I whispered. “I’m keeping my
eye on you.”

The horse aimed a kick at me and I darted out of the
stall.

Davie had seen the horse lunge. “He doesn’t seem to
like you.”

“That’s because he senses I’m low on glue.”

A heavy hoof hit the back of the stall door. I
jumped.

“Come on,” she laughed. We walked, hand in hand, up
the garden path. “Haven’t ridden in a while?” she asked me.

“About twenty-nine years.”

“Josh! Why didn’t you—” Davie smacked my shoulder.
“You should have told me you’d never been riding!”

“I thought I could wing it,” I said, shuffling
sideways to dislodge my underwear.

“You can’t get on a horse for the first time and go
trail riding! You need…” She shook her head, then rose up on her
toes to kiss me. “Thank you,” she said, her arms draped over my
shoulders. “I mean it. And never do that again.”

“Deal,” I agreed.

“Do you need an ice pack?”

“I would not say no to an ice pack.”

Davie wrapped an arm around my waist and we followed
the path to the main house.

“When was the last time you rode?” I asked her.
“Afghanistan?”

“Please,” she said. “I work with oil tycoons. For me,
Afghanistan was Range Rovers and helicopters.

I laughed and tried not to limp.

We entered the house through the side door, and Davie
marveled at the chef’s kitchen. I was more interested in the food.
The makings of a fantastic buffet were starting to come together. A
safehouse is either run by a schedule or a committee, and we had
enough people on site to throw the schedule out the window. As
long as everyone rotated through their shift as planned and got
eight hours of sleep, they could do whatever they pleased during
their break. There was always someone on a food run or cooking
up a family-style platter of pasta, and the leftovers were
available for the taking.

Davie and I raided the fridge and found a bucket of
cold fried chicken and a side of apple pie. We devoured the
chicken, but Davie declared the pie to be inedible storebought
swill and dumped it in the garbage.

“The secret to pie,” she said, sweeping around the
kitchen and peering into cupboards, “is the crust. And the filling.
And the topping.”

“So the secret to pie is pie?”

“Am I wrong?” she asked, placing pie tins next to an
oversized marble rolling pin on the counter. 

“It's not all that much of a secret,” I told her.

“Yet so few people ever get it right,” Davie said,
tossing a handful of flour on the counter with a flick of her
wrist.

She set me to chopping fruit while she explored the
kitchen. The appliances were new, except for an old Vulcan stove
which Davie declared had shown up in a few of her more domestic
erotic dreams. 

“This was my great-grandmother's recipe,” she said as
she pulled the ingredients together until they formed a sticky ball
of dough. “It’s not, though. Everybody in my family calls it that,
even my grandmother. It's one of those old family recipes you pass
down through doing, not writing. The name stopped mattering a few
generations ago.

“And if it did come from my great-grandmother, it’s
not her original recipe,” Davie continued. Both the story and the
act of rolling out the crust were second nature to her, and they
came out of her as all of a piece. “I know my grandmother and my
mother tweaked it, and when they taught it to me, I added my own
twist. It’s something new by now. But I like to think that when I
changed it, I got rid of someone else’s tweak and brought it closer
to great-grandma's original recipe. Or maybe my great-grandchildren
will hate how I added cloves and they'll take those out, and it’ll
finally go back to being what it was.”

“Or they'll throw in an extra pinch of a spice we
don't have a name for yet,” I said. “And it’ll be something new
again.”

She nodded. “And they'll put that in
great-grandmother’s recipe when they teach it to their own children
and tell them to treasure it, as this is great-grandma's recipe and
it's been in the family since before there were apples in
America.

“But,” she added as she used a steak knife to poke an
elegant lacy pattern around the weave. “They will always serve it
with vanilla ice cream.”

“Always?”

“Always.” Davie pointed the knife at
me. “Vanilla ice cream never changes. Vanilla ice cream
cannot change. Vanilla ice cream is a constant in the
universe of pie.”

Three pies went into the oven to bake, and I headed
downstairs to find us a good bottle of wine. The wine cellar
had yet to be unpacked, and it took me ages of crawling through
cardboard boxes to find a vintage that paired well with pie (praise
be to Google for the cream sherry suggestion). When I returned to
the kitchen, Davie and Ami were sitting at the harvest table, heads
together.

“Oh boy,” I said, and went to dig around under the
counter for the automatic wine chiller. “Please be discussing
shoes.”

“Sexist,” Davie said.

“Male pig,” Ami agreed.

“Male slut,” I corrected her. “Was it shoes?”

In reply, Davie held up a Kahr P380 handgun and aimed
its muzzle at my chest. I was so startled I nearly dropped the
wine.

“What the shit, Ami? I’m gone for fifteen minutes and
you’ve set her up with hardware?”

“It’s a mousegun.” Ami ignored me and spoke to Davie.
“Small and light enough to carry concealed, powerful enough to put
down an assailant at fifty feet. I’ll teach you how to shoot in the
morning.”

“I’ve shot guns before,” Davie said. “I’ve never
carried one, though.”

“Then let’s go over the basics. Lesson one,” I said,
pulling up a chair beside them. “Never aim a gun unless you intend
to use it.”

“It’s not loaded,” Davie insisted. “Ami broke the
whole thing apart to show me how it’s put together.”

“Doesn’t matter,” I replied. “The rule is you never
aim it unless you intend to use it.”

Davie looked to Ami, who nodded. “Magic bullets are
more common than you’d think,” Ami explained. “You wouldn’t believe
how many times I’ve checked the chamber and one’s appeared on its
own.”

The color blanched from Davie’s face and she
carefully set the gun down on the table.

“Let’s go practice,” I said. I stood and shoved the
gun back at Davie. It skittered across the table and she picked it
up by instinct. “Come on,” I said, walking towards the door. “We’ve
got about an hour before the pies are done.”

“Nicely done,” Ami sent to me through the
link.

“Davie freezes up when she’s not moving,” I
replied. “But if she gets some momentum, she’ll run you
down.”

“I’ve noticed,” Ami said appreciatively.

We headed out to the lake. I took off my pants and
dragged a bright orange buoy through the icy water until it was a
hundred feet offshore. When I got back to the dock, Ami was showing
Davie a large-caliber pistol with a noise suppressor.

“It’s still going to sound like a gun,” Ami warned
her. “But it’ll sound less like a gun, and that’s what we need.
We’re about three miles away from the nearest neighbors, so this
will cut the sound and keep them from calling the local cops on
us.”

“Does the mouse gun have a silencer?”

“Mousegun,” Ami corrected. “One word. And it’s called
a suppressor, not a silencer. ‘Silencer’ is a Hollywood term. I
haven’t threaded the mousegun’s barrel to adapt it to a suppressor,
but I can try if it’s thick enough.”

I checked myself for leaches and then sat down on the
warm wooden dock, my back against a post. The sun was almost
touching the trees and the sky was starting to color over in reds
and deep blues. I watched as Ami helped Davie improve her shooting
stance. They couldn’t have been more different: Davie was slim,
toned but still soft, while Ami was tall and broad and all hard
muscle.

Pretty women with guns. Oh my.

Davie might not have sensed it, but Ami knew I was
watching them. Ami and I have found ourselves in bed together on
many a cold night, and she knows how to work me. Her hands on
Davie’s hips, touching her arms just so…

I stood up and went for a walk. I am not, nor will I
ever be, the creeper with an erection who leers at the ladies.

When I got back, Davie was making great progress. The
buoy had several large chunks blown out of its top and sides.

“Nice job!” I told her.

“She’s a natural,” Ami said. “A few weeks of practice
and she could qualify at competitions.”

Davie chuckled. “Ami’s being kind,” she said. “I miss
more than I hit. This is easier than I thought it’d be, though. The
last time I went shooting, I was killing time with a
boyfriend.”

“Want me to go check on the pies?” I offered.

“No, I’ll do it,” Davie said. “My wrists are starting
to hurt.”

Ami and I fell in behind her as Davie set off for the
house. Ami and I watched Davie’s long legs as she climbed the
garden stairs.

“Got room for a third?” Ami asked through the
link.

“If she offers, sure,” I replied. “But we
haven’t discussed what type of relationship we’re in. I don’t know
if she does open or multiples. Or other women.

“Or if we even have a relationship,” I added
as an afterthought.

“Poor Josh,” Ami grinned at me. “You’re
smitten.”

She ran to catch up with Davie, and their butts
winked at me all the way to the house.
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We were dozing on the daybed. Full of wine and
excellent pie, Davie and I had closed the mosquito netting around
us and watched the stars come out through the gauze. She had been
talking about her childhood and how when she was a kid she thought
there was literally a big dipper in outer space and she used to get
so mad when her parents pointed it out to her but she still
couldn’t see a giant soup ladle hanging in mid-air… and then she
fell asleep mid-sentence. A full day of kidnapping and horseback
riding can really take it out of you. I turned off my implant and
pulled a light blanket over us. I don’t remember falling asleep,
but I do remember feeling happier than I had been in ages.

I awoke to screaming.

I grabbed Davie and pulled her with me as I lunged
for cover on the other side of the daybed. It sounds like an action
hero thing to do, but in the movies, the hero never has to deal
with mosquito netting. The netting tangled around us and I pulled
the entire daybed canopy down with us as we fell.

Davie landed beneath me, so she resorted to beating
on my back with her fists. “Josh!” she sputtered. “Josh!
It’s an owl!”

It took a moment for the words to reach my brain, and
another few seconds to process them. “Owl?”

“Yes! A bird? Comes out at night and hoots? You know,
an owl!”

Overhead, a small shadowy form launched itself off of
the roof and glided away. We tracked the owl until it vanished into
the woods. I pushed the netting and the canopy beams off of us and
stood up. Davie glared at me, rubbing the back of her head where
she had hit it on the floor.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I thought someone was
screaming.”

“City boy,” she growled, and held out her left hand.
“There’s a reason they’re called screech owls.”

“I’ve been out here in the country a dozen times and
this is the first I’ve heard an owl.” I took her hand and helped
her stand. “How’s your head?”

“I’m fine, but that was not a fun way to wake
up.”

We went inside and I locked the balcony doors behind
us. Owls. Who knew?

Davie stepped into the bathroom and I flipped on the
lights to go through my travel bag. I shrugged out of my shirt and
jeans. I had packed a nightshirt, just in case, but I didn’t get a
chance to put it on before Davie opened the bathroom door.

“Josh, did you bring toothpaste—Oh my God!”

“Hm?” I wasn’t sure what she was talking about until
she was running her fingers over my back. Apparently she hadn’t
been paying attention to my body during the fight or while we were
in the shower, and the lights had been off the rest of the night.
The scratch marks covering me stood out like red zebra stripes.

“Why didn’t you tell me to stop! I didn’t…”

She trailed off when she realized most of the marks
were several days old.

“I had a good weekend,” I explained.

Davie walked off. I heard her rummaging through her
bags and thought she was packing up to go sleep in another
room.

“Davie…” I sighed and turned to face her, expecting
her to be angry or hurt.

Instead, she was standing behind me with a length of
dark purple rope. Smiling.

“I had a nice talk with your friend Rachel,” Davie
said. She looped the rope around her neck and began to unbutton her
blouse. The lacy edges of her bra peeked through the lengthening
neckline of her shirt. “I asked her how I could make a lasting
impression on a man who has a new lover every day of the week.”

“Did she give you the ‘Just be yourself’ speech?”

Davie nodded. “She did. But then I told her about
this little toy I found in India, and she said that would
definitely be better.”

“Oh?” I watched as Davie slipped off her shirt, then
took the ends of the rope in her hands. She walked towards me,
slowly, pulling on one end of the rope so it came loose and whipped
free like a snake. “Tell me about this toy.”

“Did you know that velvet comes from the Middle
East?”

As Davie came closer, I could see the rope had a
shimmer to its edges, the light catching on the patterns of a
twisted vine motif embossed in the fabric. It was more royal blue
than purple, a cord of cloth so soft and fine it ran through her
fingers like a silk scarf. It looked like something a queen would
own.

“I did not.”

“It made its way over to Tibet a long time ago,” she
said, unbuttoning her jeans. She pushed them over her hips and let
them slide down her legs as she spoke. “The Tibetan people do
wonderful things with velvet. They call it ring velvet,
because it’s so thin you can thread a yard of it through a wedding
ring.

“Then,” Davie said, stepping out of the puddle of her
jeans, “this rope traveled from Tibet to Bhutan, and from there to
India. And did you know that sex toys are illegal in India?”

She was naked except for her underwear. I reached out
and cupped her breasts through her bra. “No,” I said, running my
thumbs across the white lace barely covering her nipples. They
hardened at my touch. “I did not.”

“But they still have sex.”

“I assumed,” I said, following the curve of her body
to the latch at the back of the bra. “Most folks do.”

“So they have to get inventive with their toys,”
Davie wrapped the velvet rope around her right hand as I undid the
latch. “A friend took me shopping the last time I was in New Delhi.
You have to know where to look and what to ask for, but if you do,
they’ll sell you one of these.”

“And what is it, exactly?” I asked as I bent to kiss
her breasts.

“Mmm,” she sighed, running her hands through my hair.
“It’s for men…”

“Good. Not enough sex toys for men out there.”

“I will need your cock.”

“I’m counting on that,” I said. “But just so you
know? I’m not into pain. Rough is good. Hard is better. But pain
doesn’t do it for me.”

Davie pushed me up against the heavy oak dresser and
used the hand wrapped in velvet to grip me through my boxers.
“This,” she said, pulling on me, “will be sweet. This will be
gentle.”

“This,” she whispered as she slipped her hand into my
shorts and took hold of my erection, “will be so tender you’ll be
begging me to stop.”

I rolled my eyes at the pun, then gasped as her hand
with its velvet rope began to move me. The velvet was soft and
cool, her hand between the folds of fabric was warm, almost
burning. When she pressed against me, the rope flattened into a
sheet of cloth and clung lightly to our skin, binding us
together.

“Oh, hello,” I sighed. The velvet was like the finest
sandpaper, lightly gripping without pain or pressure. Davie placed
her thumb against the back of the head and rubbed in a light
circle. My legs gave out and I slid down the side of the dresser.
Davie followed me down, her hand never leaving me.

I couldn’t move. Davie straddled me, stroking in
long, slow pulls. Her breasts were inches from my face and I
couldn’t have touched them if I wanted to. It felt like sex and a
handjob mixed with something else, something completely new, and it
left almost every part of me limp.

I lost track of time. Davie eased up after a long
while. Each stroke was a little more shallow, each circle with her
thumb a little more gentle, until I could barely feel her touch at
all.

“How was that?” she asked as her hand finally came
out of my shorts.

“Buh,” I think I said.

“Excellent,” she said, and kissed me. I was still so
stunned that it took me a few seconds to remember to respond. When
I was finally able to move again, I scooped her up and carried her
to the bed.

“Why aren’t you selling these things?” I growled as I
pushed her down on the sheets. “You would be the richest woman on
the planet!”

She was laughing. “That’s my retirement plan,” she
said as she began unwrapping the velvet from her hand. “Get a
condom. I want to show you something else.”

I moved towards her and pinned her down beneath me.
“What?” I asked. I barely recognized my own voice. My shorts and
her panties were still between us, so I ground down on top of her.
She gave a little cry from the weight of me. “What could you
possibly do to top that?”

“Hm…” Davie murmured as she drew her fingernails up
and over my back, then down my chest. “I’d rather show than
tell.”

I stared into her big brown eyes for a moment, then
pushed myself off of the bed to dig through my bag. When I returned
to the bed, Davie was naked, the length of velvet draped across her
legs. She had taken a loop of the fabric and was stroking it
against her clit.

“If that’s what you’re going to show me,” I said,
“I’m all for it.”

“Come here,” she said. I stepped towards her, and she
stopped me before I could sit. She turned the velvet over, then
took my cock with its condom and started to wrap the velvet around
my balls. She was very gentle, but I was still sore from the horse
ride and the pressure made me wince.

“Too tight?”

I nodded, and she put more slack into the wrapping.
She circled them once, twice, three times, then ran the velvet up
the shaft, stopping just beneath the head before she repeated the
pattern on its way down. She finished with a fourth circle around
the balls, and ended it with a tricky little knot dangling to the
side.

“There,” she said, leaning back on the pillows. “Very
pretty.”

I inspected her work. The velvet was snug but not
binding; there was plenty of stretch in the fabric. I ran a hand
down my shaft and squeezed, and the condom and the velvet moved
together in one slick motion with my skin. My fingers also felt
what my cock did not; the outside of the velvet had a fine line of
stitches down its center, forming a bumpy ridge which traveled over
and around itself. The velvet formed its own padding; I wouldn’t
have known the ridge was there if I hadn’t felt it with my
fingers.

“You dirty girl,” I said. “You ribbed me for your
pleasure.”

Davie smiled. “You were so dear about the horse,” she
said. “This way, you can go as slow as you need to, and I still get
what I want.”

I came towards her across the bed. “Which is?”

“How soon they forget.” She shook her head sadly.
“Rough. Very rough.”

“I love a woman who can find a good compromise,” I
said, sliding my hands between her thighs. “But keep in mind I can
always do rough.”

Davie hissed as I pushed three fingers inside her. I
rotated my hand while opening my fingers, spreading her apart from
within.

“God,” she gasped. “Those are… Those feel… Those feel
long.”

“Really?” I asked. “How about now?” I pushed deeper,
and Davie arched her back and moaned. I used my free hand to press
down on her stomach between her hips and increase the pressure, and
rubbed my thumb against her clit in the same slow circles she had
used on me. I kept driving into her until her moans started to
catch and come closer together, then I said: “I’m pulling out.”

“No,” Davie clenched her thighs around my hand.
“Don’t you dare.”

“Yes,” I leaned forward to kiss her, and she sighed
against my lips as I removed my hand. I was still kissing her as I
placed the head of my cock against her, and we both forgot to
breathe as I slipped myself inside.

“Ah!” Davie groaned.

“Tell me what you feel,” I whispered, sliding one arm
beneath her hips to pull her against me. “Tell me what it’s like
for you.”

“So thick,” she said. Her eyes were squeezed shut,
her mouth open as we rose and fell together. Her nails dug into my
ass with each thrust. “It’s like… I can feel it pulling at me when
you relax, and when you come back in… Ah!” Davie cried out
as I gave her an extra-hard thrust. “You’re ripping me open!

“Faster,” she begged.

“No,” I told her. I kept it slow and deep, Davie
shifting wildly beneath me. She kept demanding I go faster, and
every time she did, I slowed my pace even more.

“I’ve got to come!” she cried.

“Shouldn’t have wrapped me, then,” I said, pulling
out until only my head was left inside, then I pushed myself deep.
Her hips came up, hard, and she gave a small scream. “You said I
could go slow, so you get it slow. I can go all night like
this.”

I kept thrusting, putting her at the edge of her
orgasm and holding her there, never quite taking her all the way to
release. She pounded her hands against me in frustration.

“Josh, please!”

“No,” I said.

“Fine!” Davie pushed me out of her, then reached down
and grabbed the knot. She pulled, and the velvet came undone. A few
quick twists with her hands, and the cloth was crumpled on the
sheets beside us.

 

Heat flooded back into me. The old joke is that sex
with a condom is like sex in a raincoat; I’ve been wrapped before,
and I know too well that sex with a condom and a wrapping is like
sex in a spacesuit. When the wrappings come off, the difference is
like night and day, and you can’t help but turn yourself loose.

I grabbed Davie by her shoulders and drove into her.
She howled and laughed as I finally gave her what she needed, and
her first orgasm hit almost instantly. She was still shaking from
it as my own built within me, and she shouted as we both came.

Everything went black.
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“Shit,” I said. I pushed myself up on my elbows.
“Shit,” I said again. “Davie, get up. Something’s happening.”

“Hm?” Davie coughed. “I can’t see.”

“The power’s out,” I said, shaking her by her
shoulders. “Come on, get up.”

“My legs don’t work,” she laughed giddily. “Josh, my
legs don’t work!”

“Lovely,” I muttered. I slung her up on my shoulders
in a fireman’s carry and waddled towards the bathroom in the
traditional Dance of the Used Condom. The moon was up and there was
just enough light to keep me from banging Davie against the door
frame. I set her down in the dry bath tub. “Stay here, okay? I need
to check if anything’s happening.”

She was good and truly sex-drunk. “Sure,” she giggled
and rolled on to her front, kicking her legs up behind her against
the tub wall. “This is so cold,” she said. “S’nice.”

I busied myself with a tissue and the trashcan as I
activated my implant. Ami’s voice cut through the chatter of OACET
Agents stationed around the house.

“Josh! Get Davie somewhere central and keep her
away from the windows!”

“Davie, stay on the ground!” I shouted, lunging for
my jeans. It took a couple of tries before I managed to stop
putting my foot through the hole the horse had bitten out of the
knee. “What’s happened?” I asked Ami.

I squeezed my eyes shut as the lights went back on.
“Good,” Ami said. “The generator is up. I sent Phil
out-of-body. He says it looks like someone took out the lines about
five miles down the road.”

“Were they cut, or did a drunk drive into a
telephone pole?”

“Cut, but that doesn’t matter now. There’s a car
driving towards the house.”

“What?!? How’d you let them get this
close?”

Ami could tell I was furious. “Because we thought
it would be better to talk to the driver than shoot up some poor
schmuck who got lost on an evening drive in the country.”

“Please, Ami, you are not that naive. No one
accidentally stumbles into a safehouse.”

She chuckled across the link. “I’ve got a clean
line of sight on the driver in my rifle scope,” she told me.
“Davie is great, but she’s not worth blowing up a car and Pat’s
lake house. These folks want to talk. What’s the harm?”

Ami had a point. Plus combat training and a squad of
twenty heavily-armed security personnel if she needed backup.
“I’m taking Davie to the wine cellar,” I told Ami. “Give
us the all-clear when we can come up.”

“Will do.”

Davie was standing in the bathroom door, wrestling
with her shirt. “Is everything okay?” she asked. She was stone-cold
sober and a little bit scared.

“Yes,” I said. “Ami wanted us to know there’s a
possible security risk outside. We’re going down to the basement
until it’s resolved.”

“Security risk? What does that mean?”

Her head popped out of her shirt and I gave her a
fast kiss. “There’s a car in the driveway,” I said. “Ami doesn’t
think it’s anything to worry about.” I decided not to mention how
those things that did worry Ami were the stuff of screaming
nightmares to the rest of us.

We took the back stairs down to the cellar. The
lights were off in the house, but every door we passed was open and
the hallway was flooded with light coming in from the outside.
Agents were stationed at each window, rifles in hand and submachine
guns lying within easy reach.

“Josh…”

“We’re just taking precautions,” I assured her, but
she took my hand and stayed close to me the rest of the way
downstairs.

We made our way to the wine cellar without incident.
The chatter through the link was getting fierce; the car was a
late-model Mercedes, and whoever was driving did not seem the
slightest bit flustered by the small army flanking them alongside
the road.

Davie took a seat on one of the unopened boxes and
started combing her fingers through her hair. “You,” she said, “are
definitely not boring.”

“I aim to please.” I waggled my eyebrows
suggestively. Davie didn’t notice, probably because I was looking
through the glass of the windowed wine cellar door with my gun
drawn.

“What are they saying?” she asked.

“The other Agents? The car’s stopped at the front
door. Ami and one of the Metro officers are talking to them. We’ll
know more in a minute.”

“It’s too quiet,” she said softly.

“Hm?”

“Just… People should be shouting right now. I keep
forgetting what you are, and then…”

I shook my head. “You wouldn’t be able to hear them
even if we weren’t Agents,” I said. “They’re pros. Silence is
survival to these guys.”

“Oh.”

I glanced back at her. Davie had pulled her legs up
to her chest and was hugging herself.

“Hey, Davie?” I took one last precautionary glance
through the glass, then sat down on the box beside hers. She moved
into my arms. “Honey, it’s okay. We’re just people.”

Davie glared up at me. “Yes, Josh, I get that now,
thank you. But…”

She trailed off and looked at her bare feet.

“But?” I said as I kissed the back of her neck.

“But I’m pretty sure I’d be dead if it weren’t for
you. If you hadn’t come along when you did, I wouldn’t be…” Davie
waved at the room. “Now I’ve got a team of cyborg ninjas protecting
me while I’m hiding in a millionaire’s wine cellar.”

“That reminds me.” I slid the muzzle of my gun under
the cellophane tape on a nearby box and ripped it open. I flipped
the cardboard flap aside and peered into the box. “What wine goes
with a potential shootout? Please say merlot.”

Davie smiled. “Merlot.”

I handed my gun to Davie. “Point this at the door,” I
told her as I took off my hoodie. I wrapped it around a bottle.
“Want to see something neat?”

“How to remove a cork without an opener by hitting
the bottom of the bottle?”

“Ah. You know that trick?”

“You’d be surprised how many places have wine and no
corkscrews. Want to see a better trick?” Davie took the bottle from
me and unscrewed the cap.

“Show-off,” I sniffed. “I want my gun back.”

Davie took a long drink straight from the bottle.
“This is really good,” she said. “How much do you think this is
worth?”

“Around six hundred bucks,” I said.

“Oh God!” Davie coughed on a mouthful of merlot.
“Please say you’re kidding! It had a screw top!”

“Googled it,” I tapped my head. “Don’t worry about
the cost. I have a standing arrangement with Mulcahy and
money.”

“What’s it like?” Davie asked as she snuggled against
me.

“He makes me work it off. Usually publicity stunts
for OACET. It’s fun stuff I would have done anyway.”

“No,” she said as she passed me the bottle. “Having
the Internet in your head.”

“Oh. It’s like having a smartphone,” I said after
taking a swig. “Convenient. Connected. Once they fix of the
security problems, I’m sure they’ll make the implant available for
sale. It’ll replace the current generation of technology.”

“A world full of cyborgs,” Davie mused.

“Or, a world exactly like we have now,” I took
another drink and handed her the bottle. “Only everyone’s connected
to it.”

“Your created-world theory again?”

“Yeah. I can’t wait,” I admitted. “For one thing, me
and the rest of OACET will stop being freaks.”

Davie was silent for a moment. “I’m sorry,” she said.
“I know there’s been a few times when I’ve treated you like one. I
feel terrible about that.”

We shared a long kiss. She tasted of wine and sex and
a lingering hint of apple pie.

“Move in with me,” I said again. “We could go home
tonight.”

“What? No!” Davie grinned. “We’re going riding again
in the morning.”

“Oh no,” I groaned. “Oh, my poor aching junk…”

“Josh?”

“Hang on,” I said to Davie. “Ami’s checking in.”

“They cut the lights to turn the whole house into
a big, old doorbell. I guess they never heard of calling ahead.
We’ve got it locked down if you want to come to the living room.
Someone’s here to see Davie.”

“Who?”

Ami laughed. “I’m not ruining the surprise. Just
come on up.”

“Let’s go,” I said. “Ami’s playing games, but it’s
safe to go upstairs.”

We took a different route through the house, coming
up through the second staircase in the kitchen. I brought the wine
with us; no reason to let something like that go to waste. We
turned the corner and entered the living room from the rear, so
Davie and I saw the man in the leather club chair before he saw
us.

Davie grabbed my arm and yanked me back behind the
wall. “That’s Viktor Kumarin!” she hissed.

“What?” I took a quick peek through the doorway.
Kumarin was a youngish guy, maybe ten years older than Davie and
myself. He was solidly-built with dark brown hair, and was wearing
khakis and a white Oxford shirt. Kumarin certainly didn’t look like
a former Russian gangster. Neither did the three clean-cut men in
business suits stationed around the room, surrounded by Agents.

“Why is he here? Why is he just sitting
here?”

“I think he wants to talk,” I whispered back. “Do you
want me to go instead of you?”

Davie glanced around the corner. Ami was sitting
beside Kumarin, the two of them laughing over some odd story. She
also had a shotgun pointed directly at his chest.

“I’ll be okay,” Davie said.

Davie entered the living room, light on her bare feet
and her head held high. She crossed to the empty chair in front of
Kumarin and sat, staring with dark eyes at the man who had tried to
kill her.

“Ms. Costello,” Kumarin greeted her. “I’d stand,
but…” He gave a curt nod to Ami and her gun.

“Mr. Kumarin,” Davie said coldly.

“I’ve surrendered myself to the Metro police,”
Kumarin offered. His English was impeccable, with barely a trace of
an accent. “They’ve given me five minutes to talk to you as a
condition of surrender.”

He looked over his shoulder. “Agent Glassman,” he
said to me. “You’re welcome to join us.

“I’m fine right here, thanks,” I said, and took a
quick drink of wine. I made sure he saw the gun in my other hand as
I lowered the bottle.

Kumarin turned back to Davie. “I had nothing to do
with the attempts on your life. I am a businessman. Your
accusations against me have caused our mutual friends overseas to
pull back from business with my company.”

“You’re here to salvage your image.”

Kumarin nodded. “The days when clients found it
acceptable to work with murderers are over. I was not in the
country when you were attacked last night,” he said. “And I boarded
a plane only after the shooting this morning. I have given the
police consent to search my accounts for any suspicious
payments.”

Davie laughed. “Public accounts,” she said.
“Whitewashed money that’s just the tip of your financial
portfolio.”

“Possibly,” Kumarin said. “Still, I am here, and I am
allowing them take me to jail.”

Davie glanced at Ami, who said, “Metro will hold him
for forty-eight hours. After that, unless they’ve got evidence,
he’s released.”

“Forty-eight hours? Not much of a hardship for you,”
Davie said to Kumarin.

Kumarin shrugged. “There’s an old saying in Russia.
We say, ‘How well you live makes a difference, not how long.’ Many
consider this to be a comment on good deeds done during life, but I
am more literal. I put great stock in the quality of my food, the
comfort of my bed, and those who share these with me. Two days is
enough time for me to prove my point.

“This is a goodwill gesture, Ms. Costello,” Kumarin
stood, an arsenal of weapons tracking his movements. “I am not
involved with this crime. I hope you find the person who is.”

He turned to one of the men from Metro. “Now we can
go.”

Kumarin left, several bewildered officers in his
wake.

The three men who had come with Kumarin turned to
follow. I took a few steps forward and grabbed the forearm of the
man closest to me. He turned with the attitude of someone who
allowed a stranger to grab his arm once, and never again.

“Hold up, friend,” I told him. “The party’s just
getting started.”
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Liquor is the best tool in my arsenal. Not, you know,
for the ladies. Definitely not for them. But when I’m trying to
worm my way into the head of an opponent, the first thing I do is
break out the alcohol.

Note how I didn’t say it was a unique
tool.

Russians live up to their reputations as big
drinkers. If it were me drinking alone, I would have been dead
beneath the kitchen table in an hour. Fortunately, I had a rotating
battalion of twenty-odd Agents who would casually drop in to check
on us, join Kumarin’s three bodyguards for a drink, chat for ten
minutes or so, then cycle out to let the next Agents join. Every
hour, an Agent would appear with a new brand of high-end vodka they
had just happened to discover down in the wine cellar. It was as
efficient an inebriation assembly line as I could arrange on short
notice.

Manipulating drunken Russians is like juggling
knives; if you do it right, it's a spectacle, but the second you
mess up, it turns bloody and the crowd flees for their lives.

I don't mess things like this up.

As bodyguards go, they were better than many I’ve
met. Rather bland personalities, but very loyal to their employer.
It took me until the far side of midnight to loosen them up enough
to talk about Kumarin. Davie's pie had been the turning point.
Davie was right when she said a side of vanilla ice cream with pie
is a universal law, and Russians have a corollary in which vodka
must accompany vanilla ice cream. When that first shot is gone, it
must be followed by another, then another, and another... Throw in
a rotating roster of Agents and a sampler of expensive alcohol, and
even the most stoic bodyguard gets a little chatty.

A joke here, a nudge there, and I found myself
walking around the sunken garden with Moriz. Of the three Russians,
he was the oldest and the one who had paced his drinking. I had the
distinct feeling he was the brains of their small outfit.

“This place, it is beautiful,” Moriz said. His
English was not as polished as Kumarin’s, but he was fluent and we
had no problems understanding each other. “It is not yours?”

“No,” I replied. “It belongs to my boss’s
fiancée.”

“Yes, the crazy woman,” Moriz nodded. “I have heard
of her. She does investments?”

“Day trading.”

“A good thing women work,” he nodded sagely. “Now we
marry into money, too. I shall go wait on the beach in a little
bikini, and a rich woman will come along and take me home.” He ran
his hand over his bald spot, then slapped his paunch. “I will be
waiting a long time, yes?”

We had a good laugh over that. When we had finished,
Moriz took a drink from his large tumbler of chilled vodka. He
lowered his glass and looked back up at the house to where the
kitchen was all light and music. “I see what you have done here,”
he said. “You have given us a party.”

“Yes,” I replied. “I love parties.”

“I have heard of you as well,” Moriz said. “You are
the lover and the fool, but...” he paused as he took another drink.
“Not so much a fool as you let us think, no?”

I winked and raised my own glass in salute. 

“Za fstryé-tchoo,” Moriz said. “To our
meeting.”

We both drained our glasses. When he was finished,
Mortiz turned his over and placed it open-end down on the
flagstones. “What is it you want to know?”

“The four men who came after Ms. Costello,” I
replied. “Did you know them?”

“No.” Moriz was emphatic. “I went to the jail and
spoke to those men. They know nothing. Are nobodies. Men hired
off the street. They are not even Russian.”

“Oh?” I asked. “They seemed Russian to me.”

“Moldovan,” he shook his head. “Moldova broke
away from us more than twenty years ago. Some men there have bad
reputation and will do anything for money.”

“They sure didn’t act like professionals,” I
said.

“They are not. They are hired guns,” he replied.
“They make me angry. The one who hired them? He
chose them because an American would think, ‘Oh, they are Russian,’
and the blame falls on us. Insulting, yes?”

“Yes,” I replied. “I'm sorry if I offended you.”

“Hah!” Moriz snorted. “No offense made. None of us
know these things. I do not know American from Canadian, no? But
those men, they say nothing, and your police, they think Russian
and they look in the wrong places.”

“Where’s the right place? Where would I go if I
wanted to hire a Moldovan?”

“You would go to a man like Kumarin. These little
shits, always throwing themselves at him. They think, if we do a
job for him, we are hired, we become important people in
Russia.”

“But Kumarin said he is not involved.”

Moriz took out a pack of cigarettes and offered one
to me. I took it; there are many assumptions that go along with
smokers, and I use these when I can.

“Kumarin wants to be a good man,” Moriz said after a
few minutes. “Is hard, you know?”

I nodded. “Very hard.”

“He has many employees. Some of them he trusts more
than me. But me? I have been with him a long time. I know his
moods. It bothers him, what happened. When the man in the van is
killed, Kumarin becomes angry. He is not a man who becomes angry
over nothing.”

I didn’t press him. I knew Moriz wouldn’t add
anything that might incriminate his employer. Instead, I asked: “If
I didn’t know a man like Kumarin, how would I hire a Moldovan?”

“You would go to New York, the expat
community. You hire men there, men who have just come to this
country and will do anything if the price is right.”

“It would explain why they didn’t have police
records.”

Moriz nodded. “Soldiers have records. Criminals have
records. I was both,” he said, and pushed up his shirt sleeve to
reveal a canvas of tattoos, old and new. Some had white scars
running through them; I recognized the pucker pattern of a bullet
wound. “Such lives, they leave marks.”

“These guys were neither,” I said, and told him the
story of how Squirrelface had abducted Davie.  By the time I
had finished, Moriz was roaring with laughter.

“No,” he finally managed to say. “No, they were
not my people. Not soldier or mafiya. I do not think
Moldova would claim them, either. Poor lost boys, with no one to
take them home.”

“Someone did,” I said.

“Yes,” Moriz nodded. “Now, who would be fool enough
to do that? A real fool, or another like you, hiding behind
the fool’s mask?”

“That, my friend,” I said, “is an excellent
question.”
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An hour later, I had tucked a soundly drunk Moriz
away in a guest room and was on my way back to Davie. It was almost
two in the morning. I had expected to find her asleep and was
looking forward to cuddling up beside her. Instead, she was pacing.
She had changed into business attire and was deep in a fierce
argument. I was tired so it took me a moment to figure out where
she was directing her anger: a laptop was open on the dresser, with
Chris Rinehart’s face displayed on the monitor. I pinged the line
and found that someone had already scrambled Davie’s location; an
Agent had set Davie’s connection to be untraceable.

“Nice to see you again, Mr. Rinehart,” I said as I
nodded to the screen. “I’ll leave.”

“No, stay,” Davie said. “Back me up here, Josh. He’s
being unreasonable.”

“It’s late,” I hedged. “Anything important can be
covered in the morning.”

“Thank you, Agent Glassman,” Rinehart said. “She’s
decided the threat’s over, and she’s going back to the city first
thing tomorrow.”

“I did not decide the threat is over,” Davie
said harshly. “I decided if Kumarin is telling the truth, the
threat might not be over any time soon, and I’m not spending the
next few years in hiding.

“And if he’s lying,” she continued, “he’s proven he
knows how to find me. There’s no reason for me to be stuck in a
safehouse if it’s not safe.”

“Agent Glassman, help me out here,” Rinehart was
practically pleading. “She’s putting herself at risk for no
reason.”

“It’s up to Ms. Costello,” I said. “I just spent a
couple of hours interviewing Kumarin’s bodyguards. I don’t have any
proof Kumarin is responsible—” Davie started to interrupt, and I
held up a hand. “—but somebody is. Racing back to the city to prove
a point might not be the best way to end this situation.”

Davie looked mad enough to spit iron nails, while
Rinehart nodded eagerly from the monitor. “Another few days, Davie.
Let things settle down, give the police a chance to work… You never
know what might happen.”

“I’m coming back tomorrow,” Davie said. “Stop
fighting me on this.” She was talking to Rinehart, but the message
included me.

Rinehart paused, then nodded curtly. “All right. Let
me know if you need anything.” The monitor went white, and the
connection timed out from Rinehart’s side.

I reached out through the network and undid the
scrambled pathways that had had hidden Davie’s location. “Tell me
before you use this again,” I said. “I have to redo the
buffer.”

Davie grunted something and stormed into the
bathroom. The door shut behind her like a muffled gunshot. I turned
off my implant and stretched out on the bed, then held on to the
sheets for dear life as the room started spinning. Russians and
their alcohol tolerance, I swear.

I was asleep for all of one glorious minute before I
felt Davie curl up against me. I gritted my teeth, knitted the room
together, and rolled over to hold her.

“I’m not being irrational,” she told me. She had
turned out the bedroom lights, but the ongoing party in the kitchen
below cast enough to show the curves of her body. “I just won’t
live with someone else controlling me.”

“I can understand that. Better than you know.” I
nodded, my forehead brushing against the nape of her neck. “Sleep
on it, though. Maybe you’ll think of a different way to get out of
this situation in the morning.”

“No,” she said. “I want my life to go back to normal.
That will never happen if I’m in hiding.”

“This is a big risk,” I told her. “A safehouse is a
controlled environment. Kumarin might have found it, but he had to
run a gauntlet to get in here. The Lexington has one doorman, and
half of the time he’s on a coffee break.”

“What are my options, Josh?” Davie said as she turned
to face me. “I’m being realistic. Kumarin wouldn’t have let himself
be taken to jail if there was any chance they could keep him there.
And this safehouse is lovely, like our own private resort getaway,
but sooner or later, you and Ami and the other OACET Agents will
have to get back to their day jobs.”

I nodded. I had already postponed several media spots
and an important meeting with a federal judge, and when I got back
to the city I’d probably be doing non-stop interviews about my role
in Squirrelface’s very public death.

Davie snuggled herself under my chin. “This safehouse
is not a long-term solution, Josh. I know leaving here is a risk,
but I’d rather face it than hide from it.”

“Then move in with me,” I said. Davie looked up at me
and put on that funny little grin she used when she was about to
say something cute and evasive, and I took her hands. “Not forever.
Not unless you want to. Just until we’re sure there’s no immediate
danger.”

“Josh…”

“If you’re worried about my lifestyle, that’s not an
issue. I do monogamy as well as I do everything else. You might
need to come to some events with me, since I’ve already reserved
seats for me plus a guest… Ever been to dinner at the White
House?”

“What? No!”

“You’ll love it. The food is amazing. There’s this
one guy on the Secret Service who tells the best dick jokes…”

“Josh,” Davie took one of her hands from mine, and
reached out to brush my hair out of my eyes. “You’re sweet, but
please stop asking. We are very different people. It wouldn’t work
out.”

“Maybe, but it would work out long enough,” I said.
“Listen, Davie, I know I can be a stupid romantic. But going back
to the city just to prove a point? That’s being stupid, too, and I
think you know that. So can we compromise? Either we play this
smart, or we’ll be stupid together.”

She paused, then said: “One week.”

“One week,” I agreed. “If it doesn’t work out, you
move back downstairs. If it does work, then we try two weeks, and
if that works, we can renegotiate from there.”

Davie rolled me on my back and pushed herself on top
of me. “You don’t do anything halfway, do you?”

“Life is short,” I said, wrapping my arms around her
and draping my hands across her firm butt. “It’s too easy to miss
out on the important stuff. I take a lot of chances, but I know I’d
regret it if I didn’t.”

“See?” Davie kissed me again, a long, slow one that
held the promise of good things to come. “You understand why I’m
not going to stay in hiding.”

“Not the same kinds of risk,” I said. “I’m seizing
the moment. You’re punching Fate in the mouth.”

“Semantics,” she said. “Don’t twist this so you get
what you want. That’s fighting dirty.”

“I’m not fighting,” I told her. “And I’m not twisting
anything. I believe you have to live for today, but that means you
have to live.”

“I’m not planning to go home to get shot.”

“I know,” I nodded, feeling her hair sweep against my
cheek. “But nobody plans on getting shot.”

There was nothing more to say. After a few quiet
minutes, I felt the tension start to leave her. Her legs jerked
slightly as she fell asleep. I waited another fifteen minutes until
I was sure the party downstairs was healthy enough to go until
dawn, and then I closed my eyes and joined her.

 


 



SIXTEEN

For me, coming back to the city is like getting
plugged in to a power socket. One that’s hooked up to a
thermonuclear reactor by way of the Hoover Dam. The country house
was fine for weekend getaways, but there's no way in hell I can
live anywhere outside of a city. It would drain me dry.

We crossed from the suburbs into the city and I
breathed a sigh of relief. There’s no substitute for the thrill of
a thousand pieces of technology filling your head. Sure, they’re
loud and screamy, but so are toddlers, and you know the house feels
empty when you drop them off at daycare.

Davie was driving. She glanced over at me as I closed
my eyes and drank in the city. “You okay?” she asked.

I nodded. “Just catching up.”

“Are you listening to someone?” Davie asked. She was
gradually getting used to the idea of cyborgs.

“Something,” Ami chimed in from behind us.
“Cell phones, tablets, alarm systems, you name it. He loves when
his head is full of digital chatter. Drives the rest of us freakin’
buggy, but this lunatic actually enjoys it.”

Ami might have been in the back seat, but she was
literally riding shotgun. The same stocky weapon she had pointed at
Kumarin’s chest was snug across her lap like a lethal seatbelt. If
anyone thought to carjack us, it would probably be the last though
they’d ever have.

Davie had removed herself from police protection, so
if (God forbid) she took a bullet through the skull, there'd be no
one to blame but herself. Still, I had insisted on a few
precautions until Friction Commodities could set her up with a
private security firm. She’d have either me or another Agent with
her at all times, and Ami and a few others would move into Davie's
condo while we'd take my penthouse. If there was another direct
attack, the bad guys would have to get past a floor full of
heavily-armed cyborgs to get to her.

I still wasn’t happy about it, but you know.
Compromise.

We pulled into the underground parking garage at The
Lexington a little before ten in the morning. The three of us took
the service elevator up to my penthouse; no reason for my already
skittish neighbors to see us roaming the halls with heavy weaponry.
I popped the digital lock for Ami as a courtesy. She made a quick
sweep of the interior, shotgun at the ready, and joined us in the
hall.

“All clear,” Ami said.

“You doubted my security.” I shook my head and gazed
skyward. “Lord above, the woman thinks I’m inept.”

Ami prodded me with the butt of the shotgun until I
shut up and carried our bags into my condo.

“Wow,” Davie said. She had found the balcony. “This
is better than the view from the roof! Wait…” She leaned over the
railing and looked up. “How is that possible?”

“The roof doesn’t have mimosas,” I said, handing her
a fluted glass. “Top scientists have proven that champagne drinks
improve any view by forty-two percent.”

“Can’t argue with science,” Davie said, savoring
those first few moments with a fresh beverage. “Delicious. Wait…”
she said as she glanced up at me. “We’ve been here for all of
thirty seconds. When did you make these, or…” she took another sip,
“… find the time to squeeze oranges, for that matter?”

“It’s part of his mutant powers of seduction. You’ll
notice he’s also slipped into something more comfortable,” Ami
said, joining us on the balcony. She had exchanged the shotgun for
a mimosa of her own. “Just roll with it. The perks outweigh how
weird it is.”

Davie mulled this over, then shrugged and sat down in
an overstuffed patio chair. Ami joined her, and I excused myself
and went back inside to make the place a little more
guest-friendly. As I usually had guests over on a nightly basis,
this mostly involved cleaning out a few drawers for Davie and
shoving the unfolded heap of squirrel-tainted laundry into a nearby
closet.

“Knock knock, company’s here.”

“Door’s open, Rachel. Come on in.”

She joined me in my bedroom as I was fluffing out the
sheets. Rachel had been in my condo at least once or twice a week
since I had moved in, but she had never been in here. I could count
on one hand the number of female Agents I hadn’t slept with, and
Rachel was one of them. She surveyed the bedroom with a practiced
eye. “Interesting,” she said. “Not what I expected. I thought it
would smell more like a brothel.”

“Come here,” I said, holding up a pillow. “Smother
Pillow wants to say hello.”

“Oh no,” she warned. “I’ve heard where that thing has
been!” She whooped and ran towards the balcony as I jumped over the
bed.

“Get back here!” I shouted. “I use dryer sheets! I
promise your murder will be soft and springtime fresh!”

By the time we had reached the balcony, Rachel had
put her game face on and was casually strolling over to Davie and
Ami. Which meant that Rachel was calm and composed when she greeted
the others, while I, of course, was the one flailing and making
wild death threats with pillows.

“Thanks,” I told Rachel, as Davie and Ami
looked at each other and shook their heads.

“Don’t mention it.”

“Wait. Should we be out here?” Davie asked, sitting
bold upright and looking around us. “I mean, there was one
sniper…”

“Nope. The angles are terrible,” Rachel said. “Even
Ami couldn’t make this shot.”

Ami nodded. “At this height, the only good vantage
point is from the roof,” she said. “So if you see a sudden shadow,
run.”

“Any news on the sniper?” I asked Rachel.

She shook her head. “He’s cooperating, but he’s a
paid assassin. That’s a business with a lot of double-blinds to
hide the participants’ identities. We’re concentrating on the
burner phone that sent the coordinates to the victim’s GPS.”

“Can’t you just, you know…” Davie touched her temple.
“Zap the phone’s location or something?”

“Not when the phone’s battery is out, or if it’s been
crushed with a rock. Then it’s nothing more than a pile of inert
junk,” Rachel said. “I’ve got its number, so if it comes online
again, I’ll be ready.”

“She means Santino will be ready,” Ami said, placing
her hand on Rachel’s knee. “Santino’s her partner at Metro. He’s
the one who’s good with tech.”

“Is he OACET?” Davie asked.

“No,” Rachel said, covering Ami’s hand with her own.
“I’m terrible with technology, and he’s a Metro computer guy.”

“How’d you become a cyborg if you’re bad with
tech?”

Rachel sighed. “The brochure had very pretty
pictures.”

They continued to chat about Metro and OACET. I
flopped down in the unoccupied patio chair and propped the pillow
behind my head. The sun was warm, my friends were happy, the city
was alive around me… What a beautiful day.

“What’s up with your squirrels?”

I blinked. “What?” I asked Rachel.

“Your squirrels.” Her head was tilted towards
the ceiling. One of Rachel’s more impressive skills is how she uses
her implant to expand her visual range. She was piggybacking on the
electromagnetic spectrum to watch the squirrels through the brick
and cement and metal ductwork of my condo. “They’re… I think
they’re swarming?”

“What? Squirrels don’t swarm. Link me in?”

Rachel reached out through the link and extended her
perception to me. I was suddenly brain-deep in squirrels. We had
done this before, where Rachel allowed me to borrow her senses to
see what the squirrels were up to in my ventilation system, but
this was the first time they had seemed…

“Are they angry?” I asked her. “They look
angry to me,” The squirrels were tangled over each other,
looping back and forth through the ductwork. Several dozen
squirrels were congregating by the nearest exterior air vent and
appeared to be peering down at us from their vantage point.

“Can squirrels get angry?” Rachel asked.
“Actually…” she paused, her cop’s mind ticking, “… a
better question might be why you went straight to thinking they’re
angry.”

“They might be mad at me,” I admitted. “I
killed one yesterday.”

“Josh!” Rachel exclaimed aloud.

“What? We were in a hurry!”

Davie and Ami stopped chatting at our outbursts.
Rachel explained, almost horrorstruck: “He killed a squirrel!”

“With a car?” Davie gave me the benefit of the
doubt.

“No. I sort of…” I hesitated: the three of them were
looking at me. “I caught it and… Well, I swung it around and
cracked its head open.”

“Josh!”

“What?” I wasn’t used to being rebuked in surround
sound. “Squirrels are vermin, and my apartment’s infested! It’s no
different than killing a roach.”

“Josh!”

“Don’t give me that! I’ve seen your Army service
record,” I said as I pointed to Rachel, “And you…” I moved my
finger to Ami, “are a professional assassin!”

“A professional assassin who brakes for turtles!” Ami
retorted.

I held up my hands in surrender. “Okay, okay! I’ll
put it right,” I promised. “Now, how do I apologize to a colony of
squirrels?”

 


 



SEVENTEEN

The front office at Friction Commodities had all of
the hallmarks of a prosperous startup, but I had been trained to
look a little deeper than the average would-be investor. The
company wasn’t as financially stable as its polished corporate
image would imply. The overflowing trash cans and the smears on the
glass were signs the cleaning service’s hours had been cut. I ran a
quick scan through their network and noticed their software was
pirated, a serious no-no for any legitimate business. And when I
pretended to drop a pen, I saw the rental tag underneath the plush
office chair; a quick Google search showed the rental company
charged exorbitant rates for its high-end furniture.

In short, Friction Commodities was struggling.

“How important is this deal you’re working on?” I
asked Davie.

“Hm?” We were sitting in her office. Davie was
catching up on what she had missed over the last day; she was
responding to emails and had forgotten I was there.

“This trade deal you’re working on, the one in
Afghanistan. Is it make-or-break for the company?”

“No,” Davie replied, her fingers flying over the
keyboard. “We’ve got the usual corporate growing pains, but we’re
doing fine. Rinehart has a great reputation. He’s been working in
minerals commodities for almost thirty years. This is his sixth
company. He likes the challenge of starting a business and selling
it.”

“Ah.” Davie had a posh corner office with four whole
walls all to herself. I glanced through the interior window to
where the office receptionist was fielding phone calls. “Mind if I
go flirt with the secretary?”

“Planning to have your wild and wicked way with
her?”

“Nope.”

“Have a good time, dear.” Davie said, without a pause
in her typing.

I let myself out of Davie’s office and moved through
the main floor at Friction Commodities. It was a large central room
with conference tables in the middle and cubicles lining the edges,
with the window side of the room reserved for the executives. Heads
poked above the partitions as I walked by. I was attracting some
attention: Davie’s brush with death was yesterday’s gossip, the man
she had brought with her to work was today’s.

Ami was there, too. Sitting in the reception area,
shotgun at the ready, she divided her time between reading a
fashion magazine and cleaning her semi-automatic pistol.

Okay, maybe I wasn’t the only source of office
gossip.

The receptionist, a lovely young woman with long dark
hair, saw me walking towards her. She gasped and pretended to be
busy with her paperwork.

I draped myself over the edge of her desk and smiled.
“Hey.”

She smiled back, shyly.

“I’m Josh Glassman,” I extended a hand. The poor girl
took it nervously. “I’m with the Office of Adaptive and
Complementary Technologies.”

She was wide-eyed and nodding frantically.

I waited for her to introduce herself. When she
couldn’t, I said: “Sorry to bother you. I’m just a little bored in
there, you know? Is there anywhere we can go to get a coffee?”

“There’s a café on the corner,” she blurted, shooting
a quick peek towards Davie’s office. “Ms. Costello knows where it
is.”

“Ms. Costello is busy,” I said as I placed the girl’s
hand on her desk. “I understand you are, too, but…” I leaned in.
“I’d really appreciate it if you could show me where it is.”

I pretended not to see Ami’s eyes roll as the
receptionist and I left the office.

Her name was Evalyn and she was darling. She ordered
hot chocolate instead of coffee, and she gushed about her
boyfriend. She mentioned her boyfriend in at least every other
sentence. Her boyfriend was in grad school, and he was in a band,
and he brought her flowers every Friday, and…

She was so in love it was beautiful, all but begging
me to not seduce her. I wanted to turn her loose with an apology,
but I was on a mission.

“Is he okay with you working at Friction
Commodities?” I asked her. “After what happened to Davie, it’s…” I
shook my head and sighed, then pressed her hands around her warm
mug of cocoa with my own. “I’m worried about her,” I said. “I’m
sure your boyfriend is worried about you.”

“He is,” she nodded, relaxing slightly. “But Mr.
Rinehart is hiring protection for us.”

“Do you know when they’ll show up? It’s been nearly
two days since Davie was attacked.”

“This afternoon?” Evalyn was unsure.

I took my hands away as she said: “Mr. Rinehart told
us this had never happened to his employees before, and he needed
time to find the right company.”

“Does he ever do business in New York?” Evalyn looked
puzzled, so I added, “There are some great security firms there. I
can put Rinehart in touch with them if he wants to vet them in
person.”

“He doesn’t travel,” she said. “Hemmingway and Davie
are the ones he sends on business trips. Davie’s been to New York a
few times since she started working for us.”

Well, I thought. That’s a new wrinkle.
Let’s hope that lead doesn’t play out. “Has Hemmingway been to
New York?” I asked.

“Yes, but she doesn’t go as often. Davie takes most
of the business trips.”

“Okay,” I nodded. “Has anyone mentioned Moldova
recently?”

“Robert in Human Resources just bought a new car, but
I think it’s a Honda.”

I blinked. “Good mileage on those,” I said. “I’m
surprised Rinehart doesn’t travel himself. Most small business
owners are hands-on.”

“He can’t,” Evalyn said, sipping her cocoa. “He gets
sick. I heard he was in the first Iraq War. Someone told me he has
Gulf War syndrome, but I don’t know if that’s a real disease or if
it’s just a rumor.”

“Depends on who you ask,” I said. “I didn’t realize
he was in the military.”

“He wasn’t,” the girl replied. “He was a private
contractor. He says that’s why he knew Davie would be good at
commodities acquisitions. She was a civilian who got to know the
locals, like he did when he was over there.”

“I’d think someone who used to work as a contractor
would know where to hire security.”

She shrugged. “He says he used to be in the motor
pool?”

“Ah.”

Dead end after dead end. The odds of it being an
inside job had seemed to jump when I had noticed the state of the
office, but maybe there were other answers. Janitors get sick. Tech
guys can be careless with registration codes. Managers at rental
companies cut deals for a friend of a friend...

“Has Viktor Kumarin ever come into your office?” I
tried, my one last chance. “He showed up unannounced at the
safehouse last night. I thought it was… Well, you know. It was
strange. People don’t do things like that.”

“No?” Evalyn shook her head. “I’ve never seen him, at
least. I’ve just heard his name.”

“How long have you worked at Friction?”

“Since Rinehart opened in Washington? I had a friend
who worked at his last company in Denver. He recommended me.”

I escorted dear young Evalyn back to the office, and
flopped in the chair next to Ami in the waiting room.

“Learn anything?” Ami asked, still thumbing
through the magazine.

“Robert in the HR Department bought a new
car.”

“Yeah. a blue Honda Accord. He put a whopping
sixty percent down.”

“Bored?”

I felt her glare at me through the link and the
crumpled paper of the fashion magazine beneath her fingertips.
“After learning that matching my nail polish to my purse is so
last century, I checked out Friction’s financials.”

“Whoa!” I sat up, shocked. “Ami, I did not
hear that.”

It was—and still is—OACET policy to not abuse our
power. Admittedly, some of us were not as good about this as others
(such as, hypothetically speaking, causing a series of minor
traffic accidents in downtown D.C. to rescue a
hostage-slash-girlfriend), but we tried. We all tried very, very
hard. And we never bragged about it when we did step off of the
straight and narrow, not even to each other.

“Metro has a warrant to search their books. Rachel
is on loan from OACET to Metro. Rachel was in my head as I
searched. Ipso facto legalo.”

“None of that is a real thing. Rachel would never
have let you do that.”

“Do you want to hear what I found or not?”

“Fine,” I said. “Hit me.” I’d manage
the legalities later. Maybe while helping Rachel dispose of Ami’s
corpse: Rachel was ferocious when it came to upholding the letter
of the law.

“Nothing.”

“Ami…”

“Seriously. No financial trails leading to any
international accounts.”

“For a company which deals in overseas
transactions?”

“Yep. Strange, no?”

I considered this, then asked: “All of their money
comes from American investors?”

“There were a few British and Canadian
transactions,” she amended. “But nothing from Eastern Asia,
Africa, or the Middle East.”

Not what I had expected. Not from a business founded
by a man with a long track record of doing business overseas.

“There must be something,” I said. “Davie
travels the entire freaking planet. There’s got to be at least one
international account.”

“Not unless it’s off the books. Here’s another
thing,” Ami said as she turned a page. “I’ve been going
through the office email.”

“That’s unethical and illegal. I did not hear what
you just said. Nor will I hear anything that you will now say to
clarify what you might have read in those aforementioned
emails.”

“Uh-huh. So, the night Davie was threatened, there
was an exchange between Friction Commodities and their potential
trading partners in Nuristan. The Afghani company blamed Viktor
Kumarin, and they threw their unconditional support behind
Davie.”

“That worked out nicely for Friction,” I
said.

“Didn’t it? Then, when Kumarin turned himself in,
the Afghanis gave him the benefit of the doubt. Apparently they
took it as a gesture of goodwill on Kumarin’s part. He might not
get this one contract, but his reputation in Afghanistan has
improved.”

“How about that. Don’t you love it when everybody
wins?”

“I know, right?” Ami closed her magazine and
stretched. “Seems to me that if you take out the parts where
your girlfriend got terrorized and the last man standing was shot,
there was no real harm done.”

“And Squirrelface wouldn’t have been shot if he
hadn’t gotten stupid and kidnapped Davie.”

“Squirrelface?” I could feel Ami’s curiosity
through the link.

“Nickname. Did you know that Kumarin got angry
when he heard that Squirrelface had been shot?”

She shook her head. “Isn’t it sad when your goons
don’t follow the plan?”

“Tragic, really. Let’s run this through. Assume
Kumarin hired the Moldovans to threaten Davie...”

“Or,” Ami added, “Kumarin hired them, but
gave them to someone at Friction. Either scenario would explain why
Kumarin wasn’t aware of the sniper.”

“Which puts the person who hired the sniper
here,” I said. I forced myself to slouch low in my seat so I
wouldn’t look around and search their faces.

“Follow the money, Josh. Who paid the sniper, and
who gets paid when Davie’s deal closes?”

I nodded. “Call Rachel. Tell her what we’ve found.
Also, tell her Rinehart was a contractor in the first Gulf War, and
have her check his record.”

“Will do. This is all ironic, you
realize.”

“What is?”

“How everything would have worked out just fine if
you hadn’t stuck your dick where it didn’t belong. You think your
girlfriend is involved?”

“Nope. I think she was a sympathetic target.”
I kissed Ami’s shoulder and stood. On my way back to Davie’s
office, I remembered to add: “And there is nowhere my dick
doesn’t belong.”

“Remind me to get you that garbage disposal for
your birthday.”

I winced.

“Too far?” she asked.

“Yes. Be nice to it, and it will be nice to
you.”

 


 



EIGHTEEN

I might have suspected Davie if it weren’t for two
things. The first is that I’m damned close to impossible to trick.
I’m not one of those so-called human lie detectors, but I know
people, and I know when they have no conviction in what they’re
saying. It’s how I knew something was off about Kumarin’s
confession. If Davie had ever lied to me, it was because she
believed the lies herself.

And the second thing? Davie was no killer. Even if
she had staged the attempted assault, even if the plan was not to
kill her but to hurt her enough to earn a pity vote, there was
still the matter of Squirrelface’s exploding braincase. Davie was
gradually learning my world was not the swampy mess of morals she
had originally thought, but her opinion of murder hadn’t
changed.

Halfway to Davie’s office, I paused.

Not Davie.

Maybe Rinehart.

Kumarin, definitely, but not in any way I could
easily prove. There was no reason to bring the Moldovans into this
if he wasn’t involved. They appeared to be Russian to the casual
American eyewitness, but Kumarin would have plausible deniability
if anyone dug deeper. An odd way of playing on ethnic stereotypes,
but since it had worked both on me and on as someone as
well-traveled as Davie, it’d probably work on most folks.

There was one last name that came to mind. Someone
who played with Friction Commodities’ public image on a daily
basis.

Might as well cover all of the bases, I
thought.

I found Hemmingway in her office. It was the twin of
Davie’s, part of the same large central room in Friction
Commodities but walled off from the rest of the employees by glass
windows. I saw that Hemmingway had a cell phone out, her thumbs
flashing at a frantic pace over the tiny keyboard.

I walked inside without knocking. Hemmingway glanced
up, saw it was me, and nearly dropped her phone. She fumbled with
it until she found the off button, then shoved the phone in a desk
drawer.

“Can I help you, Agent Glassman?” she asked.

“I thought we could talk about Moldova,” I
replied.

Her mouth dropped open. Not a lot, but enough.

Gotcha, I thought.

“What?” she asked, her voice steady.

“Not smart,” I said as I spun a vacant chair around
and dropped into it. “Using a cell phone with two OACET Agents in
your office. Especially when it’s a twin to the burner phone which
sent the GPS route to the kidnapper.”

I had no idea whether the phone actually was a twin
or not. It was a gamble on my part, but it paid off. Hemmingway’s
eyes shot down to the desk drawer.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she
said.

“I’m sure you don’t,” I nodded. “But this would be a
good time to ask for a lawyer.”

“Are you arresting me?”

“No,” I shook my head. “This is Metro’s case. I’ve
just been helping them with the tech. But I’m giving you fair
warning. They’re getting close. If you turn yourself in, it’ll go
much better for you. Almost like Kumarin’s gesture of goodwill from
the other night. I’m sure you remember that. Touching, wasn’t it?
Not exactly the type of thing a former gangster would think up
himself.

“They’re closing in,” I leaned forward. “I’d like to
help you, if you’ll let me.”

“I don’t need your help,” she insisted. “You’re
insane. I had nothing to do with this.”

I smiled and stood. “Think about it,” I said. “The
clock is ticking.”

I walked out of Hemmingway’s office and closed the
door behind me, then went to the rest room at the other end of the
floor. Five minutes, I bet myself. She’d either run or want
to make a deal; in either case, this would finally be over in five
short minutes.

I didn’t count on Ami getting up to stretch her
legs.

Okay, I’ll admit this was my fault. Or, it wasn’t so
much my fault as that I didn’t think to tell Ami how I had wound
the most likely suspect to the point of popping. But Hemmingway,
who was either coming out of her office to meet me or to make a
break for the parking garage, I never did learn which, saw a bored
Ami striding towards her, pistol drawn and seemingly at the
ready.

Hemmingway panicked. She spun on her heel and tried
to escape. And me—stupid me!—I picked that exact second to
step out of the bathroom.

Hemmingway saw me coming at her from the other end of
the room. Caught between two cyborgs, she did the only thing that
made sense to her at the time.

She took a hostage.

(I have no idea what the man must have been thinking.
One moment he’s walking along, busy in his paperwork, and the next
the files are flying through the air and he’s got a gun to his
head… Really ruins a day.)

Hemmingway had chosen well. He was tall and heavy;
she was forcing him into a crouch, and he was still big enough to
cover her.

Across the room, Ami had her pistol up and aimed
directly at the three square inches of Hemmingway’s head that
weren’t blocked by the man in the suit.

“You’ve got a target?” I reached out to
Ami.

“Yep.” Ami was deathly still, but I felt her
nod through the link. “If you can’t charm the pants off of her,
I’ll take care of it.”

I ignored the screams of the employees and took a few
steps towards Hemmingway, slowly. Hemmingway was smart; she knew
Ami was the major threat in the room and didn’t move, but she did
tell me, “Stop.” She dug the gun into the man’s head to make her
point.

I stopped. “You know what I used to do for the FBI?”
I asked Hemmingway.

“You think I care?”

“You should,” I said. “I used to do hostage
negotiations. I know how to get you exactly what you want, and make
sure that everyone in this room can go home to their families.”

“What I want?” Hemmingway laughed. “I want to go back
in time and keep myself from starting this shitstorm! Or find a way
to keep you out of it!”

“I don’t understand,” I told her. It was a little
white lie; Ami and I had put the pieces together, but a room full
of witnesses would help cover what Ami had discovered during her
unauthorized search of Friction’s electronic records. There’s a way
out of everything if you know how to find it.

“If you hadn’t gotten involved, no one would have
gotten hurt. I would have gotten paid! But you had to come
along and be the hero!”

“The Moldovans were just going to threaten Davie,” I
said, leading Hemmingway through her own confession. “They’d
disappear, she’d report it to the police, the security footage
would confirm her story, and all of this would have been over
before it had begun.”

“We needed to motivate our partners,” Hemmingway
said. “The deal wasn’t moving fast enough. I didn’t know what else
to do.”

“You were running out of time,” I said. “The war was
supposed to end, the region was supposed to stabilize so mining
could begin.”

“But the war kept going!” she cried. “We
overran all of our worst-case estimates. Chris hired Davie to close
the deal before we went broke, and it still wasn’t enough.”

“I think I understand,” I shook my head sadly. “So
you and Kumarin teamed up. He agreed to sacrifice this one contract
to improve his long game in Afghanistan. I’ll bet you signed a
non-compete agreement on a few other potential contracts in
exchange for him putting you in touch with the Moldovans. And after
the news got out that your closest competitor was no longer in the
running, it’d be just enough to buy some more goodwill from your
investors.”

Hemmingway nodded. “We had always planned for him to
turn himself in to clear his name. It would help his image.”

“Okay, I see what’s happened. You had good
intentions,” I said. “It’s just been bad luck for you every step of
the way.”

I took another step towards Hemmingway, and she
twisted the gun in her hostage’s thinning hair.

“Back up,” she warned.

“I’m going to sit down, okay?” I said, holding up my
hands and lowing myself until I was seated cross-legged on the
floor. “I don’t want you to worry about me trying to jump you.

“What’s your name?” I asked the hostage.

“Robert Hollins?” He was wide-eyed and very unsure
why we were making polite conversation.

“Hi Robert, congratulations on your new car,” I said.
“Do you have kids?”

“Yes?”

“Stop!” Hemmingway shouted. “I know what you’re
doing!”

“Bonding him to you, right?” I asked Hemmingway.
“You’re probably watched a lot of action movies, been told it’s
harder to shoot a hostage if you know about him. But since Robert
works here…” I shrugged and leaned back on my hands, “… you already
know more about him than I do. I’m not doing anything other than
reminding him to stay calm.

“Here’s another thing they tell you in the movies,” I
added, as if it were an afterthought. “They tell you the police
never negotiate. That’s bullshit. Sometimes negotiation is the
smartest way to end a bad situation. Hollywood makes sure that’s
never shown. Law enforcement wants to foster the myth that a
hostage taker never gets away. But that’s just not true. It happens
all the time.”

(By the way, very little conventional wisdom about
hostage negotiation is true. The whole thing is smoke and mirrors.
Like how a man sitting on the floor might look more harmless than a
man standing, but in reality he’s setting up a better shot for his
assassin buddy. If Hemmingway wanted to concentrate on me, she’d
have to juggle her grip on the too-tall Robert, then the
bang!bang!bang! would come and poor Robert wouldn’t be able
to wash the feel of raw brains out of his hair until he went
completely bald.)

“Now, let’s talk about how you walk away from this,”
I said to Hemmingway. “What do you want to happen? I can’t undo
what’s been done, but we can work something out.”

Hemmingway started listing a bunch of stuff that
could never happen, while I nodded and promised her it would.

Then, a dozen feet behind Hemmingway, Chris Rinehart
appeared. He was slowly moving towards the waiting room. I tracked
his path and cringed. Ami’s shotgun was where she had left it next
to her chair; she preferred a pistol for tight work.

“Ami—”

“I see him,” Ami snapped. “I’ve only got
two hands. Tell me what you want me to do with them.”

“Stay on Hemmingway,” I decided. “And hope
Rinehart doesn’t do something stupidly heroic.”

I was still talking to Hemmingway. We had reached the
part in the conversation where she was beginning to think that
swapping Robert for Ami would be a good idea. I promised her that
Ami would be docile and neatly handcuffed; Hemmingway would be ever
so surprised when Ami broke both of her arms the moment they were
alone in the elevator.

That was the plan, at least. We were right on the
edge of making it work when Rinehart lunged for Ami’s shotgun.

Hemmingway saw the movement out of the corner of her
eye and spun. Ami’s pistol went off first; Hemmingway’s right wrist
seemed to dissolve, her Smith & Wesson falling to the ground. I
was up and running with Ami’s single shot. I caught Robert in a low
tackle and brought him down to the ground.

After that, it all happened so slowly. There was
enough time for me to turn and see the expression of horror on
Hemmingway’s face before Rinehart blasted her at full center
mass.

Friction Commodities had a large office, but a
shotgun in any enclosed space is loud enough to stun. My ears rang
for a few long heartbeats, and then I realized Davie was
screaming.

(Well, Davie and everyone else in the room except for
me and Ami, but hers was the only voice I heard.)

Hemmingway was… Let’s see, how can I put this
gently…

Can’t, sorry. Gently had nothing to do with
this.

Hemmingway was dead but she hadn’t realized it yet.
Rinehart had shot her at close range from the side. The back of her
clothing and most of her flesh was missing; everyone in the office
could see her spine, way too many ribs before the flood of blood
turned it all bright red… She was still moving, still trying to
talk… Her ruined hand reached out to Rinehart...

The whole scene probably only a second or two, but
still took her corpse an eternity to fall down.

I glanced over at Ami. She was yelling at Rinehart to
put down the shotgun. He was complying, confused and scared half to
death that she had suddenly turned her weapon on him.

“Josh!” Davie was shaking me by the shoulders. “Josh,
whose blood is that?”

I looked down. My legs were covered in red gunk;
Robert’s too. I ran my hands over our legs; Robert didn’t respond,
so I assumed either he was fine or in deep shock.

“We’re okay,” I told her. “I think this is castoff
from Hemmingway.”

Robert moaned and passed out. I caught him before his
head hit the floor.

“Did you call an ambulance?” Davie asked.

“Yeah, and the police. They’ll be here in a few
minutes.”

She helped me drag Robert a few feet away from the
blood and gunk. You always assume a floor is level until you spill
something, and what was left of Hemmingway was following the hidden
slope towards the unconscious man. We both recognized that letting
poor Robert wake up in a puddle of the stuff would be unspeakably
rude.

“Were you really a negotiator?” she asked as we
hoisted him up on a nearby couch.

“Nope. I was a twenty-four-year-old rookie. You think
the FBI would have let me anywhere near a hostage situation?”

Davie gaped at me.

“But we should probably keep that to ourselves,” I
said.

“Yeah,” she nodded. “Let’s do that.”

With Robert safely out of yuck’s way, Davie and I
went to manage the hard stuff. There was an office full of people
to pacify, not to mention the cyborg assassin still holding their
boss at gunpoint. When Ami let Rinehart up, the crowd started to
calm down; after we herded them towards the break room and away
from the raw meat ruin of Hemmingway’s corpse, the beginnings of
nervous laughter finally caught among them. Rachel once told me
that nervous laughter is how the soul reasserts itself after a
crisis. I have no idea if this is true, obviously, but I’ve always
loved the idea behind it. I told a few jokes to keep the laughter
coming.

I probably should have chosen different jokes. By the
time Metro arrived, we had all come to terms with the moment.
Perhaps too much so. Very little looks more suspicious than a room
full of people having a great time when the butchered corpse of a
coworker lies twenty feet away. So I had to smooth that
over, too.

What a day.

And then Davie and I went home. Together.

What a day, indeed.

 


 



NINETEEN

My little autoscript in The Lexington’s computer
database pinged me. I had set it to notify me when recognized a
certain face. “Rinehart’s here,” I said to Davie.

She swore and slumped over the kitchen island. “I
knew we didn’t have time to try that thing in the Jacuzzi!”

“If life has taught me anything,” I said, wiping a
smear of flour from her face with my thumb, “it’s that there’s
always time to try that thing in the Jacuzzi.”

I think we had been together about, oh, a month or so
by then. Each week, she said it was time for her to move out, and
each week, there was a reason to extend her stay. The excuses were
getting thin; Davie was now claiming Ami was paying rent so she had
effectively subletted Davie’s old condo, and Davie liked the Agent
too much to evict her.

It worked for us. I was happy, Davie was happy, and
once or twice a week Ami would come upstairs so the three of us
could spend a night being enthusiastically happy together. I was
never really alone (My therapist was having fits and using the term
“setback” in almost every sentence, but whatever. I didn’t really
need a therapist in the first place.), and I finally had the life I
wanted.

There were no more death threats. Since there was no
physical evidence to connect Viktor Kumarin to Hemmingway, and
Hemmingway wasn’t around to testify, he had served his two days in
jail and had gone back to Russia. Moldova had gone back to being
yet another trivia question on Jeopardy! for us
geographically-challenged Americans. And as of that morning, Davie
had wrapped up the Afghanistan deal years ahead of schedule.
Friction Commodities had become a major player in the rare earth
minerals market.

Davie claimed she had no idea why her boss wanted to
come over for dinner, but I had caught her doodling numbers in the
fog on the glass shower doors. There were loads of zeros in them;
Davie knew there was an enormous bonus in her future.

I was rather worried she might want to buy a
horse.

“I’m here.” Rachel’s voice cut through my
thoughts. “Shout out when you want Ami and me to come
up.”

“Rinehart’s on his way,” I told her. “He’s
early.”

“Perfect,” Rachel said. “We’ll make sure to
accidentally bump into him on the elevator. See you in a
minute.”

“Who are you talking to?” Davie asked. She had gotten
used to my sudden silences; she still wasn’t fully comfortable
dating someone with different people traveling through his head at
any given moment, but she was trying.

“Rachel’s downstairs with Ami,” I said. “Spontaneous
girls’ night in or something.”

“Invite them up!” Davie finished pouring the batter
into the muffin tins and dusted off her hands. “We’ve got plenty of
food. Can you ask them to bring up an extra bottle of wine?”

“You’re clear,” I told Rachel. “But bring
booze.”

“Classy booze?”

“You know it.”

Rachel was the one who had put the pieces together.
Her cop’s mind couldn’t find a good link between Kumarin and the
sniper. The sniper was former U.S. military, returned from
deployment in Iraq several years prior. Russian mobsters, even
Russian mobsters trying to go straight, have snipers of their own
to call when a dirty deed needed doing. Rachel had admitted it was
possible that Kumarin had hired an American to cover his tracks in
the same way Hemmingway had used the Moldovans, but it wouldn’t
explain why Kumarin had shown anger when Squirrelface was shot.

The logical answer was the same one Ami and I had
already tripped over: the sniper had been hired by someone
else.

We had assumed Hemmingway had panicked and hired the
sniper after the three Moldovans were arrested. Squirrelface needed
to be eliminated to remove any connection between Friction
Commodities and the Moldovans. Squirrelface had spoken English; the
three Moldovans on their way to prison did not. Take out that one
cog and crunch! The whole investigation machine locks
up.

It was the easy answer, if you thought Hemmingway or
Kumarin had been the only two involved. Which we did. For several
weeks. Until Metro’s ongoing investigation of the sniper and his
little box at Union Station linked Squirrelface’s murder to a
similar event loosely connected to Rinehart’s previous company. As
part of his plea, the sniper had confessed to several unsolved
crimes, including the murder of one of Rinehart’s competitors. That
crime had been written off as a random act of gun violence, and no
one had looked closely at Rinehart as a suspect.

Rachel went back and checked the numbers. It was
actually fairly shocking how many of Rinehart’s competitors had
heart attacks at forty-five, or were the victims of suspicious
accidents, or had been in the wrong place at the wrong time.

There wasn’t enough evidence for Metro to open a new
line of investigation, and certainly not enough evidence to get a
warrant for OACET to search through Rinehart’s digital records. (A
warrant was a necessity: Rachel had torn Ami apart for sticking her
brain where it didn’t belong. And then Rachel had come after me,
for having let Ami do it. It was nearly a week before Ami and I
could walk without limping.) Even his accidentally-on-purpose
shooting of Hemmingway was on the record as a mistake made in a
moment of passion. He saw the need to protect his employees and had
decided to act. Hip-hip-hooray and all that.

There was very little we could prove, and nothing we
could do.

We had figured Davie was safe, at least until the
contracts were signed. After that was anyone’s guess; Rinehart’s
own people didn’t seem to have his competitors’ suspiciously bad
luck, but I couldn’t forget how he had killed Hemmingway right
there in his own office.

Or how Hemmingway had died. I couldn’t get that image
out of my head. Every time Davie went off to work, I shook.

Why not warn Davie, you ask? We wanted to, but she
had a habit of confronting problems head-on and the three of us
were aware that might end badly. Rachel, Ami, and I had unanimously
agreed to wait and tell her after the deal had closed, so she
wouldn’t quit without reason or storm into Rinehart’s office with
her tiny mousegun blazing. We’d do our best to convince her to say
nothing more than she had been offered a different job, and that
she had stayed at Friction Commodities long enough to fulfill her
obligations. I had already put out feelers and had located several
local companies eager to hire someone with Davie’s experience in
the Middle East, so her story would hold up if Rinehart followed up
on it.

Which led to tonight’s dinner party. Rachel and Ami
were here to help me make sure Rinehart didn’t slip anything in
Davie’s wine during dinner, and after Rinehart had left they would
back me up on what would likely turn into Davie and me’s first real
fight as a couple.

(If I was especially lucky, Rinehart would try to
shoot me, and Ami would be justified in popping his head off of his
body like a bottle cap. The sadistic part of me was actually hoping
for that: I figured that would be the only way I’d get out of
sleeping on the couch.)

The first few hours went as planned. Drinks, dinner,
Rinehart’s dramatic presentation of a large check made out to
Davie, with his thanks.

Everyone seemed to be having a good time, but there
was an undercurrent. I don’t think anybody but me and Rachel
noticed, but Rinehart was out of synch with the rest of us. I’m not
sure what triggered it. We weren’t actually expecting Rinehart to
try to off Davie during the dessert course, so it’s not as though
we were watching him over the barrel of a loaded gun. It was
probably something simple, like how the cyborgs outnumbered the
humans; early on, Rinehart twitched a bit whenever we lapsed into
the outward silence of the link, and jumped when I changed the
music or spun down the lights. After five minutes of this, I told
Rachel and Ami we had to be on our best normalcy and we dropped all
mention of OACET and technology from the conversation. I even dug
through the sofa cushions to find the stereo remote.

It didn’t help. Rinehart continued to tick, like a
bomb on a slow timer. Finally, I decided to apply my absolutely
positive sure-fire one-hundred-and-ten-percent guaranteed approach
for putting any businessman in a better mood: I reminded him I’m
the best source of contacts he will ever meet.

I don’t enjoy name-dropping, but I do love to tell
stories, and I’ve got this one about a Senator who might have
gotten caught at the top of the George Washington Memorial in his
birthday suit. I followed that with the one about the clowns
(Seriously. Real circus clowns. Not a euphemism.) and the U.S.
Chamber of Commerce, which perked Rinehart’s interest to no end. He
finally started to relax around the time Davie served her homemade
cake, so I started telling the good ones. Like the one with the
parrot and the golf cart and the Assistant Director of a Nameless
Security Agency, and oh, if I didn’t know it’d send me directly to
prison for treason, I’d tell that one right now.

And then Rinehart took a turn. Which was expected;
conversation is a process. He was enjoying himself as he reminisced
about the good old days back in Iraq. There was this Saudi prince
who kept blocking his shipping orders, so Rinehart decided to wine
and dine him. Well, he hadn’t realized that the “wine” part might
cause problems in that region of the globe, so things escalated
quickly. At the end of it, Rinehart was running through a Baghdad
palace, a pack of dogs at his heels, wondering how he’d work around
a very offended member of the Saudi royal family…

“Should have just dropped his photo off in a train
station locker,” Ami quipped.

Rachel and I have spectacular poker faces. Ami, not
so much. She realized what she had said and her eyes went wide.

“He’s on to us,” Rachel said. “He just went
red.”

I didn’t need her abilities to know that we had been
made. Even as he laughed at what might have been a joke, his
shoulders had jerked and his eyes instinctively darted towards the
exit.

“How in God’s sweet name did you ever make it as a covert assassin?” Rachel
mentally sighed.

“I might be a little out of practice,” Ami
admitted.

“Ladies? Plan B. On three… two… one…”

We stood as a single unit, then leaned over the table
to rest our weight on our hands. We tilted our heads ever so
slightly, like birds of prey sighting a rabbit; the effect was
slightly spoiled by Rachel turning her head to the left instead of
to the right like Ami and myself, but it was still creepy as
hell.

Rinehart shrunk from us. “Don’t touch me,” he
warned.

“As long as you don’t touch Davie,” the three of us
said simultaneously. We had practiced this routine last night, just
in case. I was pleasantly surprised at its effectiveness.

“Guys…” Davie had placed a light hand on my arm.
“You’re scaring him. What are you doing?”

We didn’t take our eyes off of Rinehart. “Tell her,”
we ordered. “Tell her now!”

“They know I hired the sniper,” he said before he
could catch himself, then closed his eyes and groaned. “Get me a
lawyer.”

“We’re done,” Rachel said. Ami started to
protest through the link, and Rachel raised a single sharp eyebrow
at her. “He asked for his lawyer. We’re done.”

“We’re all willing to go on the record as witnesses,”
Rachel said, sitting down. “In case you have any ideas about
backpedaling.”

“Chris, is this true?” Davie asked. She had moved
away from the table when Rinehart confessed, and looked ready to
run.

I wanted to go to her, but Rachel warned me off.
“Don’t,” she said. “Davie’s terrified. Let them talk this
through.”

Rinehart glanced at us, then nodded. “I did it to
protect you,” he said. “I found out what Hemmingway was planning,
so I had a friend from the military hire a guard to keep an eye on
you.”

“He’s lying,” Rachel and I said to Ami.

“You two are very odd,” she said, and leaned
in close to Rinehart’s ear. “You’re lying,” Ami whispered.

Rinehart jumped.

“The thing about snipers,” I said, walking towards
the kitchen, “is they need a blind hide for a kill.”

“A blind hide,” Ami picked up the conversation as she
circled behind Rinehart, “is a stationary location where a sniper
can set up and wait for his target.”

“Your sniper needed to know that the kidnapper would
be on a specific street at a specific time,” Rachel continued.

I topped off my wine and finished our thought. “Which
means that if you hired a sniper, you already knew who his target
was, and that he’d kidnap Davie.”

“Oh God!” Davie was horrified. “The GPS! You set the
kidnapper up to die. You set him up to die in front of
me!”

Rachel nodded. “We figure kidnapping you was a
last-minute addition to the plan, something Kumarin knew nothing
about. He was furious to learn his business partners had killed one
of the men he had hired.”

I shook my head. “The kidnapping was beyond dumb. I
couldn’t understand why he did it. Turns out he was just following
orders.”

“There’s no way you can prove that,” Rinehart said.
“I’ll admit to hiring the sniper, but everything else is
speculation.”

“Jail is jail,” Rachel shrugged. “We don’t care how
you get there.”

And this is the other part of the story where things
get weird again.

 


 



TWENTY

I’ll be honest. By that point in Rinehart’s
confession, I thought it was over. I had taken Davie away from the
dinner table, and had gotten out the good tequila and the limes—we
had plenty of time for a margarita before the police arrived—and
Ami and Rachel had him pinned between them. I assumed Rinehart was
done.

Then Rachel shouted: “No!”

Her cry was both verbal and mental, and it startled
the shit out of Ami and me. I dropped the tequila. I was already
moving towards Davie as the bottle shattered on the travertine
floor. My foot slipped in the new puddle, my legs went out from
under me, and I banged my head on the counter as I fell.

Dazed, I watched as Ami spun towards Rinehart at the
precise moment he hurled a full glass of wine in her eyes.

It takes a lot more than a beverage to slow Ami down,
but it will throw off her aim. Rachel, who was lunging at Rinehart
from the opposite direction, took the full force of Ami’s uppercut
to her stomach. Rachel, gagging and unable to speak aloud, brought
Ami down with a haymaker while shouting through the link that she
should, “Stop punching her, Goddammit!”

I looked around for Rinehart. He was within arm’s
reach of the front door, but by the time he had grasped the knob, I
had locked him in. He wrenched the lock with all of his strength,
then turned to look for another escape route, a weapon,
something…

And found Davie pointing her tiny mousegun straight
at his head.

“Sit down,” she told him.

“Davie,” he said, hands open and pleading. “Come on,
Davie, you know me.”

“I don’t think I do.”

“Davie, give me the gun,” he said. “You know I’d
never hurt you. These freaks are setting me up.”

Davie looked towards me, then Rachel and Ami, then
back at Rinehart.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” she snapped at
Rinehart.

I smiled.

Again, I thought it was over.

“Sit down,” she told him, gesturing with the gun
towards the closest chair.

Rinehart paused.

And everybody in the room suddenly realized that
Davie couldn’t shoot him.

Rinehart grinned and lunged for the gun.

I had almost gotten my feet back under me by the time
Rinehart had grabbed Davie’s hands. They struggled, and the
mousegun discharged into the ceiling. Once, twice…

There was a sudden unearthly screaming from
above.

We had never heard anything like it. The scream was
pitched almost at the edge of hearing, and it reverberated
throughout the air.

Then came the sharp groaning noise of metal under
stress.

Everybody in the room slowly looked up.

(Except for Rachel, who could see what was coming:
she started laughing.)

The air vent broke open and a torrent of furious
squirrels poured down on Rinehart.

Now, by this point, I’m sure you’ve learned a little
something about squirrels. It’s not like I’ve turned this into a
field study of Sciurus carolinensis urbanis, the apartment
squirrel, but you’ve probably figured out they’re a little more
hardy, a little more savage than the average tree squirrel. They’re
city squirrels; they’ve had to toughen up to survive.

And maybe you remember my question from a while back,
when I asked the girls how I could put things right with the
buggers.

Well, you can’t. It doesn’t matter how many acorn
cakes you leave out, or whether you and your new girlfriend spend a
rainy Saturday afternoon building tiny ladders and shoving them in
the air ducts far from your condo. Squirrels don’t reason. They
don’t forgive. They don’t forget. All they remember is a human
being killed one of their own in cold blood, and they will try to
avoid human beings from that point forward. And if they suddenly
find their comfy vents shot full of holes and fall into a
human-infested room with no obvious means of escape, they will
scratch and bite and claw to keep the same thing from happening to
them.

Last but not least, they don’t seem to remember
faces. I suppose that’s only fair; I can’t tell one squirrel from
another. So it’s not as though they were mad at me specifically.
They were just mad.

The four of us watched as Rinehart disappeared under
a teeming cloud of gray fur.

We had never heard screaming like his, either. The
pain in his voice was incredible.

There were more squirrels than Rinehart had surface
area, and those not scratching him to pieces swarmed over his body
and came at us. The women and I climbed on top of the kitchen
island. We couldn’t shoot them; there were too many squirrels, and
the walls and floors were too thin to keep the bullets from
entering the other condos. We used what we could scavenge as
weapons. Rachel and Davie had armed themselves with dirty dinner
plates and forks and were defending the south and west sides. I was
positioned to the north and was using a cutting board and a paring
knife to flip them off as fast as they could climb. Ami held the
east with an empty wine bottle, and defended against the occasional
aerial attack with a cheese slicer.

That’s how the police found us a few minutes
later.

They heard the chaos and came inside when I flipped
the lock. The squirrels saw the opening and flooded through the
front door, nipping and scratching at the officers as they
passed.

The condo was suddenly silent of the screeching cries
of furious squirrels. Rinehart’s wounded mewling was the only noise
to be heard.

Davie, Ami, and I collapsed in an exhausted heap on
top of the island. Rachel, however, hopped down, washed the
squirrel blood from her hands, dabbed them dry on a paper towel,
and walked to the front door.

“Officers,” she nodded at her coworkers, and left
without another word.

The Metro officers watched her go, then looked to the
three of us, and then at the bloodied lump of middle-aged villain
seeping fluids on my hardwood floor.

“He’s the bad guy,” I offered.

“Good thing, that,” replied one of the officers after
a few long moments, then stepped outside to call an ambulance.

“What happened here?” a second Metro officer
asked.

“It’s a long story,” I said. I slid down off the
island and slid the still-twitching bodies of squirrels aside with
my foot so I could reach the lower liquor cabinet and my
second-best bottle of tequila. “Who wants a margarita?”

 


 



TWENTY-ONE

It was a happy ending for everyone except Rinehart.
And Hemmingway. And Squirrelface. And the sniper and the Moldovans,
who each spent a couple of years in jail.

And it didn’t work out between me and Davie,
obviously, but I still consider ours a happy ending. When The
Lexington required everyone to evacuate the building so the pest
control company could poison the everliving shit out of the
ventilation system, we escaped to Key West. We were married on the
beach at sunset. There were dolphins.

It was the perfect marriage until it wasn’t, but we
ended at a high point. Davie had been right when she said we were
too different; I had been right when I said it would work out long
enough. When we realized we were going in different directions, we
decided to end it. We still keep in touch, and we’re always happy
to see each other when she comes through town.

That’s the end of that.

How about that, just look at the time. I’ve been
talking for hours. Mare, honey, I’m off to bed. I’m all alone
tonight, so you better make this up to me tomorrow.

I’ll be waiting for you in the supply closet.
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DIGITAL DIVIDE — A Rachel Peng
Novel

 


ONE

Three. Days. Three. Days. Three. More. Days.

She loved high heels, how their tak-tak-tak
against the concrete implied purpose. A woman in heels had places
to go, things to do. They kept her company on quiet nights like
this, each step an affirmation.

Just. Three. More. Days.

Her shoes used to say Debt. Debt. Debt. Ninety.
Thousand. In. Debt. Loans, oh God, those hideous student loans,
and living off of credit instead of sense. Then came an eternity of
paychecks in portions, divvied up and rolled into snowballs thrown
against interest. Along the way, and she couldn’t remember when,
her shoes stopped counting down the money and started counting down
the time.

Twelve. Months. Two. Months. Thirty. Days. Ten...
Nine...

Such a lame joke, the one where her shoes had been
there each step of the way, but every Friday for the past eight
years they had carried her to the ATM on her way home from work,
telegraphing her progress.

Strange, though, how this ritual had changed. These
visits were nothing more than comfort food. She had replaced the
weekly receipt with an app which reported her balance in real time,
and all of her bills were paid online. She couldn’t remember when
she had last mailed a check. Her money no longer needed a
chaperone: she was a bystander to her own finances as funds moved
from her employer’s account to her own with happy reliability, then
fled to her creditors as they carved it up like a Christmas
ham.

These days, everyone might as well be Agents.

She slipped her card into the reader and stepped into
the vestibule. The room was cool in the early August evening, and
the door closed behind her to seal off the heat and the noise of
the city. It was an old bank, done up in worn marble, and the
vestibule still had hints of its past life as a teller’s office
before it had been adapted into an alcove for the ATM.

The screen danced, the bank’s animated logo twisting
into an ad for loan refinancing until she entered her pin. Welcome,
valued customer Maria Griffin. Would you like to apply for low-rate
credit card? No? Would you like to be emailed about an exciting new
savings account? No? Then please continue.

Her account flashed before her eyes, a very small,
very manageable number.

I will never do this again, she thought.

He grabbed her from behind, one arm across her mouth
and the other tight at her throat with the knife. She reeled, not
at the attack itself but the shock of it. Muggings, yes,
practically an annual event in D.C., but not in this familiar,
empty room.

She lost sight of the knife as he threw her towards
the ATM.

She tried to scream, tried to run, but it burned when
she tried to catch her breath. A shoe slipped beneath her and she
lost her footing on the floor. Wet? Yes, and slick, and...

Oh God. Red.

Her hands went to her throat and came back red.

 


 



TWO

Rachel Peng kept her back to the door so she saw them
before they saw her. Most days, Rachel would have stuck it out in
silence, but this morning had started off with an emergency trip to
the hardware store. The handyman she kept on call would cover over
the graffiti (CY-BITCH in neat black letters; she appreciated this
tagger’s creativity and penmanship), but she had bought a
five-gallon drum of paint for this purpose and, in the way of all
necessary things, it was nowhere to be found. She knew it would
turn up at some point, probably under the bathroom sink or some
other place a huge tub of paint had no business being, but she was
not in a mood to suffer fools or co-workers with axes to grind.

They rumbled towards the lunch counter, cut young
bucks sporting a mix of cheap suits and uniforms, and she had one
brief moment to relax when it seemed they’d pass her by. Then
Zockinski went red, quick and hot across his core of autumn orange,
and she sighed into her sandwich. Game on.

They came at her in a pack, Zockinski at the lead.
“Hey, freak.”

“Not today, Zocky. Keep on moving.”

Rachel had never before said anything with an ounce
of personality to Zockinski and he flashed sickly purple-gray, a
color she was beginning to associate with doubt. Anger, passion,
violence, those were the reds, and stability and peace were the
blues. Odd combinations of surface colors showed internal conflict,
maybe. She was gradually building an ontology of emotions, but she
was self-taught and it was slow going.

Zockinski shifted back to a red-tinted orange and sat
down across from her. “Freak,” he said again. “Cy-borg,” he
spat, hitting the second syllable too hard to sound like a rational
adult. His gang swarmed around the table, hemming her in her booth.
They were beginning to pick up Zockinski’s hue, red spreading from
him through his small crowd like a virus.

Mob mentality is literally contagious, Rachel
realized. She reached out to the OACET community server and began
recording, just in case.

“Walk away, buddy. Don’t make me break out the
d-word.”

“Been called a douchebag before, freak.”

“And I’ve been called a freak by scarier men than
you, Zocky, so that word’s lost its teeth. No, I meant
‘discrimination.’”

He and his mob instantly ran a fierce dark crimson.
These days, cops were taught to avoid committing hate crimes the
same way they were once taught how to avoid getting shot.

“Tell me I’m wrong,” she said, moving her lunch out
of harm’s way. “Wait, let’s use the legal. Tell me I don’t have a
case against you, with this…” she gestured at the group, “pinning
me down, harassing me.

“Oh,” she added before Zockinski could respond. “By
the way, you’re on camera.”

They glanced, almost as one, at the black half-moons
mounted behind the register to discourage employees from pilfering
the till. When they looked back at Rachel, she was shaking her head
and tapping her temple, a sugar-sweet smile wide across her
face.

They froze. Everything about them stopped, even their
kaleidoscopes of emotions, and Rachel watched as they tried to
process something beyond their experience. She had seen this a
couple of times before, an internalized struggle to take what was
alien and squish it into familiar packaging so it could be safely
handled. She didn’t think she’d ever fully shake the memory of
watching it happen in her own parents.

Two of Zockinski’s group spun towards the counter,
changing direction like sharks that had scented blood. The others
abandoned Zockinski as he fumbled for a way to save face. Hill, his
partner, tugged on Zockinski’s shoulder to get him to move.
Zockinski paused, his surface colors moving through a full spectrum
of reds before he finally went a dusky reddish-gray and slid out
from the booth. Rachel guessed she had just seen him try and fail
to find the perfect comeback.

A lone man, tall and slender, with curious yellows
wrapped around a core of ultramarine, came up behind them.

“Goodbye, Zockinski.” Rachel said, ripping open her
bag of chips. “This never happened.”

Zockinski muttered something unintelligible, a threat
or thanks, perhaps, Rachel couldn’t say. The red had faded from
him, so she chose to believe he had thanked her and offered, “I
erased the recording.” He ignored her and moved towards his friends
at the counter.

The tall man slipped into Zockinski’s seat. Rachel
slid a wrapped sandwich across the table to him.

“You should have done that weeks ago,” Raul Santino
said, studying his sandwich through wire-rimmed glasses.

“I’m under orders,” she rolled her eyes. “Be
friendly, be courteous, be an example.”

Don’t mess it up for the rest of us, was what
her boss had meant but hadn’t needed to say. She was their first
police liaison and she was aware of the weight she carried.

It had been a fast six months since the human mind
had gone digital. In point of fact, the cyborgs had been created
five years prior, but a joint federal-level handwashing had hidden
the Office of Adaptive and Complementary Enhancement Technologies
from the general public. The Program had failed, the politicians
had said, sadly shaking their heads. Such a tremendous waste of
resources. Perhaps we’ll try again after technology has caught up
with theory.

Except the Program hadn’t failed. Patrick Mulcahy,
self-appointed head of OACET, had waited until a clear day in early
spring when the cherry trees were almost ready to bloom. Then he
called a press conference and took a frenzied media corps on a long
walk around Washington to discuss how their elected officials had
secretly invested in cybernetics. He explained how this particular
technology had been sold to Congress as a method of communication
for operatives who couldn’t carry external equipment into the
field. Unfortunately, there was a wrinkle: it seemed the Agents who
had received the implant were able to circumvent all electronic
security. Passwords, firewalls, airwalls… these meant nothing. If a
device could talk to another machine, an Agent could connect to it
and take control of it.

Yes, even the nukes. Don’t worry. We live here
too.

They had stopped at a streetcart for burgers. The
media coverage had shown Mulcahy the golden boy, the all-American
hero, laughing over a quarter-pounder as he changed the world.

The revelation that the U.S. government secretly
employed three hundred and fifty OACET Agents had caused no small
damage in Washington. The cyborgs were one thing, their
government’s decision to sacrifice them another. Mulcahy had gone
to the press armed with plenty of evidence to show how certain
politicians had panicked and managed the potential OACET scandal
through quick, quiet murder. There had been five hundred Agents,
once.

Mulcahy and the other members of OACET’s
administrative team had linked arms with the press and dragged a
reluctant Congress into open hearings. The discovery process would
probably last for years, but each day a little more information
slipped into the news cycle. The Agents were agreeable about
letting others carry out the inquiry, as they were more sympathetic
if they weren’t their own messengers.

Besides, they had better things to do.

Or they had seemed better at the time, Rachel
groused into her chips. Mulcahy had approached DC Metro and
suggested a liaison between their organizations, with Rachel acting
as Metro’s first in-house Agent. The police would benefit from a
cyborg on staff, and Rachel could put a human face on OACET for the
local law. Metro had jumped at the idea, but it was now brutally
obvious that someone high up in management had hitched themselves
to the pro-OACET bandwagon without consulting the officers.
Resentment was thick among everyone with boots on the ground except
for poor good-natured Santino, who was forced to watch his own
promising career collapse under their dead end of a
partnership.

“What’s on the agenda?” Rachel asked. Mornings were
spent doing paperwork filed by officers who claimed their cases had
something to do with technology, and thus defaulted to Santino’s
office. Scut work, all of it, with lost smart phones making up the
majority. Afternoons were more interesting, with plenty of time to
kill on the shooting range or crawling through the rubble of pawn
stores to find stolen electronics.

Santino, engrossed in his footlong turkey sub,
wouldn’t meet her eyes.

She groaned. “Passwords?”

He nodded. “Sixty-eight of them,” he said through a
mouthful of sandwich.

She threw up her hands and slumped back in her booth.
Passwords were meaningless busy work. When an officer seized a
piece of equipment protected by unbreakable encryption software,
they sent it to Santino. He would set it up, turn it on, and she’d
reset the password to a universal code used by First Metro. It was
tedious, made more so by the need to call the office of each judge
who had issued the original warrant to ensure the equipment was
covered in the search. OACET was too vulnerable to be caught up in
accusations of misuse of power.

“Let me guess, they all have to be done by end of
shift,” she said. Months could go by between password sessions,
then suddenly dozens of machines would need to be opened and
cleared as quickly as possible. Rachel suspected dickery.

“Actually, no,” he said, getting up to refill his
soda. “I asked. We’ve got until Thursday.”

Rampant dickery, then. Someone was setting them up
for failure, and at end of shift today they’d catch hell for not
getting their work done.

Across the restaurant, Zockinski and his pack were
huddled together, food forgotten. Rachel killed time by watching
their colors pop and shift; their cores were consistent, but their
surface hues were moving towards alignment. Someone, and it looked
like Zockinski from the invading autumn orange, was making a
persuasive argument.

Most Agents used their implants to interface with
technology, but Rachel couldn’t care less about that particular
ability. Outside of the office, she talked to tech so rarely that
she wouldn’t give it a second thought if she woke up one morning
and machines had gone back to being inert lumps of plastic which
chittered and binged. She wouldn’t have traded the implant for
anything, though. An unexpected side effect of connecting the
implant to the audio and visual centers of the brain was the
capacity to perceive an almost countless number of frequencies.
Information from both force and matter was turned into a sixth
sense which wrapped around and through objects, letting her know
their qualities more clearly than her eyes ever could. Form,
location, even texture and sound, all of these stood out in her
mind, allowing her to move through an environment so rich and vivid
that she had tried to describe it only once, and badly.

Rachel wasn’t sure what she perceived in other
people, be it body temperature or energy emissions or the magical
residue of unicorn kisses, but whatever it was translated into
color. The space a person occupied in her consciousness was defined
by a signature hue, overlayered by an ever-changing rainbow which
reflected their mood. This rainbow was hard to read (Why would
someone flash pink, brown, and green? What did it mean when these
colors aligned to match? Did it matter if they clicked into
alignment quickly, or if they swirled around in a mess like a child
stirring fingerpaints?), but she was getting better at it.

It fascinated her sometimes, those traditional
relationships linking mood and color. She wondered whether she
perceived someone as blue when they were calm because that was how
they appeared to her expanded senses, or whether her mind
interpreted something otherwise unknowable as blue because she had
been conditioned to think of it as a calming color. Rachel would
have loved to stick the implant in her grandmother’s head, a woman
who kept to the old Chinese tradition of white as the color of
death. Would she and lăo lao see white at
the same time, or would Rachel see black where her grandmother saw
white? She had no one to talk to about these things: honestly, she
was usually frustrated as much as fascinated.

“You’re staring,” Santino said as he dropped back
into the booth.

She snickered. “Not exactly.”

He dropped his voice to just above a whisper. “You’re
listening in?”

“No. You’d be surprised at how fast the fun of
hearing what other people really think about you wears off.”

They stood to leave, gathering up their cellophane
carnage, when Zockinski and his partner came at them.

“Ah crap. Round two, fight.” Santino said. “You
better get out of here. They won’t bluff off this time.”

“Hang on,” she said, seeing some blues and greens
among the orange. “Let’s see what they want.”

Jacob Zockinski was a homicide detective and Rachel
supposed he fit the part. He wore off-the-rack for plainclothes and
was in fair shape. Her frame of reference was different on such
things, but she assumed he was decently attractive for a man some
years her senior. Matt Hill, his partner, had that rare basketball
player’s build of tall, whip-thin, and sturdily muscled. He also
had the loudest body language of anyone Rachel had ever met. With
his height, he might as well have paid for his opinions to be
displayed on a billboard. He was there (arms crossed, torso
slightly turned towards the door, and standing several steps behind
Zockinski) for no other reason than to show support for his
partner.

“We’d like your advice,” Zockinski said. His hands
were deep in his pockets and he appeared casual, but he was
flickering that same sickish purple-gray.

“I really don’t think you do,” Rachel said.

“We have a tech problem,” Zockinski spoke over
her.

“Somebody should have shown up on film, but didn’t.
Think she can help us out?” Hill spoke to Santino.

“Work a case with you?” Rachel laughed. “No
thanks.”

“Look at a tape for us. That’s what you do,”
Hill said, glaring at an invisible spot several feet above her
head.

“Yup, that’s what your tax dollars buy, me sitting on
my butt, watching TV. Go find yourself a housewife who kills her
afternoons with her soaps. I’m sure there’s one or two of them
left.”

“This would be a big favor to us,” Zockinski said
through gritted teeth.

“You know what’s hard to prove, Raul?” she asked her
partner.

“Where to draw the line between harassment and
teasing?”

“Indeed! Wafer-thin, especially between
colleagues.”

“And it’s not like someone who hates you would offer
to work with you.”

“So true. It seems I must be a fragile, overly
sensitive woman who can’t take a joke.”

“I’ve always thought so.”

“I liked her better when she didn’t talk,” Zockinski
said to Santino.

“Yeah, I get that a lot,” Rachel said, maneuvering
around Hill to dump her trash. “Tell you what, gentlemen, spread
the word to leave me alone and all’s forgiven.”

Hill stepped away, almost dancing sideways to keep
her from touching him. “Just come with us. Fifteen minutes.”

Rachel leaned towards Santino and stage-whispered:
“What do you think? Are we about to be left for dead in a
ditch?”

“Nah, but this is a beautiful opportunity. It’s not
often you get to see an ass-covering unfold,” Santino said. He
spread his hands, fingers fanning open. “It’s like taking the time
to watch a flower bloom.”

“Almost poetic.”

“Quite.”

Hill left, utterly done with them. Zockinski, who had
invested more of himself in this battle, waited for Rachel to buy
her daily cookie and walked back to Metro with them. Near them.
Anyone driving by would have assumed, correctly, they just happened
to be traveling in the same direction.

They ended up in a small conference room with a video
setup. Hill was waiting with arms crossed, leaning against the
painted cinderblock in the far corner.

“This gets a little…” Zockinski searched for the
right word. “Dark.”

Santino pulled a chair in front of the monitor. “We
assumed. You guys work homicide.”

“Yeah,” Hill said. “It’s almost always boyfriend,
husband, ex-husband, or junkie, but this one is bad.”

Zockinski went through his pockets and came out with
a mechanical pencil. “We weren’t kidding when we said we couldn’t
find someone who should have been on this tape. Okay, so…

He roughed out a diagram on the tabletop. His
scratchy gray lines barely stood out against the utilitarian metal.
“The bank should have gotten this on three different cameras.
There’s the usual one inside of the ATM,” he said, circling the
reference point, “there’s one inside the vestibule hallway,”
another circle, “and the last one is outside of the building and is
pointed at the door.” One final circle, off to the side and up.

“It’s an old bank, so the vestibule used to be a
storage area or something,” Hill said. He still kept himself as far
away from Rachel as possible but as he spoke, Zockinski drew lines
with his finger across the diagram. “It’s at the end of a little
hallway. There’s a window to the street in the hall, but there’re
none in the room itself. The camera in the vestibule points at the
hall, so anyone coming or going? They’re caught.

“This is the ATM footage,” Hill continued, pointing
at the television in the conference room. “It’s the angle with the
cleanest version of the attack. You can see a glove and part of his
mask before he drops back off-screen, but that’s all we ever see of
him”

Hill picked up the remote and the monitor woke up. A
small room with pale walls, pens and deposit slips on a tall slab
desk off to the side, a heavily-patterned area rug in the hall to
soak up rainy-day liquids. The film quality was excellent. Digital
storage was so cheap that security footage had transitioned from
still images taken every three seconds to a continuous stream
filmed in high resolution.

“Black and white?” Rachel asked. Security systems had
evolved ages ago, and she couldn’t remember the last time she had
seen a monochrome version. This setup was designed for low light
scenarios and whoever had purchased it was either cheap or
careless, since almost all bank robberies took place during the
day.

“Some banks still use it,” Hill shrugged. He didn’t
know why, either. Cops worked with what they were given.

The camera was pointed towards the door. A woman in
her late twenties entered the vestibule. She was smiling.

“She looks happy,” Santino said.

“She was about to finish paying off ninety grand in
loans. She was checking her balance to make sure the payment would
go through.”

“Oh man. Breaks the heart.”

Maria Griffin came towards the camera. Great skin,
longish curling hair, some freckles. Certainly not a beauty but
still pretty by way of youth and attitude. Nothing about her
posture communicated she was aware of another person in the room.
Rachel wished she could have read Griffin’s mood (if, for no other
reason, to see what color was associated with conquering a mountain
of debt), but even if it hadn’t been in black and white, emotions
weren’t captured on film.

Then the arm went around her throat, with a fast
glimpse of the killer’s gloves and his lower jaw under a ski mask.
The edge of a knife appeared and Griffin fell towards the camera,
holding her throat. Griffin vanished, followed by a cascade of hair
and, at the end, one delicate hand low on the marble wall. The hand
slid down, leaving a slow wake of black blood against the white
marble.

Hill hit pause and the screen froze. It said
something about Zockinski and Hill, how they must have seen this
tape a couple dozen times but didn’t play it down with humor.

“The camera in the hall got this from the knees
down,” Hill said. “She’s alone, and then there’s another set of
feet, and then you can see her on the ground but she’s alone
again.”

Santino exhaled heavily. “So what can we help you
with?”

“Can the cyborg tell anything from the video?”

“The cyborg can tell a woman was murdered,” Rachel
snapped. Santino flashed an irritated red and Rachel sat on her
temper. “What exactly are you looking for?”

“It’s just…” Zockinski hesitated, “the room’s empty.
We have two clear shots of the door, and everyone who used the ATM
before her is accounted for. She’s the only person there, and
nobody followed her in. This guy came out of nowhere. She might as
well have been killed by a ghost.”

Santino leaned towards the monitor. He was a lifelong
fan of the locked room murder mystery, but the reality of that
handprint scrubbed the romance from it.

“Is there one of those little access doors for
service?” Santino asked. “Some of those cover a space big enough to
hide a person.”

Zockinski shook his head. “It’s a newer machine. The
entire face pops open. Insurance companies want banks to get rid of
the ones with service doors because of, well…” He pointed at the
monitor, the smeared handprint.

“And there’s no line-of-sight into the room
itself?”

“Nope.”

Rachel thought aloud. “Business district… There’s
probably dozens of cameras on that street, right?”

Hill nodded. “We got them in the canvas. They all
show Griffin going into the bank, and then nothing until she’s
found, fourteen minutes later. We went back three hours and
everyone going in, went out. We even asked the maintenance guy who
restocked the machine around noon, and he said the room was empty
when he left.”

“There’s probably a few other cameras on the street
you don’t know about, private ones. Nanny cams, mostly, maybe some
security systems that wouldn’t show up in your records. I’ll have
to be at the bank to find them.”

“Can’t you do that from here?” Zockinski asked.
Rachel didn’t have to check his mood to tell he wanted to kick them
to the curb.

“It is just so cute how you people think we’re
omniscient,” Rachel said.

 


 



THREE

When they had first been paired as partners, Rachel
and Santino had seen no other option than to go out and get
completely hammered on straight whiskey. Rum, they agreed, was too
popular to be interesting, tequila suffered from delusions of
grandeur, and vodka had lost its hearty Russian heritage to peer
pressure from vanilla and fruit. But whiskey, good old-fashioned
whiskey, still had roots running deep in Tennessee and remembered
its sole purpose was to help make awkward social situations
bearable.

As it happened, they had more in common than whiskey.
Professionally, they couldn’t have been more different but they
clicked on the important things (him: “Sophia Loren in
Houseboat.” her: “Yes, yes, a million times yes!”). They
lurched from bar to bar, finally coming to rest on the front stoop
of a local bookstore with a handful of Georgetown students. The
students were elated to hear she was with OACET, and they traded
her opinions on how cyborgs fit into the U.S. Justice System for
bottles of warm beer.

Sometime after the students had shuffled home but
before the sun came up, Santino admitted to savage jealousy. At the
same time Rachel had a tiny chip implanted in her brain, Santino
was finishing up his graduate degree at Cal Tech, developing manual
solutions for problems she could now solve with a thought. If he
had known what was truly possible, he would have banged on their
door until they stuck him in the experiment just to shut him
up.

She had very nearly told him then, about what had
happened to them during those five years from when they received
the implant to the day they went public, but he was still a
stranger. He wasn’t OACET: he was different, other. Still, with the
liquor guiding her, she took a chance. She turned off her implant
and sat in the absolute dark. She listened to him talk about his
family while the cars rumbled by, and felt comfortable around a
normal human being for the first time since she had been one
herself.

Anyone else in his position would have lashed out at
her, would have taken out their frustrations on the reason they had
become a pariah, but Santino had faith. OACET would change the
future of law enforcement, he said. He wanted to be part of it, to
be one of the first to define how the next generations of
technology, law, and society intersected. Even before OACET broke
the status quo, Santino had been moving towards that goal. He had
left his comfortable Ivory Tower for Metro and slogged through four
years as a beat cop to get some experience in how things worked,
and to gain some perspective towards how things should work. He
wrote papers too dense for Rachel to understand and had them
published in journals with unpronounceable names. At cocktail
parties, the academics peeled Santino off of her arm and rushed him
off for questioning; her partner was far more interesting than
Metro’s pet cyborg. Sometimes he got mad enough to throw furniture,
but he knew—just knew!—things would work out for them in the
end.

Now, on their way to the bank, Rachel wondered if he
might have been right. He certainly thought he was right; of all of
the colors out there, she hadn’t expected that smug would come
across as hot pink.

“Don’t get too excited,” she said.

He cocked an eyebrow at her.

“I’m just saying, suppose all of this goes
perfectly.”

“Do tell.”

“We get in there, we find the out that Colonel
Mustard did it with the candlestick in the library, and the city
throws us a parade.”

“With bonuses?”

“Of course. Doubling annually.”

“I love me some exponential bonuses.”

“Even if all that were to happen…” Rachel reclined
her seat and leaned back, arms behind her head. “Plus they give us
shiny medals with our names on them…”

“He waits for her to get to the punchline…”

“We still have to do passwords when we get back.”

Santino swore and threatened to drive into a passing
truck.

When they arrived at the bank, they were directed to
a lot cordoned off for the emergency vehicles. They parked beside
Zockinski, but he and Hill had already started walking towards the
building. Rachel and Santino trailed behind, kid siblings warily
dogging contentious older brothers.

When they turned the corner, the street was
swarming.

“Why is the bank open?” Rachel asked.

Hill spoke without acknowledging her directly. “The
lobby was cleared this morning. They roped off the ATM but the bank
didn’t want to lose business.”

And what a day for business it was, with everyone and
their sister overdue to talk to a real human being who, by pure
coincidence, worked at the scene. You could share neighborhood
gossip online but the thrills weren’t as intense. Status updates
were poor fare for the ghoul within.

The vestibule was air-conditioned and the chill hit
her like a polar blast. Rachel shivered at the smell and wondered
if the customers in the bank proper were aware the recirculated air
they were breathing was misted in blood. She wanted to reach out
and trace the ventilation system back to its source with the hope
of bumping into a HEPA filter, but one of the first things she had
learned was to never scratch at the thin veneer of sanitation
plastered over civilization.

(Poking around her main waterline had changed
Rachel’s showering habits forever. She paid an outrageous monthly
fee to a company who did something with salt and sand to scour each
individual water molecule before it touched her body. A real
bargain, in her opinion, considering the black tarrish gunk which
lined the interior of the city’s pipes.)

The room was a classic murder scene, with the first
layer of gore covered by a second layer of forensics. Based on the
brownish pool and the handprint against the wall, Maria Griffin had
fallen several feet away from the ATM. It was easy to read how her
body had lain. An inept coroner had dragged the victim’s hair
through her own still-damp blood when she was removed, leaving an
effect across the white marble like brushstrokes through paint.

Zockinski and Hill stood to the side, faces blank,
watching them. Santino had put in his time on the force so he
wasn’t cherry, but she was an unknown. Rachel was in uncharted
mood-territory and had no idea what was going on in their heads
(what translated to opalescent yellow-green?); she assumed they
were waiting to see what she would do, but she couldn’t tell if
they were impressed at her composure or waiting for her to vomit,
swoon, or get the vapors.

“Don’t touch anything. An-y-thing.” Hill
said.

“I know. Didn’t you check up on me?” she asked,
following the blood. The woman had been wearing heels, as large and
tiny spots chased each other in a clean pattern until a heavy
blotch blurred the tracks. The blood told a story: Griffin had been
attacked while she stood at the ATM, had tried to run, had lost her
balance…

Hill didn’t answer so she took a moment to glance up
at him. “I was a Warrant Officer with Army CID. Did three tours in
Afghanistan before this,” she said, pointing to her head. He
flashed an unusual shade of teal but didn’t respond.

“Seriously,” Rachel said as she returned her
attention to the scene. “I used to be a real person and
everything.”

She squatted on her heels, as far away from the blood
as the small room would allow.

“You’re supposed to be looking for cameras.”
Zockinski was getting angry, his surface hue going red again.

“I am. I did,” she amended. “They were first on the
list. But they aren’t the only things out there.”

Or in here, she thought. Her sixth sense swept
down and out, moving into the marble to follow the utilities as
they carved their way through stone. She poked and prodded from top
to bottom, then started laughing when she hit the void.

Clever! She began rolling through different
frequencies to test for residue. Agents lacked an olfactory
connection so chemicals were generally imperceptible unless they
could be detected visually. Same with fingerprints, although those
usually showed up when the source was sweaty or greasy, but she
could almost always tell when disposable gloves had been used as
those left a powder similar to that on moth wings.

Her tongue tapped at the roof of her mouth, ticking
like the Predator on the hunt. She hadn’t realized she had adopted
this little mannerism while she flipped through the spectra until
Santino had called her on it a few months ago. It was crazy how
quickly new habits were formed.

Dust sparkled and she laughed again. Behind her,
Zockinski and Hill were shifting like frightened rainbows, but
Santino was gradually building in excitement.

Rachel gestured at her partner. Santino crossed the
room and knelt beside her. “As a representative of OACET with no
authority in Metro,” she said quietly as his eyes widened, “I’m
hands off from now on.”

“No shit,” he whispered. They had never invoked this
policy before; there had never been a reason. If this case went to
trial, she’d be treated the same as a psychic hired by the
department to give a grieving mother some hope. Her name would
appear as a consultant who had assisted Metro at their request, and
the services she had rendered would be swept under the jargon. The
Agents were so new that the judicial process hadn’t caught up with
their abilities. It was safer to take herself out of an
investigation than to risk having the case thrown out in court.

“If I were you,” she said, including Zockinski and
Hill in the conversation, “I’d check for prints here and
here.” She indicated two separate spots placed a few feet
apart on a square marble block set on the lowest tier. “And after
that, I’d press them both at the same time.”

The homicide detectives didn’t move.

“If you won’t, I will,” Santino offered.

Hill went looking for Forensics, and Rachel whispered
to Santino that there would be no prints since the guy had been
wearing gloves, so she was mostly covering the bases, but was also
sort of jerking Zockinski and Hill around. Santino approved; he
preferred to multitask, too.

Forensics taped the surface and found nothing, but
their team hung around to watch as Zockinski pushed on the two
locations Rachel had indicated. As Zockinski removed his hands,
there was a thin click and one side of the block popped out from
the wall. Hill hissed through his teeth as a four-inch thick marble
slab swung open on well-oiled hinges.

“Magnets. Big ones,” she explained. She looked at
Santino, “I should have checked for magnets first. They’re easy to
find, but they’re used in everything so they can throw me off when
I’m searching.

“He set it up like the doors on a glass display
cabinet,” she continued. “Apply a little pressure, and the clasp
releases. I guess he stuck two in there to make sure no one kicked
it open by accident.”

Zockinski hunched down, then dropped down to all
fours so he could peer inside a goodly-sized hole. “You could hide
in here for a couple of hours, easy…”

Rachel covered her mouth. It was another new habit,
one she had picked up from Mulcahy who sometimes didn’t want to be
caught smiling.

“Whoa!” In his excitement, Zockinski nearly dove
headfirst into the hole. Hill grabbed him by his jacket and pulled
him back before he could contaminate the scene. Zockinski looked up
at Rachel. “A tunnel?”

She nodded. “You guys might want to shut down the
bank again. The other end comes out next to the first teller’s
window on the other side of this wall.”

“Well, we’ll leave you to it,” Santino said, and
gripped her shoulder. “Let us know if we have to sign anything.”
Her partner steered them towards the door. She raised a curious
eyebrow at him. “Just go,” he whispered.

“Let them have this,” he explained on their way back
to the car. “They lose face if we stick around and take credit. But
you just gave them their biggest lead, and they won’t forget it,
and it really didn’t hurt that you performed freakin’ magic in
front of the Forensics team!

“We are...” he said as he spun on a heel in a sleek
Astaire pirouette, “Golden!”

Several hours later, buried under an avalanche of
electronics, they had only unlocked eighteen passwords and she was
on the verge of snapping an iPhone in half with her teeth.

“Tarnished gold is still gold,” Santino said.

“Stop that.”

“I know what you were thinking.”

She snorted. “Obviously not. Gold doesn’t
tarnish.”

“Yes, it does.”

“You need to stop buying your girlfriend jewelry at
the same place you buy bananas.”

“They had a sale,” he muttered.

On the way back to First Metro, they had wondered why
a bank had a secret tunnel. They thought about this for the space
of a millisecond, then agreed it had been a remarkably stupid
question. Rachel took a moment to search for robberies committed in
old D.C. banks over the last century or so, and gave up when the
number of results made it unlikely she’d find any information
without some hard, targeted digging.

(The problem, as she had explained to Santino during
one of their pub crawls, was that they couldn’t relate to the
seemingly nonsensical nature of electronic data. The information
might exist, but there was so much of it that the human mind,
augmented or otherwise, would require an eternity to sift through
it to find anything useful. Unless they knew how to interact with a
specific hierarchical or relational database, the Agents were left
to grope around aimlessly in mountains of meaningless code.
Santino, who was a programmer in his spare time, had asked how on
earth they managed, and Rachel had replied they generally used
Google like everyone else.)

She tapped the stack of paperwork in front of her.
Warrants, warrants, warrants; searches, seizures, and discoveries…
Every item was documented before it reached them but she had to
check each by hand a second time before she unlocked the equipment.
Rachel certainly wasn’t making any friends among the judges’ clerks
who had processed these warrants once already. When she called for
confirmation, she was shunted to hold almost as soon as they
recognized her voice.

Oooh, the Bee Gees. She was always grateful
that Judge Richards’ office had an unwavering anti-Streisand
policy. Rachel tapped her pen to the beat.

“‘Stayin’ Alive?’” Santino’s voice came from beneath
the table where he was untangling wires.

“Yeah… wait, how did you know that?” she asked.

There was a knock on the door, followed by the slow
emergence of a Krispy Kreme bag and a legal folder through the
philodendrons.

“You guys in?”

“Hey, Charley,” Rachel said, and went to help the
clerk navigate the jungle. The only perk of Santino’s new position
was a massive private office with southern exposure, and he had
covered the walls in plants. She had never seen him tend to them,
but they grew at the speed of a tropical rainforest. He adored them
and added to the collection almost every other day: she thought the
room stunk of ozone, and was nursing a small phobia of falling
asleep long enough to become fertilizer.

“Hey, Peng. We heard you were doing passwords today,”
Charley Brazee said, handing her the folder. She bent her head and
shoulder to keep the phone against her ear and flipped the folder
open.

“Hah! Confirmation letters,” she said to Santino,
thumbing through a baker’s dozen of notarized documents from Judge
Edward’s office. “Charley, this is whole hours of time right here.
Thank you!”

The small man smiled. “Time-saver for us, too. We’re
making copies of these when the warrants are issued so we don’t
have to drop everything when you call.”

Rachel shrugged and nearly lost the phone.
“Sorry.”

“It’s not really a big thing. Ah…” People either
avoided her or shotgunned her with questions, there was no middle
ground. Charley was a friendly man in his late forties who bribed
them with favors for answers. “Why are you on the phone?”

She feigned ignorance and waved the folder at him.
“Because not everyone is as amazing as you are, of course.”

“No, I mean, why are you on a
phone?”

“I asked her to use it,” Santino’s head popped up
from under the desk, then vanished again. “If I can’t hear at least
one side of a conversation, I don’t know what’s on our schedule and
I fall behind.”

“What he means is he’s a shameless eavesdropper.”

“I thought I just said that.”

Charley leaned against Santino’s overstocked
bookcase, the only horizontal surface not completely lost under
foliage. “So…”

“We can’t talk about it,” said the underside of the
table.

“There might have…” Rachel stopped talking long
enough to hear the music change to a different song. Nope, still
on hold. “There might have been a bank.”

“Rachel!”

“What? Charley already knows about the bank.”

The clerk nodded. “And the tunnel, and that Peng
found it. Edwards is frothing.”

“Oh.” Rachel winced. “Yeah, he would be.”

Judge Edwards was a mainstay on the D.C. judiciary
and a fierce opponent of OACET. Several news organizations kept him
on retainer as a counterpoint for stories which framed the Agents
in a positive light. In his early fifties and with the combination
of telegenic features that would inevitably enter politics, Edwards
got a lot of airtime. His big thing was attacking what he called
“the Forensics God” (and you could hear those capital letters when
he spoke), or the idolatry of DNA and other forensic evidence over
personal character. He argued in broad strokes that evidence had
become so glorified in popular culture that it had become the only
thing which mattered to a jury; he claimed that the disposition of
the defendant and the testimony of eyewitnesses were now vilified
in the courts; he cited case law to prove that the human element of
the legal system played a more substantial role in determining
guilt than bloodstains or errant hairs. Santino would rage about
lies, damned lies, and statistics when the pundits played an
Edwards clip.

Rachel, who had served in the Army’s version of
Internal Affairs, thought the truth was probably somewhere in the
middle.

Charley was a newcomer to Edwards’ staff. As lowest
dog in the pack, Charley had caught the job of managing their
warrant clearance. Rachel had made Charley laugh during their first
phone conversation, and he had started dropping by Santino’s office
whenever business took him to First Metro. His core was a smooth
bluish-gray which reminded her in turns of the default color at the
edges of software windows, or of a little cartoon seal she had
loved as a child.

“Well, he’s pissed at you but, you know, he’s still
got those other two cases to keep him busy,” Charley said, thumbing
through Santino’s books.

Santino scooted out from under the table and booted
up an ancient personal computer. “No idea why they’d stick
encryption on this piece of junk,” he complained. “What other
cases?”

“You know, the mugging in Ward Six, they got it on
tape but there were glitches… Uh, and… And the other one. The guy
who got beat all to hell but, on video, he’s just drinking coffee…”
Charley had signed off on the conversation. His surface colors had
been tinted with Santino’s ultramarine, but those had been immersed
by his core of blue-gray and the professional blues of business
suits as he found something of interest in Santino’s
collection.

“Can I borrow these?” he asked, showing Santino the
spines of some old college textbooks. Charley seemed to be a
habitual Borrower, but it was not yet known if he was also a
Returner. Rachel was still waiting for him to drop off a pack of
playing cards he had snaked after poker a month ago.

“What glitches?” Rachel prompted, but as Charley
started to answer she was abruptly moved from hold into a very loud
conversation with the intern manning the phones at Judge Richards’
office. Charley and Santino tried their best to ignore her and
carry on, but she and this intern shared a seething mutual dislike
and spent their off-time honing their material. Charley waved to
them and bowed out, taking the books and leaving the doughnuts.
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