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Chapter 1. An Ordinary Day
 
Author's Note: Because this story contains both technical and slang terms used by netburners and other computer professionals, noted League historian and archivist Dr. Ferdinand Kincaid has graciously provided a basic glossary (Chapter G) of common terms and slang pertaining to these areas.
 
Robin Macy pursed her lips and entered a key sequence. Her terminal beeped happily and began merging the foreign data transactions into the office cache. Her company, Wrighten Shipping, had a tight contract with both of the companies whose data Robin just handled. Though not the largest nor smallest data reconciliation company on Echo Bend 414/2 Wrighten was one of the oldest. It had an outstanding reputation and Robin did a good job helping uphold it today.
"Good job, Macy."
Robin turned to see Ted LaGrange, her supervisor, standing in her cubicle doorway.
"Thank you, sir."
LaGrange checked his chrono. "Finish your dailies and take the rest of the afternoon off. I'll log it after you leave."
Robin smiled. "Thank you, sir!"
Even though she left work a bare hour early Robin felt good. LaGrange didn't give compliments easily, especially to junior data techs. She didn't know any particulars about the data she reformatted, just that the two companies were eighty-three percent incompatible. Anything over fifty warranted special treatment and seventy typically meant total reformatting. Most of the assignments LaGrange gave Robin fell in the seventy-five and up category and she worked hard to finish them quickly.
The streets and sidewalks around Robin started to fill as evening commuters made their way home. Its city planners placed Primary on and around a group of rolling hills and today Robin had a perfect view of a spectacular sunset. She took a moment to admire it before boarding a linear for home.
On leaving the transit station Robin took a moment of consideration. Her favorite restaurant, The Evening Breeze, lay almost on her way home and she deserved a treat!
***
"Hey, darlin'. You're in early tonight."
Of all the people at the Breeze only Marla May Willken had worked since before Robin started visiting.
"My supervisor let me out early," smiled Robin.
"Polarity! You must've pulled out a miracle, yes?"
Robin shrugged and let Willken lead her to her favorite booth.
"Usual, hon?"
"Please."
Willken headed for the kitchen and several other waiters and waitresses slid into the booth next to Robin. She waved at the ones she knew, then at Caleb, the evening manager. They all waved back.
Before long the room began to fill. Most of the customers only wanted a quick drink or a meal to go but enough stayed to drive away the emptiness. Willken brought Robin her meal quickly but didn't speak. She had several tables with obnoxious customers.
Robin finished her meal and made to leave but Willken slid into her booth.
"You mind, hon? I need a break and I'd like to chat."
"Please."
Willken pulled an old jacket over her uniform and fished out a drugstick. A waiter Robin placed close to her age brought Willken a glass of tea and Robin a refill. When Robin smiled and thanked him he smiled back nicely.
"That's Robert," said Willken, "His girlfriend dumped him not long ago. He's very nice and very available. Shall I introduce you?"
"No," said Robin quickly, "Umm... No thank you."
"Shy?" Willken took out her pad and wrote on it. "I'm going to a small get-together tonight after work. Nothing wild, just an evening with friends." She handed Robin the slip. "Here's my address and combo. Think you can make it?"
"I... I don't think so," Robin tried to slide the paper back, "but thanks."
Willken closed Robin's hand around the paper. "Keep it hon. We'll probably be up late if you change your mind." She grinned. "Besides, Robert will be there."
Willken crushed out her 'stick, finished her tea and slid out of the booth.
"You be sure to call if you change your mind, hon. We'd love to have you there."
After Willken walked away Robin slid her card into the table's slot and coded a generous tip.
Robin finished the walk to her apartment with turbulent thoughts. Part of her wanted to accept Willken's offer but the sensible part knew better. Still... No! Robin checked for deliveries absently, closed and locked the door and headed to the fresher. After a quick shower Robin reached into the very back of her linen drawer.
Robin powered up her terminal, lit a drugstick and started the chat module. She logged into MegNet as FoxBird and her notifies told her most of her friends were already there. Smiling, she made herself visible and joined her favorite channel.
***
'[system]FoxBird is in +UptownCafe+'
'Fox!' 'Birdie!' 'Foxy-Bird! Wot happ hot gal?'
Robin grinned as Hotkey, TurboFan and BAKBLAST began their rounds of huggles and smoochies. She keyed her responses then passed her greetings to the other reggies in channel.
'SSDD here,' she finally posted, 'No-work weekend ahead.'
'Fortunate feline,' posted BAKBLAST, 'I have a double tomorrow. Reeksville central!'
'Like you didn't ask for it,' posted RimFire, BAKBLAST's girlfriend, '{action}RimFire thinks BB doesn't love her any more. (Psst, Turbo. You busy tomorrow night?'
'LOTF,' posted Robin, 'As if etc.'
'[system]Visitor 3130 is in +UptownCafe+'
'Help, please,' posted 3130, 'Just d'loaded. Got booted from HotCityAtSunset. Can help?'
'Can help++,' posted rackrock, the current moderator, '{action}rackrock passes the torch to the Fox of Birds.'
'K++,' posted Robin, '3130, I'm opening a private chat with you. Click "A" to accept, pls.'
Robin marked her avatar as "Busy" and set about explaining chat operation and etiquette. Before long she finished the basics and Visitor3130 changed to FuzzyFeet, nickname registered and confirmed. As soon as she closed that chat one popped open from TurboFan.
'Hey darling. You finished with FuzzyFeet for now?'
'Yeps, babe. How'd you know?'
'{action}TurboFan grinz. Cuz the last thing you teach is how to change nicks and register. [system]TurboFan:PRIVNAME:Thomas'
'[system]FoxBird:PRIVNAME:Robin How was your day, sweetie?'
'Wonderful! I finished a BIG JOB today. Hot security configs, commensurate bonus and main boss saw me in action. Was impressed!'
'Polar++ {action}Robin is proud of you.'
'*grinz* {action}Thomas is feeling frisky tonight!'
Robin smiled at this. '{action}Robin changes into something comfortable.'
'*smiling* Did you make a purchase?"
'Of course! W1...'
Robin hurried to retrieve a small bottle and glass.
'... waiting 1... waiting 2...'
'back. Got it.'
'Coastland?'
'In the blue bottle. Pouring now...'
Robin's first sip of wine was strong, sweet and mild.
'Is good?'
'Is good!' Robin keyed in a command. 'I'm calling up a holo.'
'Which one?' Then, 'It's the one I hate, isn't it.'
'{action}Robin likes it!' She smiled at the small image Thomas sent her. The picture showed a dark-haired, youngish man seated in front of a terminal. 'It's... Honest. Someone I want to cuddle up with for a nice, long weekend.'
'*s* K. Well... {action}Thomas makes a toast. To the hottest, wonderfullest, sweetest and most lust-inspiring lady on the whole net! *cheers*'
Robin felt his cheeks heating up. 'Flatterer. You up for a dance or are you too hammered? *g*'
'Alwayz up for u, babe. {action}Thomas puts his arms around you. [system]audio:slowdance.ssf.'
After several seconds to transfer the song began playing.
'Mmmmmm. Nice. {action}Robin cuddles you close. {whisper}Hold me, darling.'
'{whisper}Feel my arms around you, darling. Dear, darling, wonderful Robin...'
When the song faded Robin keyed it to repeat.
***
Robin slept late the next morning. With nothing urgent pending she gathered her laundry, dumped it in the chute in the fresher and entered her cleaning instructions. The company that owned the building installed the automatics two years ago and Robin certainly made enough to cover the small charge for using them. After a leisurely small breakfast she upped the ventilation, retrieved her 'sticks and fired up her terminal.
'[system]FoxBird is in +UptownCafe+'
'Well hello, doll,' posted ViXxXen, 'You're up early for a weekend!'
'*grinz* Slept late, actually. [sysc:play]audio:lazyday.ssf'
'LOTF,' posted ViXxXen, 'You trying to put me to sleep already?'
Robin smiled. Vix worked evenings as a dancer and registered escort.
'Just trying to keep you honest.'
'Heh. Like I need that!'
Robin took a moment to exchange huggles with a few reggies who finally noticed her. Then a private chat from Vix opened.
'Hey, doll,' posted Vix, 'You in for a while?'
'Sure. Tired?'
'Plus-plus and a half. Long night, lots of customers and most wanted escort more than dance.'
'{action}FoxBird sighs in sympathy.'
'Not why I opened, though. Rimmie said you and Turbo got quiet last night.'
Robin blushed at this. 'Yes. We... did.'
'*grin* You try what I told you with the fingertips?'
'Yes.' Robin blushed hard at that memory. 'It worked. I mean it *really* worked!'
'*chuckling* Told you so. You try it IRL and that boy will be yours forever!'
'IDTS! Not yet. Not for a while. Not for a long while!'
'{action}ViXxXen shakes her head sadly. {action}ViXxXen thinks you two would make a *fine* pair IRL.'
Before Robin could respond the activity in channel rose.
'Flames,' posted Vix, 'Hon, I'm about to crack my face yawning. You feel up to the room?'
'Of course!' Robin switched back to the main channel.
'[system]ViXxXen sets +moderator FoxBird'
'Got it,' posted Robin, '{modchat} Good night, Vix. Pleasant dreams.'
'{modchat}ViXxXen You too, hon. Slurrrrr should be here b4 long.'
'[system]ViXxXen@icp.gazebo.uap414459.prim.pub.net has left +UptownCafe+'
Robin put out her 'stick and turned her attention to the channel. Though not listed as an official help room +UptownCafe+ served that purpose well and reggies from several other channels directed newts to it frequently. Now the weekend-morning flow of them started and Robin set about helping them.
Not long before lunch Jewels and Gemsparkle joined. Robin had a pic set to open automatically when they entered. They said they weren't identical twins but Robin couldn't tell them apart. Next year they'd graduate into college and both wanted careers in computer and data technology.
'Hey JnG,' posted Robin after the usual huggles, 'how are you and you?'
'Not good,' replied Gem, 'In trouble. Parental units are gone which is why we're on.'
'Wot happ'd galz,' asked LizardLizard, someone Robin knew only distantly.
'{action}Jewelz glares at Gemsparkle. SOMEone got us caught D&S last night. Brews were NOT ours but PUs didn't believe us. Grounded and off'd for a whole profanity month.'
Robin lit a 'stick with no guilt whatsoever.
'Sympathy++,' she posted, 'But what about your classwork?'
'{action}Gemsparkle shrugs. Monitored access. Weak dogz, tho!'
'[system]Slurrrr is in +UptownCafe+'
'Slurrrrrrr!' 'Slurrr baby!'
Robin chuckled at the twins' antics toward Slurrrr. They'd designed new autopops for him and wanted to try them. Several bordered on risqué but none crossed into it. All three were registered moderators so they kept things reasonably clean. After the pops settled down Robin promoted all three and demoted herself.
'Lunchies here,' she posted, 'Laundry b4 long. {action}FoxBird is relaxing and resting her weary fingers.'
The laundry delivery beeped after Robin finished lunch. She quickly folded or hung her clothes and sat back at her terminal. She pondered a moment whether to do her grocery shopping now, later or tomorrow. She could order most of what she needed through the net but a few items required her to visit a store. She ordered what she could and decided to leave the rest for tomorrow. Plenty of time!
'[system]FoxBird is in +UptownCafe+'
Gemsparkle, Jewelz and Slurrrr posted quick greetings but didn't promote her. Understandable since the channel was packed. Robin began helping and answering questions.
'[system]FuzzyFeet is in +UptownCafe+'
'Hi FF! {action}FoxBird gives FuzzyFeet a BIG BIRDY HUG!'
'Wow,' replied FuzzyFeet, 'Umm... Hello. {action}FuzzyFeet gives Fox Bird a hug.'
'LOTF,' posted Jewelz, 'Newt, Foxy, or are you trying to make TF jealous?'
'Yes,' replied Robin. Then, opening a private chat to FuzzyFeet 'Hi there! Back for a while?'
'Yeah. Last night was fun. I read the docs after I logged out.'
'*g* This is addictive. You ready for another lesson?'
'If you don't mind. You seem busy atm.'
'I'm not. Not really. I only have four other chats going. That's not, btw, many for me.'
Robin began instructing FuzzyFeet on autopops and actionscripts. They just finished a complex one when FuzzyFeet stopped responding. Robin checked her other chats and found nothing requiring attention.
'Hey Fuzz. You here?'
'yeah,' he finally posted, 'I just got this: [system]xfer:JewelGem.sgtf. It's asking if I accept or decline.'
'Accept,' said Robin, 'It's a pic of the twins. If it doesn't open automatically just click it like any standard file. If you don't have an SGTF viewer I can show you where to get a good one free.'
'K++.' Then, after a few seconds, 'Wow! They're pretty.'
'Tell them. Have they opened a chat with you yet?'
'yes. {action}FuzzyFeet puzzled. How did you know?'
'They've been reggies almost as long as me. WilDCaT registered them as moderators at the same time he did me.'
'Polar. Umm... Can I... Do you have one too?'
'Sure. W1...' Robin selected one of the not-few pics she had and hit the transfer button.
'Wow squared,' said FuzzyFeet after a long pause, 'You're beautiful!!!'
'Thanks,' grinned Robin, 'You have one for me?'
'Ahh... no. I don't do much with pix.'
'It's easy.' Robin hit an autopop. 'Go to "net.dload.freewarehouse.uap724461.comp.net" Find vidrip20b or later, download it and install it.'
Robin answered several questions and FuzzyFeet didn't respond.
'Fuzzy? You here? Did you get it installed?'
'I'm here. Yeah, it's installed.'
'Cryo. Open it, pick File/Rip/Image/LiveCap and smile at your camera. It'll give you zoom and preview options. Once you get one you like hit the Capture button.'
Again FuzzyFeet stayed quiet longer than necessary to capture a pic. When Robin checked the main channel she found him quiet there too. Puzzled, she opened a chat to Gemsparkle.
'Hey G. You busy-busy?'
'Nak. Problem?'
'Dunno. Are you and J in chat with Fuzzy?'
'Plus-plus. Well, we were. He's been pretty quiet since we sent pix. U kno Y?'
'Was going to ask you,' said Robin, '*puzzled*'
'*shrug*'
Robin switched chats.
'Fuzzy? U here, babe?'
'yes,' after a pause.
"Got me a pic?'
Again a long pause.
'yes. do i have to send it?'
'Please? I'd *really* like to see you.'
'[system]xfer:StillCap_004.sgtf'
Robin renamed the pic before she opened it. When she did she saw a boy in his late teens with a strained smile on his face.
'Nice,' she posted, 'Very handsome.'
'Thanks. Umm... You can close the chat now. If you want.'
'?! Why would I want that?'
'*shrug* i'll understand if you don't want to talk any more.'
Robin examined the picture more closely.
'Fuzz, I still don't get it. {action}FoxBird is *enjoying* talking to you!!'
Robin noticed Gemsparkle's chat flashing.
'?T Gem'
'Did Fuzzy send you a pic?'
'Ya,' replied Robin, 'Why?'
'I just got it. Was like burning the CA to get it, too! What's the issue?'
'*shrug*'
'I mean he looks kinda doof but he's sharp++ and in good with his PUs.'
'Double shrug. I think he's cute.'
'Nak!! Dibziez!!'
'Not OTM, hon,' said Robin with a grin, 'Turbo's enough for me.'
FuzzyFeet's chat started flashing. Robin switched to it.
'U back, Fuzzy?'
'Umm... Yes. Gemsparkle is requesting a DCHAT. What is that?'
'A very private private chat. Accept it! {action}FoxBird gives you a BIG BIRDY HUG! CUL8r Fuzz. And I'll *still* feel like talking!'
'K... bye.'
Robin closed that chat and switched to Gemsparkle's.
'Gem... Last word here.'
'?'
'*evilgrin* Be gentle with him.'
'*gasp* You PERV!! *slygrin* L8rz'
Robin closed Gem's chat and turned her attention to the main channel.
***
By the time the channel slowed for dinner Robin was ready for it. Turbo still hadn't shown, unusual for him on a weekend, but she still had plenty to keep her busy. A slow net meant fewer crowds in the stores so she decided to do her in-person shopping.
Buying what she needed took Robin not long at all. On her way back home she picked up an extra pack of drugsticks. She had no doubt Turbo would be on this evening and she knew she'd be extra wicked for him. After a moment of consideration she also bought another small bottle of wine. Just in case.
Robin had just settled in front of her terminal when the comm beeped. The screen cleared to show her aunt's severe visage.
"Hello, Aunt Lilly."
"Robin? Open your video, dear. I can't see you."
Robin quickly extinguished her 'stick and waved the smoke away from the pickup. When she opened video her aunt's expression rippled but didn't really change.
"Hello, dear. Why do you always blank me? Are you hiding something?"
"No, Aunt Lilly, I block everyone."
"Hmpf." Lilly made a show of examining what the video picked up. "No boyfriend, I suppose. Is the rest of your apartment as clean as what I can see?"
"It's clean, Aunt Lilly."
"It's a pity and a shame, dear, that you don't have a boyfriend. A pretty girl like you shouldn't spend all her free time alone."
Robin bit down on her feelings. Not that she hadn't thought the same but Lilly made an art of grinding salt into that particular wound.
"I know, Aunt Lilly, but..."
"You have your career to consider," finished Lilly, "But there's no reason you can't have both, Robin..."
Robin suppressed a sigh and began nodding, smiling and making positive sounds to what her aunt said. It was as standard as an opening move in two-across. She tried to cite her need to keep current and to stay on top of data formatting trends but Lilly didn't give her much opportunity to speak.
"Well," said Lilly, finally winding down, "I didn't call you to talk about your social life."
It was just a perk, thought Robin.
"You remember my friend Maria? Her daughter Ellen is getting married next month. It's the weekend of the 14th and you need to schedule some time off."
"But..." Robin tried to marshal her thoughts. This was new!
"But nothing, Robin. You haven't been down here in almost six months. There will be more than a few eligible and very nice young men there."
"But I..."
"Robin, dear, how else can I make sure you're taking care of yourself?"
Because maybe I've learned something in the last twenty-eight years, screamed Robin inside her head.
"Besides, I promised your mother I'd look after you. How can I do that if you won't ever come visit me?"
Lilly smiled. Robin tried but the sudden attack from an unexpected direction bit her deeply.
"You really should take more vacation, dear. In fact, why don't you schedule a couple of extra days. I'll send you a ticket." Something beeped. "That's me, dear. Flora's trying to call. I'll send you the tickets a week ahead and I'll see you next month. I love you dear, and take care of yourself. 'Bye."
The screen blanked before Robin could hit the cutoff. She shook once, then again, then the tears started in earnest.
Robin had no memory of her father save as a vague, warm comfort from her youngest days. Her mother told her he died in space, working on an asteroid grinder for a large corporation. That gave them a settlement but not a large one so they moved in with her Aunt Lilly.
Lilly never approved of Robin's father. She knew that both from inference and from overheard conversations between her mother and aunt. Robin's mother started career training several times but each time Lilly squelched it. She had no children of her own, she'd said, and Robin needed her mother's time more than her mother needed a job. She also tried to oppose Robin's career education but her mother won that argument. She never doubted that Lilly loved her sister and her niece but neither did she have a doubt of the path Lilly wanted their lives to take.
Then came the accident. Robin was asleep when the cargo hover rammed theirs. Her only clear memory was the crash webbing deploying, the flames and the smell of the fire suppression system and char. Robin was still in surgery when her mother died.
Afterward there was only Aunt Lilly. She spared no expense for the doctors to repair the damage to Robin but Robin could still see the scars. And feel them.
***
After a time the emotional gale wracking Robin subsided. She went to the fresher, washed her face and rinsed her mouth. When she felt stable she poured herself a generous glass of wine and sat at her terminal. She logged in and checked; Thomas still hadn't logged in and at the moment she didn't feel like a cargo ton of help requests. She left Thomas a message under most of his identities.
'[system]datamorph is in +UptownCafe+'
Robin responded blandly to the greetings she received. Of all the reggies in channel only rackrock and RimFire knew this nick. Rocky wouldn't call on her unless things turned grim, not likely given what she saw currently, and RimFire wasn't up as a moderator.
As Robin expected Rimmie sent her a chat immediately.
'[system]RimFire:PRIVNAME:LoriAnn Hi there.'
'[system]datamorph:PRIVNAME:Robin Hey.'
'You hiding or just need to talk?'
'Yes and yes.'
'What happened?'
'Auntie commed tonight. Usual tirade but I wasn't in the mood for it.'
'Bad?'
'Bad++. She doesn't approve of my life so she thinks I should be bullied until I change it. Then demanded I visit for friend's wedding. I _know_ she has someone or someones picked out for me.'
'Y that bad?'
'It's... Well, she has her idea of who I _ought_ to like, never mind what or who I _want_ to like. Or not.'
'*sympathy* I know, Robin. My PUs are always after me to marry Frank.'
'So why don't you,' asked Robin before she could think. Then, 'Sorry! Sorry++!'
'Problem-- Answer: Not ready yet. We're satisfied with what we have now, why change it?'
'IC. Works == works.'
'Exactly! I love my folks and I know they love me but they're set in their ways and just don't get mine. Maybe auntie is the same way?'
'Yah. I just wish... I dunno. I wish she could see what I've done and NOT what she thinks I should do. Does that make sense?'
'Plus-plus. Now for the bad news: won't be happening 'till the universe implodes. Parents - and aunties - always see the little girl (or boy) that grew up, never the grown-up version. But... we all luvz you here just the way you are!'
'Thx. Plus-plus!'
'*smile* U feeling better yet?'
'Starting to.'
'Good. U thought about a visit IRL? Frank and I would *really* like to meet you.'
'Thought+. Not ready yet, tho.'
'Problem--, then. Whenever you decide we'll be ready.'
'*smile*'
'U feeling any better now?'
'Little bit. I wish Turbo would get his duff here!'
'Me 2 4 U, hon. Meanwhile u sit back and relax. I'll tell Rocky not to up you.'
'Thanx++ and hugz++'
Robin did indeed relax. She chatted idly and even joined a punsling when the topic turned to data technology. Two of the reggies, MoldyGrape and Tint_in_tin started it. As usual. Before long Robin was laughing as hard as she'd been crying earlier. Several of the reggies left when the puns turned really rancid and a few newts tried a line or two. Also as usual Tint scored the most points but Grape drew the most groans.
'... get a BYTE,' posted MoldyGrape, 'But only if the FICHES are NYBBLING.'
Robin groaned in spite of herself. Grape had set that one up for several lines and Tint took the bait, which he usually didn't. The punsling just started noising up on its fifth or sixth wind when an urgent message flashed on Robin's screen.
'[system]DCHAT:rencrypt(32):tombomb its thomas pls accept'
'[system]datamorph:PRIVNAME:Robin Hey sweetie! *BIG hugglz* I've missed you! What's with the crypto and odd connect?'
'Hey babe. Can't talk now. pls acept. [system]xfer:rencrypt(32):dgX02.edcx'
Robin accepted and the - very large - file began to transfer.
'I'm getting it, sweetheart. Now tell me what's going on. I *really* missed you today!'
'k. missed you too darlnig. had a big burn today.  hit some bad dogz and may have to purge my system. if I can b4 they do.'
Robin chilled at this.
'I thought u were out of that! U set up security now!!'
'i know baby but this was big. I mean BIG! Good offer for lots of... flamse they just spiked my masque.'
This chilled Robin even more.
'Hey. Can they trace this to me? I don't need the CAs coming after me.'
'nagh, babae got layerz going. fractal flames behidn crash-trap. virmites and mirror-backlash on a five-node jumping spline it's plenty FLAMES they just spiked my morrorback hang on babe got to handle this'
The chat terminated abruptly. After a few seconds the file transfer terminated. Robin immediately logged out and spiked her connections. She grabbed a blank chip, burned Thomas' file onto it and, when that finished, encryption purged the file from her machine. Then, just in case, she fragwiped the terminal memory. Then she powered down the machine.
***
Robin crushed out her drugstick and lit another one. Despite the ventilation her room was thick with smoke. Her throat was raw but so were her nerves, still. She powered up her terminal and interrupted the standard startup. First her aunt and now this. She stepped through the start sequence and canceled any modules that would establish a net connection. She knew Thomas' data was illegal, just not how much so. The machine beeped and cleared to a low-level interface.
He was good at data and net security, she knew that. They had many conversations on that topic and he gave her a lot of pointers. Robin isolated a chunk of memory and activated a port monitor, software legal only on a private net or personal machine. Not that she ever planned a less-than-fully-legal burn but he said he'd feel better with her well-protected.
The monitor showed nothing unusual but she carefully orchestrated the start sequence. Robin chided herself for being silly. Thomas never had fewer than half a dozen connections active at any time and even the best security warez took more than zero time, at least three to five seconds, to synchronize and begin tracing. Robin finished her 'stick and stopped herself from lighting another. She checked the portmon. Nothing.
Robin carefully warmbooted the machine with the portmon and several similar warez active through the restart. She felt ice down her back as the standard auto-login established a spurious connection. A single drop of sweat started down her spine.
With finesse she hadn't used since college Robin synced with the connection and forked a copy into isolated memory. As she began dissecting the copy data started flowing through the original. She started to sever it but stopped herself: nothing to find on her machine!
Puzzled, Robin checked her data. The connection used a standard and very familiar protocol. When she traced it to the app initiating it she almost spat on the floor.
"Adware!" She made a curse of that word.
Now she did light another 'stick. Irritation battled outright anger inside her now. She meticulously avoided ad-pushes and pops since they used system resources. That someone managed to slip one into her machine angered Robin. Contemptuous of discovery now she traced the offending app to a streaming viewer she downloaded, used twice then discarded. The uninstall either left this behind or seeded her machine with it when she erased the viewer. She carefully tracked down every tendril of the adware, neutralized it and deleted it securely.
"Sewer-sippers!"
Robin checked the portmon one last time, feeling much better now. It showed no anomalies and nothing unusual in the least. Something still nagged her, though. Thomas trusted her with his data, at least she could protect it for him.
Robin located and plugged a chip she rarely used. Per its instructions she downloaded it and carefully configured it so that - in theory - no one but her could use this particular copy. She cleared her isolated memory and plugged the chip containing Thomas' data. It held a lot but nothing she couldn't handle. Next she copied all the pix and anims she had into isolated temporary memory, added a simple automenu and fused the lot into a chippable image file.
Robin started her HIgh-riDER program. She pointed it to Thomas' data and then to hers. It located the storage-hungry images and animations and began weaving the other data untraceably into it. When it finished she'd have a perfectly ordinary picture archive with Thomas' data hidden inside it. It would not happen instantly, though, so Robin had a long time to wait. She reached for her glass.
The wine rippled as her hand shook. She took a good sip, put down the glass and walked into the fresher.
"You are being stupid," she told the reflection in the mirror, "Stupid, foolish and silly!" Then she added a finger-shake worthy of Aunt Lilly. "Stop it now, settle down, log in and chat with your friends!"
But the reflection only stared at her, silent, for a long time.
Eventually Robin did log in as Morphie1337, a nick she didn't bother to register. Though she felt ridiculous for doing it she spoofed her connection before logging into the channel. Rimmie and Rocky greeted her as they would any newt and she simply lurked in the channel. She disabled her autopops and actionscripts and set her security at max.
After another glass of wine Robin felt sleep stalking her. She logged out, powered down, tidied her desk and went to bed.



Chapter 2. A New Job
 
Robin woke the next morning with the most awful, horrible, disgusting taste she'd ever experienced sticking to the inside of her mouth. Her throat felt tender and the beginnings of a headache gnawed from the back of her eyes all the way down her shoulders. She rinsed her mouth, brushed her teeth and rinsed again. Then she took a headache tablet.
"Bull-dray stupid," she told her reflection, "You were ignorant and idiotic and you should have known better. But you weren't thinking, were you. As usual."
By the time she finished a long, hot shower her head throbbed and her mouth only got worse. She had a quick breakfast she didn't taste and pondered her day over a rare cup of chog, strong and unadorned.
When her headache finally eased Robin dressed and took a hovertran downtown to the closest mall. She perused three datamarts and a software boutique before lunch and, amazingly, had the appetite for a decent-sized meal. Another hour and a half sufficed for the remaining software shoppes and left Robin standing outside the mall's cinema.
The lobby swarmed with families and kids mostly old enough to roam unattended. Robin examined the shows critically before selecting one. She really didn't care what she saw, she simply wanted out of her apartment a while. Robin gritted her teeth as she almost heard her aunt's smug satisfaction at that. She made her choice, bought a small bag of nibblers and a soda and settled into the theater.
Robin stood outside the cinema waiting for the crowd to dissipate. The movie was as good as its reviews and very entertaining. The crowd finally started to thin when Robin felt someone beside her.
"Pardon me, signora. I was wondering if you would care to join me for a cup of chog."
He stood taller than her, quite handsome in a rugged, asymmetric way. He smiled invitingly and Robin felt herself joining him in it.
"I'm Trevor," he said, "Today my afternoon is totally mine and I would really enjoy spending it in the company of a lovely lady."
Her age, perhaps a bit older, thought Robin. His smile told her she was the lovely lady and she warmed at that. Then she felt his gaze light on her face. It warmed, then burned, then began tracing the faint lines down and around her neck.
"Ahh..." she stammered, "No. But th-thank you. No." She tried to keep her voice steady and mostly succeeded but she still felt the burning gaze. She flipped her hair forward self-consciously and dropped her gaze. "Th-thank you," she mumbled.
Trevor said something as she stepped away but it didn't register. Robin quickened her pace, careful not to run but not far from it. She didn't jostle anyone but she felt several heavy gazes following her. She finally settled into a hovertran, her hands shaking. Silently she began calming them, then herself.
'[system]FoxBird is in +UptownCafe+'
Back at her apartment Robin lit a 'stick even before turning up the ventilation. After her initial panic hindsight sank its fangs hard. She spent the last half of the trip home chiding herself for running away. It was patently ridiculous to think Trevor had been staring or regretting or anything other than what he said. Still, she couldn't un-leave so Robin bit down on her feelings and regrets until they went away.
'Hey, hey, FoxyLadyBirdie!'
Robin laughed as MoldyGrape, currently up, bestowed upon her one of his ridiculous huggles. She didn't know whether to need a cold shower or an antiseptic bath so she took both in channel, to the delight and applause of all the reggies and some of the newts there.
'... and I say I did *not* flunk them,' posted MoldyGrape, 'They *earned* the grade they got, some of them at bargain wages!'
MoldyGrape sent Robin a chat, which surprised her.
'Hi, gorgeous,' he said, 'What's oscillating on your side of reality?'
'Not a lot. Enjoying my weekend, mostly. Saw a movie today.'
'!? Whichso?'
'"Brief Flowers of the Dawn."'
'Gaaaaaaaah! I saw that one last week.'
'U didn't like?'
'No, I *did* like. But my brain was in an outer-orbit-plus-microjump mood.'
'??'
'Finals week, dear. Took me a long time to grade all my papers and I was six-sigma stressed out until I turned them in. Da Grape was one out-zone stape.'
'lotf. Does that mean you were in a JAM?'
'*groan* Yepz, and I really wanted to get TOASTED.'
Robin couldn't help chuckling at that.
'What about that "mostly,"' posted Grape, 'I had a talk with Rimmie and she said you were feeling low. No details but lots of concern.'
'{action}FoxBird has *no* (profanity) secrets. Was low but got a little better.'
'Polar! U need to talk u know where to find me.'
'Thanks, dear.' Robin noticed the channel activity rising. 'Hey. U need me up?'
'Not atm. In fact, not unless it gets seriously grim, which it doesn't look to be. U just sit back and relax. Think about that dinner you're gonna buy me someday. I like the Tasty-Play Buffet!'
Now Robin laughed hard. Tasty-Play was the cheapest and lowest-quality restaurant on Echo Bend or for several systems around it!
'{action}FoxBird luvs you too, you silly Grape.'
'[system]FuzzyFeet is in +UptownCafe+'
'Fuzz!' 'FF!!' 'FuzzyBuddy!'
FuzzyFeet replied and fired off a few actionscripts. When he swapped a pair of puns with Grape Robin knew he was a Cafe reggie. As soon as the channel settled Robin sent him a chat.
'Hey, Fuzz. How are you?'
'*Great*!! I'm really starting to like this.'
'Good! How did you and Gem hit things off?'
'Really well,' he said after a long pause.
'Cryo++. Are you two a pair yet?'
Again a long pause. 'I... What did she tell you?'
'Nothing, dear. I just know her pretty well. She and Rocky olled a while back but parted friends.'
'Olled?'
'As in on-line relationship. On-lining.'
'Oh. {action}FuzzyFeet takes a couple deep breaths.'
'What's wrong, hon. You seem uncomfortable.'
'I am. Umm... just how much stuff is sailing around the net?'
'Nothing, dear. You should know, though, that there aren't many secrets among the reggies.'
'oh. should i unregister and leave?'
'What?! Whyfor!?!! We *like* you here and Gem is pretty picky about her partners.'
FuzzyFeet said nothing.
'[system]FoxBird:PRIVNAME:Robin Fuzzy? U here?'
'[system]FuzzyFeet:PRIVNAME:Edward Or just Ed.'
'Polar,' said Robin, 'now we're just a couple of friends chatting over tea.'
'k'
'Not that different from IRL, is it? When I was in school lots of conversation pivoted around who was paired and who wasn't. Have things changed that much?'
'Not really.'
'So does it put you totally out of phase when someone talks to you about your g/f?'
'{action}Edward doesn't have one of those.'
'Really? Why not?'
'i just don't. Can we maybe talk about something else?'
'Sure. Umm... What are your plans after school?'
'I want to be a hovertran driver.'
'?! I thought they were automatic.'
'They mostly are but they still have someone in the cockpit just in case. My granther and uncle are 'tran drivers. They've told me all about it and that's what I want to do!'
'Pyro++!'
Robin felt Edward relax as he launched into great detail about his planned career. As always Gem picked a winner!
By the time Robin started feeling sleepy Turbo still hadn't shown. She said her farewells to the channel, closed her chats and went to bed.
***
Robin woke the next morning after a night filled with fitful dreams. She showered quickly, dressed and headed to work. Several or Wrighten's regular customers had semi-rush jobs and enough pull to get them priority. Robin handled the data absently, her thoughts far abroad.
Instead of gobbling her lunch and spending the rest of her time working Robin lazed through it and watched the crowds pass. She finished eating with about ten minutes left. She considered popping into chat but decided against it. Quite a few others around the office imm'ed or messaged but not Robin. Company policy was marginally against it and she had ample work to fill her time besides.
As closing time approached Robin heard three of her coworkers discussing someone else just outside her cubicle. These three often did and Robin ignored them. Few spoke to her outside of job-related discussion and if any of the juicy bits of gossip concerned her Robin cared not at all.
'[system]FoxBird is in +UptownCafe+'
Robin swapped greetings and pops as she nibbled her supper and checked on Thomas. The sys-stat server reported no activity since before the weekend. Several of the reggies queried her as to his whereabouts but she pled ignorance.
As the evening passed Robin felt the beginnings of boredom. The channel was dead slow and most of the reggies also had other projects to occupy their time. With no private chats open and no pressing help requests Robin said her goodbyes and logged out.
Robin inserted her chip into her reader. She had a manual freeze on her net connection and a very low-level portmon in place. She cut off a generous chunk of Thomas' data and began dissecting it. After a few minutes she stripped off the transfer protocols from Thomas' machine and the original transfer; that left a nice, big chunk of raw data straight from its source.
The first layer bore all the signs of an efficiency-encryption compression algorithm. Robin thought about trying to crack it but decided against it. Instead she configured her recognizer apps and let them hash the data. Generating heuristics from it would take time but extra memory helped and Robin had her machine maxed. When the recognizers finished she fed their results into a positive-feedback format decoder. She lit a 'stick and watched the PFFD iteratively massage the data. When the process stabilized - 73 percent, not bad! - she plugged the chip containing the public planet-wide domain registry.
As the datamatch ran Robin lit another 'stick and stepped out onto her balcony. The city sparkled before her with myriads of lights moving in all directions or simply sitting still, some blinking some not. It took no imagination to picture it as the net, swarming and pulsing with information.
When the datamatch beeped it presented Robin with over thirty high-likelihood possibilities. By what she knew of Thomas she pared that down to seventeen. She cached those, cleared the rest and cut off another chunk of the original data. She frowned at the estimated run time but didn't want to loosen her criteria. She terminated all of her net protocols, disconnected the machine from the net and configured her programs to burn the ultimate results onto a chip. With that done she turned off the screen and went to bed.
Robin spent the next morning on a job from one of Wrighten's largest customers. It took her almost until lunch and it nearly distracted her from what she planned to do. It wasn't illegal. Technically. Still, Robin's nerves fluttered in her stomach.
Robin checked her chrono. Eighteen minutes of lunch left. Plenty of time. She didn't know of anyone who hadn't done something personal on the company net, at least once. Anxiety gnawed at the lump her lunch left in her stomach. She took a deep breath and plugged her chip. As soon as it started she heart footsteps outside her cubicle. She tensed and started to turn around but held herself back. The footsteps reached her and passed. Just someone back from lunch. Nothing more.
The database Robin queried wasn't restricted. Businesses accessed it routinely. Net providers did as well but they charged for it and kept logs of who used it. She herself used it as a matter of course, but always for business purposes. Until now.
Several others walked by, one humming tunefully. She started to abort the chip but it had almost completed. When it finally beeped and burned Robin almost wilted with relief. She pocketed the chip and took a calming breath, desperately wanting a drugstick. Tight with tension, her neck and shoulders started to ache. With a firm foothold the ache began working its way upward. Robin took a tablet for it, went to the fresher and washed her face.
Despite her apprehension and anxiety to the contrary Robin's afternoon passed uneventfully. She spent the hours until closing time certain that LaGrange or his supervisor or the CEO herself would appear, furious, to fire Robin with great noise and ceremony. When she walked out of the building she almost laughed aloud. Of course they wouldn't fire her, even if they saw the logs. Only she knew her reasons; anyone else would assume it a part of her assignments! The lifting of that burden lightened Robin and she made her way home cheerfully.
***
Robin logged in meticulously. Working with fast, efficient precision she assembled a low-level connection to the net. With equal care she routed an encryption tunnel through eleven low-security sites with decent pipe. Earlier she logged into chat with a visitor alias just long enough to verify that Turbo had not yet appeared. This was far longer than the time required to rebuild his machine, even assuming he didn't have a backup image or three chipped.
With her machine now stripped of every non-essential module Robin plugged the chip she burned that afternoon. She loaded the first site config and started burning. She encountered severe wallz and dogz but nothing she couldn't handle. She had a particularly efficient mirror-mirror prepared for defense with codefog backing it and a rotten fish generator for the dogz. For her attack she had a collection of highly-customized throbbing needles; each designed to compromise a different style of wall. She also had a progressive glass raincoat spawned along each node of her tunnel; that should hide her appearance.
The first site fell easily to Robin's attack. The watchdogs there converged on the rotten fish she threw out and that left her ample time to peel away the firewall. That done she slirped a sample of the first internal file she found, repaired her breach and left quickly.
The next five sites went just as easily. No doubt any sensitive or financial data would be heavily guarded but Robin carefully avoided that. She had no trouble garnering a data sample from each. The sixth site forced her to use two needles and her codefog and cost her two nodes in her tunnel. She replaced them as quickly as she could but didn't bother spawning her raincoat along them.
Robin loaded the seventh site configuration. This one, Capital Interstellar, ranked highest on her list of suspicions. She sent a creepy crawler into the site first. It returned an amazing amount of archival and public relations information but less than she liked in the way of site structure. Still, it reported no suspicious activity so CI's warez must have classified it as legitimate.
She burned past the initial security easily. Its purpose, she suspected, was simply to keep overly curious visitors at bay. When she probed a bit deeper she provoked more serious security warez. She morphed her raincoat and fired off a few rotten fish just to confuse matters and turned back to business. She peeled most of the firewall ahead of her when it hardened and another dozen modules began activating.
Robin abandoned subtlety. She activated mirror-mirror and fired her heaviest needle against the wall. It penetrated easily and Robin had her choice of a dozen files. She grabbed the second, started the transfer and turned her attention to the new warez popping up around her. She saw no less than five trace modules moving toward her which meant at least that many stealthed versions, probably well into her tunnel by now.
Robin deployed her codefog and trashed whatever she could while it executed. The system space around her heated up severely so she left and collapsed her tunnel. She sat at her terminal for a few minutes calming herself. She chipped the data she gathered and purged it from her terminal. Next she disconnected it from the net and reimaged it from her last archive. When she powered up it responded exactly as it should so she reconnected it to the net and again nothing abnormal happened.
'[system]FoxBird is in +UptownCafe+'
Robin noted the presence of most of the late-night reggies and greeted them all.
'{action}BAKBLAST is *really* glad to see you FoxyBirdie. Like-back-wise from Rimmie. How've you been, lovely lady?'
'Pyro-cryo. Anyone seen Turbo l8ly?'
'Nak,' said BAKBLAST, 'Grape said to tell you a couple of newts were asking about him earlier. Didn't mention nicks, tho.'
'Thx. {action}FoxBird is either really upset or really concerned. Depends on TF's excuses.'
After a bit more idle chat Robin logged out. She knew Thomas wouldn't be there but she wanted to monitor her net traffic closely and in detail. Several parameters showed some deviation but nothing suspicious and easily within tolerances considering the traffic. She disconnected the net again.
Robin scowled and lit a 'stick. She loaded the CI data along with an equivalent chunk of Thomas' and ran a stochastic comparison. At highest refinement it barely broke fifty percent. She got a higher likelihood at coarser intervals but with disproportionately greater error. She programmed the machine to analyze the other samples, turned off the screen and went to bed.
***
Robin worked her terminal lackadaisically. Lunch rumbled in her stomach and distracted her from both work and conjecture. None of her other samples broke twenty percent at any of the intervals she set and in some cases the error exceeded the likelihood. The thought of burning any of her other high probables brought a sour taste to her mouth so she decided to operate under the assumption that Thomas tried to burn CI and got caught.
Robin's rational mind told her she didn't really have a stake in Thomas' business. She'd never met him in person and saw him only as a voice on the net. She knew of him only what he shared and that might or might not be true. Then the rest of her began arguing. True, he was only words on a screen but she felt closer to him than to anyone else in her life. Silliness, countered the rational part. But still true.
Robin remained at work a few extra minutes, not unusual, to finish her assignments. Very unusual. When she did finally leave she chided herself Aunt-Lilly-like for her lack of focus and efficiency.
'[system]FoxBird is in +UptownCafe+'
Prior to connecting the net and logging in Robin carefully purged the chip containing Thomas' raw data. Then she hid the data on all the other chips and purged them too. Then, just to be absolutely certain, she reimaged her terminal again.
'... so LEAF me alone, you SAP,' posted Grape, 'You are totally BARKing up the wrong tree!'
Robin shook her head. Not bad but certainly not down to Grape's usual low standards. After quite a bout the punsling began tapering out. Robin helped a few newts but mostly she swapped chats with the reggies.
'That's lame, Grape,' said Rimmie, 'That puppy today must have addled your gray storage. Your usual DOGged determination seems ready to FLEA.'
Robin posted a groan as did several others. All the reggies knew Thomas hadn't put in an appearance for an unusually long time but they didn't ask questions. At least to her.
'Shame on you, RimFire,' retorted Grape, 'I'm gonna TAIL your PAW you're HOUNDing me.'
Robin groaned. 'Bite your fingers, Grape. *I* could've done better than those!'
'{action}MoldyGrape sighs thunderously. Me <-- break++. I had a rough day.'
Robin knew that for truth. Earlier that afternoon some clickpuppy tried the latest, hottest chatburners on the Cafe. Slidewire, only recently promoted to moderator, was up at the time. The burnware popped his connection well before he could think about acting and suddenly the puppy was in charge. As soon as that happened he launched a massive swarm of intrusion warez against everyone in channel.
Fortunately Grape was present. When Slidewire vanished Grape activated his security and defense scripts. He managed to demoderate the puppy but the stape had some really hot warez triggered on that. Grape managed to keep his connection active and he, the other moderators and several of the reggies finally managed to oust the intruder but it was a close call on all counts.
'{action}FoxBird slides down the sofa to Grape. {action}FoxBird sits square on Grape's lap. {action}FoxBird gives Grape a long sizzling *HUG* and a *KISS*!'
'po-LARITY,' said Grape, '{action}MoldyGrape feels a *LOT* better now!'
Robin smiled. It turned into a yawn.
'{action}FoxBird has been worn out by Grape's attention. G'night, all.'
Robin stayed long enough to collect her parting huggles and smoochies, then logged out, powered down and went to bed. She missed Thomas but enjoyed the others in his absence.
***
Robin waited nervously outside Ted LaGrange's office. She had an ordinary morning with nothing whatsoever unusual. After lunch she started preparing a large dataset when she received the message summoning her. She backed up her work and powered down her terminal with no small trepidation.
As she walked through the building Robin dwelled on her recent access to the database. She thought it a trivial matter. Others, apparently, had a different opinion. She didn't think she'd lose her job over it but even one reprimand on a record conspicuously clear of them would affect her chances of promotion.
Then, for the final touch, LaGrange made her wait. His secretary announced her then smiled and indicated a chair. Robin tried flipping through several magazines there but her mind insisted on dwelling on her misdeeds.
"Signora Macy? You can go in now."
LaGrange sat behind an impressive desk with his hands folded before him. Two others sat there, both dressed in somber and severe fashion. When they looked at Robin she felt chilled: no emotion whatsoever crossed their faces.
"Sir?" Robin managed to keep her voice steady but only just.
"Sit down, Robin," said LaGrange, voice steady and even, "I'd like to introduce Cyril Aaron and Drew Barkeley."
Each man nodded when LaGrange mentioned his name.
"They work for Durastel Mercantile and they came to me with a request."
"We need a data structuring technician," said Aaron, "One who is capable, competent, fast and efficient. Seigneur LaGrange recommended you most highly."
Robin held herself steady as relief melted the cold knot within her.
"Our need is for an indeterminate time," said Barkeley, "We will pay full fee plus commission based on how quickly you can accomplish what we require. We are not at liberty to discuss the details but it may last quite a while. It must be completed at our facilities and we will require a nondisclosure agreement."
Robin clamped down on her emotions but this time to contain her excitement! These assignments usually went to senior techs with years of experience.
"Our terms are quite generous," said Aaron, "both for yourself and for your company. The initial data is time-critical, though, so we'll need an answer quickly."
Robin gave a slight nod. Nothing unusual there. She faced LaGrange.
"I'll be happy to take it, sir. Will I need to relocate?"
"No," said Aaron, "You'll be working at our facility here in Primary." He handed her a datacard and a crypcert.
LaGrange handed Robin a datapad and she inserted the 'cert. The document, a contract, had no quirky clauses or obvious loopholes and the nondisclosure clause consisted of text and reference directly from the Financial Board of Standards and Practices. Robin saw nothing amiss at all. She signed the 'pad and gave her rets. After a few seconds to bind and seal the crypcert Robin received her copy of the contract and the others smiled.
"Thank you, Signora Macy," said Aaron, "You'll start tomorrow."
That said, he and Barkeley rose and left.
"Not terribly chatty," said LaGrange, still smiling, "but unicreds have manners all their own. Truth?"
"Yes sir." Robin rose to leave but LaGrange motioned her back.
"Are you working the Pettigrew account today?"
"Yes sir."
"Good. Finish that, prepare your other assignments for handoff and spend the rest of the day preparing, yes?"
Robin nodded. "Yes sir! Thank you for recommending me for this."
"Heh. Wrighten will benefit greatly from a partnership with Durastel. The one who makes that happen will have a very bright and certain future. You won't disappoint, now, will you?"
"Absolutely not, sir!" Robin couldn't help smiling at the confident humor with which LaGrange spoke.
"Indeed. Don't think I'm taking a risk, Robin. I and several others know you'll succeed."
"Thank you, sir."
This time LaGrange merely nodded.
Robin powered up her terminal and began her research. Durastel Mercantile was a very large company narrowly specialized in trade and equity balancing.
The Nebula Worlds Federation, a collection of systems loosely clustered around the Coral Nebula, had strict laws governing extraplanetary and interstellar trade. The collapse of the Terran Imperium left most of the now-Federation worlds mired under massive debt and obligation to a very few high-population worlds incapable of supporting themselves; a fact that stifled their growth and recovery after the Collapse and during the long Interim afterward.
When the high-pop worlds finally collapsed the systems that would become the Federation clung desperately to bare threads of trade between themselves. Those sparse lifelines made the Federation possible and, once formed, it declared that no worlds within its sovereignty would ever suffer the excesses of economic depredation at the hands of its neighbors.
While inconvenient for some, the Fair Trade Directive opened the doorway to an entire class of businesses. Trade balancing ensured a healthy external economy while equity balancing guaranteed a secure and robust internal one. It also served both as a defense and a deterrent when the New Stars Trade League grew toward the Federation. Thankfully there were still quite a few sectors and governments between them but the League would not take over the Federation easily!
Robin felt a thrill of excitement as she worked. She loved her job at Wrighten but she would not let pass an opportunity to make herself a name with other companies, especially ones as large as Durastel. By the time she finished her work for the day she'd built herself a picture as a senior data tech traveling the stars and protecting the pathways from information obstruction.
Robin chuckled at this. Well and good, she thought, but her pathway to fame and fortune would not start well with a stumble!
'[system]FoxBird is in +UptownCafe+'
Robin happily greeted all the folks in channel. To her delight Gemsparkle, Jewelz, Rimfire and rackrock were all there. The twins and rackrock were up meaning she could spend her time down. She started a punsling but it didn't last long. Gemsparkle sent her a chat.
'Hey, gal,' said Gem, 'you're frisky tonight. What's the why?'
'New assignment! I'm going on loan to a big company tomorrow. Great opportunity and other benefits. Looking polar.'
'Awesome++. I also have good news. Jewelz and I brought home commendations from school. PUs decided we weren't grounded any longer.'
'Great! {action}FoxBird shakes her finger. You shouldn't be misbehaving at your age anyway.'
'{action}Gemsparkle chugs a brew and belches noxious fumes over FoxBird. {action}Gemsparkle lights a 'stick and blows a cloud over FoxBird.'
'Gasp! *coff coff choke choke* Shame on yourself!'
'LOTF. Not all the news, Foxy. U know FuzzyFeet?'
'As if! Who gave him his first lessons in chat? In vidcapping?'
'Well who gave him his first... Forget! Forget++. We finally got a place on him. He lives across town from Jewelz and me and we're paying a visit this weekend.'
'Cryo++! *ahem* U better have me some good pix!'
'k+ and willdo!'
Robin felt thrilled for her friends. By her thoughts a day with the twins would do Edward a galaxy of good!
***
Robin rose early the next morning. Interestingly the card didn't lead to Durastel's main office but a smaller location not far from a residential area. Still, Durastel's hologo appeared on the doorway and Robin's card opened it so she assumed it a satellite office.
"Ms. Macy." Aaron's demeanor had not softened at all. "This way please."
He led her down a long hallway with several doors. Robin didn't see anyone else but she heard the sound of a busy office behind several of them. She also noticed biometric security locks on each one. Aaron opened a doorway at the end of the hall and Robin found herself in a smaller office. Opposite the office's door stood a heavy security doorway, obviously an exit, visibly locked but with the mandatory emergency-escape bar.
"Ahh! Ms. Macy. An honor and a pleasure!"
This man's expression was as warm and friendly as Aaron's was cold.
"I'm Claud Everett and I am so very pleased you decided to work with us."
He took her hand and shook it warmly.
"Thank you, sir."
"Oh, blather. Call me Claud. And... If I may call you Robin?"
She smiled her assent.
"Excellent! Ted LaGrange spoke most highly of you." He handed her a chip. "Here is the data you'll need. I must ask that you not remove it from this room and if you leave that you lock it securely in your desk."
Robin nodded.
"Now, if you please, we need to prepare your ident."
Aaron had a retinal scanner attached to a datapad. Robin gave her rets and prints and after a moment he handed her a card.
"And we are done," smiled Everett, "My office is the third on the left going out if you need me."
Robin spent most of the morning assimilating the data on the chip. She saw nothing to warrant nondisclosure but she didn't really want to. No doubt something about the data was sensitive or at least time-sensitive.
Once she felt comfortable with the data Robin checked the warez she had to work on it. Not satisfied she connected to the net and started downloading her usual tools. Almost immediately the door opened and Aaron walked in.
"What are you doing," he demanded.
"I'm downloading some tools I need."
"That is not authorized. Cancel them immediately."
"B-but..."
"I said cancel them."
Robin moved to comply, totally unsettled by Aaron's mien but the door opened again and Everett walked in.
"What is it, Cyril?"
"She's downloading unauthorized programs."
Everett looked at Robin.
"It's all openware," stammered Robin, "I use it exclusively at Wrighten. It's open, verifiable and all certified by the Security Standards Committee."
Everett thought hard a moment. "Let me have the names, hashes and certs. Don't install them until I have approval. If you need anything else, please ask first."
"Sh-shall I cancel them?"
Everett smiled. "No, Robin. That won't be necessary. It's Cyril's job to be cautions and he's quite good at it. I'm certain we'll be able to approve them. In fact, why don't you take lunch. I'll try to have them ready when you return."
Robin ate quickly but waited her entire break before returning. She watched people walking and bustling about, mentally assigning them chat nicks. No one greeted her when she returned to her office but Everett sent her a message approving her downloads.
Robin wasted no time installing her warez and starting on the data. Within ten minutes she knew why Everett needed an experienced data tech. The access routines worked counter-intuitively and the intrinsic data format matched nothing in Robin's experience. Still, she was nothing if not versatile and before long she had reformatting routines worked out.
Her terminal beeped fifteen minutes before quitting time and notified her that it would automatically power down and securely archive her data. She finished her current transactions within seven minutes so she closed them and cleaned out her temp files.
'[system]FoxBird is in +UptownCafe+'
Robin seriously considered slapping her terminal. The net was abnormally slow tonight and she really didn't feel like tolerating it. She lit a 'stick and checked her email.
'Foxy!' 'Hey, FB. How doing?'
Robin smiled in spite of the slow flow. MoldyGrape was up and so was viXxXen. Gemsparkle, Jewelz and FuzzyFeet lurked in the channel but didn't immediately respond to her huggles. As she expected Thomas still hadn't appeared.
'{action}FoxBird is doing *very* well! Started new assignment today. Lots of fun, almost like work but not really.'
'Cryo-cubed,' posted Grape, 'Does that mean you're gonna buy me lunch now?'
'idts. {action}FoxBird stares blandly at the silly Grape.'
'{action}MoldyGrape shrugs. Was worth a t...'
Robin's terminal blanked out and beeped irately. After a quick check she almost did as well. The ambient traffic plus her email app slowed the net until it dropped connection. Robin shut down her email, IM and other active net apps then tried chat again.
'[system]FoxBird is in +UptownCafe+'
'wbBirdie,' posted Jewelz.
'What got me,' asked Robin.
'Timed out,' responded Grape, 'How's your ping?'
'Cr*ppy,' said Robin after a quick check, 'I closed all my actives except this. Grr... {action}FoxBird is paying for a data *pipe* and she doesn't like just having a *straw*!!'
Several people chuckled and Robin saw her ping bordering on yellow.
'Crud++! {action}FoxBird is gonna log out until I get some fast flow. *Hugz* and *smoochies* around. Bye.'
Robin logged out. On a hunch she loaded and ran some analytics. Then she checked for active adware. Next she tried a simple flow analyzer. Nothing, nothing and nothing. Well, she thought, sometimes the net was just slow.
The next morning Robin once again saw no other person but this time all of the offices sounded busy. She spent most of the morning finishing what she started the previous day. When she started a new dataset she again found the archive access protocols strange. What she did with the data wasn't terribly complex but access and interpretation more than made up for that. She spent most of the afternoon doing what she normally accomplished in a single hour simply because of format and protocol incompatibility. Still, she finished within her fifteen minutes before mandatory power-down.
Home and with a light supper in her Robin had just settled in front of her terminal when her door beeped. Puzzled, she put out her 'stick and opened the door.
"FREEZE!!"



Chapter 3. I-Jacked!
 
Images.
The door bursting open to a flood of blue-garbed men.
A sudden rush of panic-driven terror washing through her. Her heart racing.
One of the men pointing a weapon at her, its bore large enough for a hovervan.
Voices. Several of the others rushing through the other rooms in her apartment, weapons drawn and ready.
Harsh instructions. Trying to hear them, her mind too numb to.
Rough hands grabbing her and slamming her against the wall. Her own hands shackled behind her. Her knees shaking. Sinking to the floor.
Fingers under her chin forcing her face upward. The bright flash of a retscanner.
More words. Incomprehensible. Her mouth gibbering, trying to answer.
Two of them half-dragging and half-carrying her outside.
Two Central Authority hovervans, their lightbars flashing, illuminating the area in red and blue.
The people staring at her...
***
Robin came to her senses in slow stages. The back compartment of the hover stank of sweat and urine and vomit. She shook violently. Something was terribly wrong! Her body moved this way and that as the hover maneuvered through traffic. The wind whistling, occasionally jostling the craft. The officers up front talking, the one beside her silent.
The hover settled to a stop. When the doors opened Robin saw the massive edifice of a Central Authority office, brightly illuminated against the darkness of the night. Blue-uniformed officers walked purposefully about, some chatting with their fellows others not. Some of them stopped to stare at their newest arrival.
"C'mon, perp." The officer beside Robin finally spoke. "The sooner we get you in the sooner we can go off shift."
Robin managed a slow, shuffling stumble. More officers stopped to look. To the man beside her, thought Robin, she was nothing more than an object to be placed where it belonged. She took a deep breath but calmness avoided her. The man left her in the custody of a pair of female officers. They released her shackles only to pinion her to a ring in the wall.
"Strip, perp," said one of the ladies.
Robin managed with their ungentle assistance. Her mind wobbled, trying vainly to encompass her surroundings and situation. Once the last of her clothing vanished the two officers searched her thoroughly, efficiently and impersonally. An eternity later they finished and handed her a flimsy wrap. Once they had it fastened around her they marched her to a hard bench and shackled her to it.
"Macy."
Robin looked up dully. The man said her name several times before it registered.
"S-sir?"
"Do you have a statement to make?"
The question puzzled her.
"No statement, then. Come on."
The man unshackled her and led her to a small, sparse and cramped room and locked her inside. With a curious and emotionless detachment Robin examined her surroundings. She sat on a hard bunk, an unpadded shelf on one wall with a thin, folded coverlet at the foot. A rudimentary toilet and sink occupied the other wall. A cheap, blurry mirror showed Robin a haggard face staring back at her.
The tears finally came. Robin's emotions caught up with her and she cried hard, racking silent sobs, each of them shaking her. She felt completely alone and friendless. She knew, distantly, that she should have some rights but she couldn't cudgel them from her brain. Without warning the lights dimmed but didn't go completely out. Robin lay back and pulled the thin coverlet over her and lay back.
"Macy! On your feet, perp. Your counsel's here."
That voice belonged to a very large and intimidating officer. Without ado he shackled her hands, pulled her to her feet and marched her out of her cell and down the hallway. The walk ended in a windowless conference room with a table, two chairs and a distinguished-looking lady with a briefcase and terminal open before her.
"Annette Macy? I'm Lorna Gallaway and the CA appointed me your counsel." Gallaway indicated the other chair.
Robin fell into the chair more than sat but Gallaway didn't notice.
"Your report says you didn't make a statement. Is that correct?"
"Yes ma'am." Robin tried to make her voice strong but failed miserably.
"Did they inform you of the charges against you?"
Robin thought hard. "They... they might have. I... I don't... I don't remember much." She felt tears forming at the edges of her eyes. "Charged? With... a crime?"
Gallaway made some notes. "Yes. Several, and fairly serious ones." Her expression softened. "I have a strong feeling you're going to tell me you're innocent."
"I... I am. I am! I haven't... I haven't..." Robin coughed back a sob. "I don't know what they're doing to me or why or... Or... Or..."
An arm around her shoulder released all the emotion Robin had held at bay. Finally, when she finished, Gallaway handed her a tissue.
"Slib. I'm convinced," said Gallaway, "I've seen some good actors but that's ruddy genuine."
Gallaway offered Robin a drugstick. To Robin's surprise she accepted it.
"First of all I'll need some details. Do you go by Annette, Anne..."
"R-robin."
"Good," smiled Gallaway, "Are you Annette Robin Macy, age 28, employed as a data technician at Wrighten Shipping?"
"Yes ma'am."
From there Gallaway proceeded into a much more detailed account of Robin's life, from birth to her arrest. She merely confirmed the accident but went into fine detail about Robin's education and grades. Then she faced her squarely.
"Robin, you've been charged with data theft, unauthorized access to private resources, system penetration and destruction of security. I've filed a discovery for details but the CA thinks it has a solid case against you."
"But..." Robin felt the room spin, "I... I haven't..."
Gallaway motioned her to silence. "I believe you, Robin. They may think they have a sealed case against you but I've defended more than one i-jacking since I started working. Yours has the classic signs. Once the discovery clears we'll be able to start deconstructing their case." She looked sympathetically at Robin. "Until then, though, I probably won't be able to get you released. Can you stand another day or three here?"
"NO!!!" Robin's brain screamed this but she merely nodded.
"Good. I realize this is a shock to you but stay tough. I'll be back sometime tomorrow or the next day. Until then you keep your mouth shut. They can't question you without me here and I want to know about it if they try."
"Yes ma'am."
After giving Robin another 'stick and the time to finish it Gallaway motioned to the guard. He escorted her back to her cell and not long after that the door beeped and a tray slid through a slot on it. Robin devoured the bland food hungrily and slid the tray back through the slot.
Some time later the guard returned for Robin. This time he led her to an enclosed yard. Robin blinked at the midmorning sun as she shambled outside. When her eyes cleared she saw several dozen other women in the yard with her, some of them eying her appraisingly. Afraid to stop, Robin began walking the perimeter of the yard. She felt more than one gaze settle on her but , by some unknown strength, she managed to ignore them and keep walking.
Robin found another tasteless meal waiting in her cell along with a disposable, pre-soaped cloth. After she ate she made the best bath she could; the sink only yielded a lukewarm trickle and it had no stopper but she made it work.
Something of the strength Robin found in the courtyard remained with her. She found herself reviewing her past few days' actions. Discounting her actions at Wrighten, LaGrange would simply have fired her had he known, nothing she did should warrant arrest and confinement.
Every time a high-profile data crime broke news Robin followed it avidly. Though not specifically assigned to security work it still touched her peripherally. Most of the burners caught went after juicy targets: money or sensitive data that could be sold for it. Some tried for government secrets and some tried to burn the CA, all with a consistent lack of success. None of the data she slirped even approached anything thermal; minus the security it was more bland than her last meal.
That left Thomas' data. She thought, obviously in error, that its owners hadn't traced it to her. That made her nervous. The HIgh-riDER program purported itself capable of obfuscating data past any feasible breaking time but now, sitting in a cell at the CA, Robin began to doubt. At least, she thought, they'd have to work for it! Idly she wondered if he now occupied a cell similar to hers. She almost hoped he did!
By the time Robin finished her last meal for the day and the lights dimmed she almost convinced herself to summon the guards and relate Thomas' actions. Then Gallaway's admonition came to the fore and she kept quiet. Finally, blessedly, sleep overcame her.
***
Gallaway appeared the next morning after breakfast but before exercise.
"The discovery went through," she said, somewhat cooler now, "Why don't you tell me what you've been doing lately."
"My job, ma'am."
"Besides that." Gallaway produced several documents and had Robin sign and seal them. "These are releases for you to tell me anything, even information covered by NDA or that is confidential. I want details and not just what you've been doing at work."
Robin started at the beginning of the previous week. When Gallaway didn't stop her she went on to relate the exact data she accessed and what she did with the results. As Robin spoke Gallaway made occasional notes.
Robin stopped just before the Durastel offer. With another cool gaze from Gallaway she recounted her conversations with Thomas, his frantic data transfer and what she did to find out who he might have burned.
Gallaway's mouth tightened. "That is... interesting. I hadn't pegged you as a burner."
"I'm... I'm not. Not really," stammered Robin, "I was just... I was curious. He was my friend."
Gallaway nodded. "I understand, Robin. I can't condone what you did but I understand why you did it. None of the charges against you involve any of those companies. In fact Leon Railing had nothing but good things to say about you. He offered to help you any way he could. I spoke to him personally and I doubt he'd care about your accessing that data."
Robin puzzled at this. Railing was LaGrange's supervisor.
"What about Mr. LaGrange?"
"He wasn't available for a statement. I didn't want to push too hard on a potentially friendly witness but Railing promised to have him contact me soonest.
"Now. Tell me what you did the past two days. You handed off all your assignments."
Robin summarized her work at Durastel then went into detail at Gallaway's insistence.
"That's odd. There is no record of it. Are you sure it was Durastel?"
"Yes! I signed and sealed a contract - crypcerted! - and Mr. LaGrange verified it for Wrighten. It should have been filed that afternoon. Before I started!"
"Well it wasn't. Not at Wrighten, at least. I'll file a request at Durastel. Go over that interview again in as much detail as you can remember." Now Gallaway activated a holocaster.
Robin gave every bit of detail she could recall, plus extra when Gallaway had a question.
"I'll start on this as soon as I leave. Your arraignment is this afternoon. I should be able to ROR you if you'll accept a monitor band. Will you?"
"Yes ma'am. Will I be able to go back to work?"
Gallaway considered this. "No. I don't think that's a good idea. Considering how closely your work is to the charges... No. Just stay home, or at least within the city."
Robin nodded.
***
"414-72-b," said the bailiff, "Federation v. Macy. Theft of confidential data, four counts. Unauthorized access to private data, seven counts. Violation of security, eight counts. Fraudulent assumption of identity, sixteen counts. How do you plead?"
"My client wishes to enter a plea of not guilty," said Gallaway who stood beside Robin.
The adjudicator checked his terminal.
"So noted," said the bailiff, "Prosecution?"
"Maximum sentence on all counts, your honor."
"So noted. Defense?"
"Move to dismiss, your honor."
"Denied," said the adjudicator absently before the bailiff could speak, "Will the prosecution allow bail?"
"Your honor, these crimes are heinous and represent grievous financial loss to the plaintiffs involved. We wish to stand against bail and request that the defendant be moved to general confinement pending trial."
"Defense?"
"Your honor, I believe my client to be the victim of identity theft. She has no prior record and very favorable character references. I move she be released on recognizance until the date of trial."
The adjudicator looked up. "Prosecution?"
"Your honor, we will agree subject to personal tracking and monitoring."
"Defense?"
"We accept, your honor."
"So ordered. Thank you gentlemen and lady. Bailiff?"
***
Robin and Gallaway sat at an outdoor cafe blessedly out of sight of the CA building. While Robin finished her - large, flavorful and satisfying - meal Gallaway opened her terminal.
"There's no record of your employment at Durastel," said Gallaway without preamble.
"What?!" A good meal plus changing into her own clothes worked wonders for Robin. "I signed a contract! From a crypcert."
"Neither of which were recorded at Wrighten or Durastel." Gallaway held up her hand to forestall Robin. "I don't doubt you, Robin, but the evidence is against it. Do you have your copy? If I have the hash keys I'll be able to trace the 'cert and undermine their case."
"Of course! I don't lose of throw away things like that. It's in my apartment unless they took it."
Gallaway nodded. "Slib. Once we find that it will seal our case solid."
Robin's apartment door had a CA seal across the lock. She had a card to release it, which it did, but Robin felt a huge burden when her door opened.
Her apartment was a chaotic mess. Most of her belongings lay strewn about the room with a callous disregard for putting them back. Robin stared a moment in shock before Gallaway gently moved her inside and closed the door.
"Rutting bastards," said Gallaway with surprising venom, "They'll do anything to demoralize the guilty."
"But..."
"I know, Robin, but they think you are."
Robin checked her desk. Its contents lay in a radius around it but she found her business records after a slight search.
"It's... It's not here!" Robin checked and re-checked. "All my other stuff is but not that. I swear it was here!"
Gallaway checked several things then nodded tightly. "Flames. That just means we do this the hard way." She checked her chrono. "I need to leave, Robin. Will you be all right here or do we need to check you into a motel?"
"I'll be polar." Robin spoke with rising anger.
"Slib. Keep track of everything and if anything else is missing I want to know about it."
Robin nodded and Gallaway left.
Cleaning, tidying and organizing her apartment took Robin well into the evening. Most of her possessions were there but she found a few things missing. They took half a dozen chips containing possible burnware or apps that could be used for it. Some of her personal business records and data were gone. All the chips containing hidden data were still there along with the HIgh-riDER chip itself. Robin gathered them all and put them in their proper places.
Robin sat in front of her terminal with a strong 'stick and a glass of wine. Her datajack now had a bright red box attached to it with her terminal plugged into that. When Robin powered up her terminal and connected to the net she discovered its purpose.
"WARNING! This device is subject to monitoring by order of the Nebula Worlds Federation Central Authority. Any attempt to deactivate, bypass, circumvent or evade this monitor is a felony offense. Any or all activity on the device(s) attached to this monitor may be recorded. Authorization 41472B-xo02."
Robin also noted a small icon indicating the active state of the monitor. That decided her instantly against chat so she checked her email - nothing - and downloaded news modules for the days she'd been incarcerated.
She didn't really want the newsmods but Robin felt certain that inactivity would be reported as would instantly powering down her terminal. She started reading.
One article jumped off the screen at Robin. On the night of her arrest Wrighten had been burglarized! The criminals hadn't gotten away with much and Wrighten PR hastened to assure its clients that their data was safe.
The band around Robin's wrist buzzed and began vibrating. Robin walked to the comm, entered the combo written on the band and held its dataport to the comm's pickup. The screen cleared to a woman in a CA uniform.
"Macy. Annette Robin."
The lady looked at her terminal, nodded and terminated the connection.
Robin leaned forward and rested her head against the cool wall. She swallowed hard against the turbulent knot of emotion forming in her stomach. Then... inspiration! She consulted the directory and entered a combo. The screen cleared to Ted LaGrange.
"Hello! Ted LaGrange here..."
"Mr. LaGrange. This is Robin Macy. I really need to..."
"I can't come to the comm right now but if you'll leave your combo and a short message I'll call you back."
"... talk."
Robin terminated the connection before the record cycle started. The band on her arm dragged her down and suddenly the walls seemed to press inward on her. She felt a thousand eyes on her. She knew her terminal was monitored and she had no doubt every milli of her apartment was under surveillance as well. No use trying to find the monitors, removal would count as a felony.
Robin grabbed her keycard and half-ran out of her apartment. The cool night air calmed her and she embraced it as she walked. As she breathed in the damp fragrances she felt the eyes going away. She still felt the band around her arm but at least now she could bear it. Her feet took her toward the Evening Breeze and she followed them.
"Signora Macy."
The voice came from a hovervan parked beside the street. The door opened and two men emerged. Robin recognized the speaker as Claud Everett. He approached her with a warm, welcoming smile. When the light struck him the other man turned into Cyril Aaron.
"Seigneur Everett," said Robin, trying to keep her voice even as she edged away.
"I'm told you've had some trouble," continued Everett, "Most unfortunate. I am truly sorry I took so long to contact you but other matters pressed." He slipped his arm under Robin's before she could stop him. "You may rest assured, my dear, we shall soon have this matter resolved. In fact, if you will accompany me now we shall start the process."
Robin felt a small alarm as Everett pulled her gently toward the hover.
"Ahh... Thank you, sir, but I don't think..."
Aaron let his jacked fall open and Robin fell silent, chilled by what she saw.
Aaron had his hand on a very large blaster. Then he smiled and Robin felt her will drain, replaced by cold terror. She didn't resist as Everett guided her into the hover.
"I realize," said Everett as the hover navigated the sparse traffic, "this may be somewhat traumatic, my dear, but you must endeavor to let it pass. As I've said I have need of your services. I promise we'll have this small incident handled very quickly."
Robin didn't speak. Aaron sat facing her with his blaster cradled in his lap. At least he stopped smiling. The hover stopped and settled and after a moment Everett cracked the window. Through it Robin caught a glimpse of a transit station.
"Now for the first order of business."
Everett took Robin's hand firmly, slipped a cutter under the monitor band and removed it. It began flashing and buzzing immediately and Robin felt her heart sink into the ground.
"Nasty piece of work, that," said Everett, placing the band into an insulated and soundproof capsule which he gave to the hand that appeared through the window. "Misdirection, my dear. With luck the CA will follow that all the way to EchoPort."
Robin tried to swallow, her mouth totally dry.
"Please understand, dear Robin, this small discourtesy is unfortunately necessary."
Robin might have thought to bolt for the door but fear paralyzed her. Everett raised a small tube to her face. With a hiss it spewed out a cloud of vapor. Robin's eyes burned, then her nose, then her throat and finally her lungs. Before long she felt only that burning... burning...
Blackness.
***
A man gazed at a doubly-locked door. He'd seen it before as well as what lay behind it. He deftly manipulated a small device and both locks popped open. Before entering the door he pulled a small, sheer hood over his head. When he activated it his face and head blurred but none saw. He made certain of that.
Inside the apartment the man cast his eyes about. His keen mind carefully cataloged every detail of what he saw. To ordinary eyes the room would appear jumbled and disarrayed. This man saw the disorder but he also perceived layers to it. He walked about, idly examining this or that. The monitors reported as soon as he breached the locks but he knew to the second how long he had to complete his task. He exceeded this margin not at all.
The man carefully relocked the door, walked down the street and vanished into the shadows. As he did so truculent hovers whooshed up and opened to disgorge swarms of men and women, all of whom began searching for clues, for traces. Let them search. The man knew everything they did and more besides. They would not find him.
As the man walked away he rubbed what little chin he had. Long ago his father told him that would make it grow; the man smiled at this wisp of memory. By the time he finished the short reminiscence a host of details clicked into place.
The game had just grown more complicated.
***
Robin roused slowly. No beeping alarm meant the weekend and vestiges of horrible nightmares still haunted her. Her mouth and throat, parched beyond belief, had a disgustingly foul taste that exceeded its dryness. That would teach her to drink! The warm light trickling past her eyelids finally dispelled the last of her dreams.
"Awake, my dear?"
Robin's eyes snapped open. The ceiling she saw didn't belong in her apartment and neither did the fancy hangings on the walls. She tried to sit up quickly and managed it slowly. A man sat close to the bed, relaxing in a chair that matched the room and definitely not her apartment!
"Not to worry, darling Robin. The disorientation will pass quickly."
Everett! With that name the past few days snapped back into focus. She tried to back away only to find the wall. He rose, walked to a table and filled an elegant crystal glass from a pitcher no less opulent. He sat casually on the bed and offered Robin the glass, which she made no move to accept.
"It's only water," he said, smiling, "You may rest assured that I did not go to all the trouble of capturing you only to kill you. If I wished you dead then dead you would be." He took a small sip from the glass. "It's quite safe. I know the mist dried your throat. Come, my darling, you'll feel better for it. When you're ready you shall have a breakfast fit for a queen."
Robin didn't want to take the glass but as he spoke she felt a burning thirst. Her hand shook as she took the glass but she still managed several good swallows. Everett's smile widened. When she finished he took the glass and set it beside the bed.
"Good, my dear. You see? You can trust me. As promised I've taken care of the small problems troubling you."
"But... Why? What do you want?"
Everett took her hand in his. "You, of course. I truly do have need of someone with your skills. I must say your talent on the net is quite exceptional." He rose. "But enough of that for now. You'll find a fresher there and ample clothes in your closets. Take your time, my dear. We'll save our business for after breakfast."
Once Everett left Robin searched her room thoroughly. She did indeed find a fresher if that simple word suited a room half the size of her apartment dedicated to the purpose. The closets, three of them, contained more clothes than Robin had ever owned. Two massive windows dominated one wall. When she tried them she found them locked. The view they gave was of a forest-backed lake in the medium distance. Closer in she saw a large yard with several fountains, countless flowers, a few outbuildings and a large pool. Nothing about any of it gave a clue to her location.
"Do hurry, my darling," said Everett over the comm, "You won't want your breakfast cold."
Robin considered just staying in the room but dismissed that thought as pure silliness. Everett had her thoroughly caged and her only hope of escape lay in knowledge.
Robin washed her face and hands carefully. To her dismay all the clothes she saw showed entirely too much of her. She finally selected the most modest she could find and dressed quickly.
Outside her door Robin found Aaron waiting. He wore his blaster openly along with an air of...
Aaron examined her closely. She only thought his eyes cold before. Now she knew, for full truth, how a groundrunner must feel under the paralyzing gaze of a bogsnake. The barest hint of a smile touched his lips and when he walked she followed.
Everett sat at a table in a heavily-windowed alcove overlooking the scene Robin saw before. On the table sat enough food to last Robin a week but something about Everett's mien told her he would discard any leftovers.
"Ahh. You look ravishing, my dear. Why you would hide such beauty escapes me." He rose and held a chair for her. "Do help yourself. You will find the fare here quite good. I believe in nothing less than the best and most exquisite."
Everett sat and filled his plate. Robin took small portions at first but the delicious smells wafting from the various bowls and platters plus her hunger soon had her eating more. Everett nodded with approval and she found the food every milli as good as he said. When she finished her plate he took her hand and led her to a sitting room. He gave her a packet of drugsticks and a lighter, both very expensive.
"Now to our business, my dear."
Robin lit a 'stick casually but focused her attention microscopically on Everett.
"I need someone who can manage data for me," said Everett, "This data is quite varied in its nature and source and I shall need it processed quickly, efficiently and accurately. That, my darling, is something at which you excel."
Robin almost relaxed at this. Only Aaron's presence and his and Everett's actions the previous night kept her guard up.
"B-but why," she asked, "If that's all you need then why did you... I mean..."
"Bring you here," asked Everett with a smile, "It's quite simple. The data I need is protected behind the most sophisticated security. Before you can process it for me you must first acquire it."
Robin swallowed the fear trying to form inside her.
"Y-you want me to steal it?"
"Steal, my dear, is far too ugly a word for such a beautiful mouth. Think of it as retrieval and archiving. Or, perhaps, aggressive offsite backup."
"B-but I'm a data tech. I'm not a burner or a cracker."
Everett rose, walked to her and cupped her chin in his hand.
"Please, my dear. You sell your talents far too short. Of course you are a burner and a very adept one."
"I'm not," said Robin with the beginnings of an idea, "No! I'm not a...."
Robin's head snapped back and spots swam before her eyes as Everett slapped her hard. The side of her face stung and tears formed in her eyes. He grabbed a handful of her hair and forced her to meet his gaze.
"Do not lie to me, dear Robin," he said mildly, "You will not find that at all pleasant. You are a very adept burner, a cracker, a cryptonixer, dog-stomper and file pirate. Using only openware and apps that you yourself modified or created you broke through the security at Data Secure, Larston Industries, Rofic-Robertson and Capital Interstellar among others. Each of those companies employs young burners, coders and crackers to maintain their security yet you slipped past them as though they were statues. Then, after stealing data from each you managed to hide it so well that neither the CA nor my associates were able to find it."
Everett ran a finger down her face.
"In addition to that, my heart, your efficiency as a data tech is second to none."
Robin realized, with horror, that Everett's fingers traced a scar down her neck. She wanted to flinch away but Everett's gaze held her as solidly as Aaron's.
"You do in one morning," continued Everett as he started another scar, "more than most of your peers do in a full day. Or longer! Your supervisor had you fast-tracked for advancement." His finger stopped. "It is, truly, a pity what happened to him."
"W-what happened?"
"Robin, my sweet, you must learn not to ask questions you don't want answered. Trust me, my darling, you truly do not want to know. Besides, I can offer you horizons he could not even conceive."
Robin considered this before forcing the question out of her mind. Later, perhaps, when this was a bad memory she'd find out.
"Now come along, my dear. Come and see your new toys!"
Everett led her down the hallway to a room near her bedroom. Aaron followed, not visible but certainly felt.
The room had a large window, no doubt with an exquisite view, but Robin felt her attention drawn to the room's contents. On a desk with a comfortable chair sat a terminal several orders of magnitude better than Robin's. Beside it was a fan of dedicated coprocessor cores complete with independent storage and chip burners, all meshed to the main terminal. On and around the desk lay boxes of applications, modules and programs. Robin saw every security program she'd ever used along with every greyware penetration app, or its commercially-available version.
"I trust this is to your liking," smiled Everett, "I've tried to provide adequate tools for your... assignments. If these will not suffice you may download what you will. The net connection here leads to a five-node automated hardwired jumping spline. The pipe is T-alpha, hard-spliced through at least seven anonymous links." He handed her a chip. "Here are your first objectives. Have them done by this evening."
Everett smiled again and left. Aaron settled into a chair beside the door.
A spark of hope blazed up within Robin. She had no doubt Everett would monitor her progress but she felt he himself had little net expertise. With a nervous glance at Aaron she went about installing and configuring warez.
Robin downloaded all her familiar openware apps as a matter of course, including a chat client. Infrequent glances at Aaron showed the man slumping in his chair. She could think of few things more boring than watching someone install software and she acted on that. One of the first things she grabbed was a music browser and now it worked through a long playlist of soft, relaxing tunes. Robin carefully set her encryption tunnel in place and gave Aaron one last look. His eyes were closed and his breathing slow and steady.
'[system]FoxBird is in +UptownCafe+'
Several of the reggies posted huggles and smoochies but Robin had no time for them
"Help me," she typed, "I've been kidnapped and I don't know where i am but you can trace me please notify the cas Im in a lot of trouble and i need your help..."
'{action}FoxBird *huggles* and *smoochies* all her friends.'
Robin watched aghast as those words appeared in place of what she entered.
'{action}FoxBird has a long job ahead of her and I probably won't be here for a while.'
'Thanks, Birdie,' posted BAKBLAST, 'We were worried.'
'Aww... Thanx. gtg! *hugglez* and *smoochies*. Bye.'
The client disconnected from chat and purged itself from memory. The door opened and when Robin turned she saw Everett walk in and Aaron fully awake.
"My dearest Robin," said Everett, "I am so, so disappointed with you. Cyril predicted you'd try this and I thought he was wrong. You really mustn't try to leave me. You have nothing awaiting you but a long time in prison. No excellent food, no net access... Nothing but a waste of your life."
"I'm sorry," said Robin meekly, "I'm sorry! I won't try again."
Robin tried to cling to her chair as Everett and Aaron each took an arm. She struggled vainly as the two men dragged her to the door and into the hallway. Aaron held her arm in a painful lock that only hurt worse when she tried to wriggle out of it. She tried to kick but Aaron ignored it and Everett simply wasn't there.
The first thing Robin saw in the room was a pair of shackles hanging from the ceiling. She struggled harder, screaming and kicking, uncaring of the pain it caused her. With no apparent effort Aaron shackled her and began pulling her upward. When the tension in her body finally silenced her Robin saw Everett standing before her with... something.
"In case you don't know," he said, "this is a nerve lash." He fingered it lovingly. "It has ten settings. The lower ones cause the least pain but you stay conscious longer." He grasped Robin's shirt and ripped it away. "The pain is much more intense on the higher settings but unconsciousness comes more quickly."
Everett's eyes took on an obscene glow.
"Ordinarily, my sweet, I would let you choose your own setting. Since this is your first time..." He set it. Then, using Robin's hair for leverage, he forced her head down and kissed her cheek. "The true pity is that the lash doesn't leave scars. At least not visible ones."
Robin tried as hard as she could not to cry out. Her resolve lasted through the third stroke. Then, with fire and cold and simple pure pain blazing across her back she began to whimper. Then she cried out, then screamed and screamed and screamed...
Finally, mercifully, blackness overcame her.
***
Lorna Gallaway scowled at her terminal. She had all her current cases prepped pending court action so she had some free time. The terminal displayed all data relevant to the Macy case. She had all the notes she made, documents returned from her discovery and the other evidence she'd collected. She firmly believed Macy innocent and her subsequent disappearance simply didn't sum up. LaGrange still hadn't shown up and Railing expressed concern over that. She tried to convince the CA but without success; they simply marked her fugitive and subject to mandatory incarceration upon arrest.
The Personnel office at Durastel was vehement about not hiring Macy. They allowed Gallaway an amazing amount of access to verify it for herself. She had contract numbers and crypcerts for hires starting before and finishing after Macy's claim and she didn't appear on any of them.
Gallaway visited the address Macy gave her and found no Durastel branch there. True, there was an office complex but it was available for rent and had been so for the past three months.
Still not convinced, Gallaway called Richmond Garry, an investigator who had done excellent work for her before. He hadn't yet produced any results but she knew he would find anything findable.
If Macy was innocent she was probably also in a lot of trouble. If not... Few people managed to fool Lorna Gallaway. If Macy belonged on that short list she'd pay the admission dearly!



Chapter 4. Rescued?
 
Robin woke curled in her bed. Her shirt still hung in tatters and her back burned with remembered pain. She moved a little and the pain vanished.
"Time to get up."
The voice belonged to Aaron and Robin didn't really want to face the man. Not, it turned out, that she had a choice. Rough hands stripped back the covers.
"I said get up. You still have a lot to do today."
Gathering her shirt as best she could Robin rolled over and made to rise. Aaron gazed at her as he would some interesting animal, or perhaps a slab of meat he planned to cook for dinner. Somehow that made it worse.
"I need to get dressed," said Robin with a small defiance that surprised her.
Aaron gestured at the closet and didn't move otherwise. She grabbed another shirt and headed for the fresher. He waited when she emerged and wordlessly escorted her down the hallway.
Everett sat behind Robin's terminal idly perusing its contents.
"Welcome back, my dear."
His eyes and oily smile made Robin feel like she'd been dipped in fresh sewage.
"I hope you've rested, dear Robin. You'll be hard pressed to finish your assignments by this evening and I do expect you to be ready for dinner with me." He eyed her again. "No matter. Before you begin we have matters to discuss.
"When you attempt to access my data you will be traced. You may be tempted to allow them to succeed. Don't." Everett examined his fingernails and blew an imagined particle of dust off one. "There are three possibilities if the CA finds this place.
"First and most likely is that they would find your body, this terminal and enough evidence to convict you as the worst burner, data-thief and i-jacker this planet has ever seen. An associate of mine took some liberties with the biometrics you so generously furnished us. The results... do not align themselves with the seemingly law-abiding citizen everyone believed you to be.
"Second, the authorities might find you alive. Your release has been revoked and an evasion charge of the most serious nature has been added to your other crimes. And, of course, there is the evidence I mentioned already. You will find little comfort and no mercy in the courts now, my heart. You will be sent to GC immediately upon arrest and any sentence you receive will automatically be of maximum length."
Everett regarded her a moment.
"You won't like general confinement, Robin. You will be incarcerated with the most hardened criminals on this planet and several others around. No doubt some of them will find you as... charming as do I.
"Third, my dove, you simply will not be found. We will move to another mansion similar to this. I know I can find another burner and I believe equally well that I can find... other ways to enjoy your company."
Now he rose and ran his fingers gently down her face.
"Do not disappoint me again."
Robin sat at the terminal, shaking. Aaron and Everett had gone and the room felt less oppressive but Robin still knew they had her caged. Two tears traveled down her cheeks and she cursed them. Bleak despair settled over her. She tried to consider her choices but realized she had none. She inserted Everett's chip into the terminal, configured her warez and started burning.
***
The weak-chinned man slouched against a wall and lit a drugstick. Normally he avoided them but they fit the persona he wore. He leaned against a dingy wall of a dingy store on a dingy street and observed a group of dingy men.
A man walked down the street. He fit it perfectly; he looked no different from any around him. Still, he perked the weak-chinned man's attention. He watched the others carefully. His hidden datacaster reported static: the new arrival to the group brought a garble. Several embryonic ideas gestated within his brain and the presence of a garble elevated two of them to the fore. Most likely the trail he followed now would dead-end or disappear, still he would follow it. He found thoroughness a virtue well-suited to what he did.
After a few minutes' conversation the group across the street broke up. The weak-chinned man picked his target and started following. To him patience was not a strong point. Patience was an axiom.
***
Robin cursed mentally and collapsed her tunnel. She'd long since lost track of the days or weeks since her capture. Her terminal had a clock and calendar but she no longer bothered checking it. It simply didn't matter.
Whenever she accomplished an exceptional task Everett rewarded her. She now had a holovee in her room and if she finished early enough she could go swimming. Shame and guilt still troubled her at the gratitude she felt.
Aaron and Barkeley were now just part of the landscape. Each wore his cold, aloof arrogance and Robin didn't let it bother her. They spoke seldom and she less and all were happy that way. She also managed to avoid Everett's lashing. Mostly. When she failed at something, a more frequent thing now, he hinted or brought it to the table and left it curled beside his plate. Then Robin succeeded the next time she powered up her terminal.
Until now! Silverton Supply Inc. had to be a front company for something else. Publicly they sold light industrial and household robots and accessories. They specifically did not supply heavy-duty or military-spec equipment. All of that and their data security had Robin completely stopped!
The door opened and Robin's heart sank. It was time for dinner and she still hadn't cracked Silverton.
"Hello, my sweet." Everett powered down the terminal and took Robin's arm. "Do you have anything for me today?"
"No, Claud. Their security is too tight."
"A pity, that."
Everett spoke no more words on Silverton during their walk down the hallway nor during dinner. He also didn't have the lash which made Robin even more nervous.
"Come, my darling," he said, after dessert, "I've something to show you."
Robin walked with planet-heavy weights dragging down her feet. Everett led her into the lowest level of the mansion's impressive basement.
"I have a guest who has been here longer than you, my heart. One who, unfortunately, disappointed me once too often."
He did something to the wall and the corner split open. A foul, acrid stench of unwashed flesh and sewage wafted out. Robin wanted to bend over and retch but Everett held her firm.
Dim light illuminated the room at the end of the passage. It deserved no better. Condensation and filth oozed down the walls and a cot with a dirty heap of rags on it rested in one corner. Then the rags moved.
"Speak with him, Robin," said Everett, thrusting her forward, "I think you'll find it most enlightening."
The rags shifted and shuffled until a face moved.
"H-hello," said Robin softly.
The man on the cot - boy, she corrected - gazed blankly at her. Then, slowly, recognition dawned on her. His skin hung loose off too-visible bones but the hair, the eyes...
"T-thomas? Turbo?"
"NO! NO!!" The man thrashed weakly. "NO! I WON'T! YOU CAN'T MAKE ME! You can't... You... you... no..." The words soon faded to unintelligible gibbering.
The room spun around Robin. Then the passage. Then the basement. A taste of fresher air...
A hard slap snapped Robin back into focus. Everett's face filled her vision.
"You know him, Robin? Is he, perchance, your dear lover TurboFan?"
Robin tasted bile and wanted to vomit.
"Yes, my dear. I know. How could I not? Dear Thomas is alive by my gratitude." Everett smiled with nothing but cruelty. "He led me to you, my heart. He was not much of a burner. He was sloppy and careless. Now... now he lives at my sufferance."
Fingers along her skin.
"Death would be a mercy to him, my sweet. You see, he is most tragically addicted to pandream. I did that to ease his pain. Do you want to ride in the dream, my love?"
"N-no... no." Robin barely managed the words. She closed her eyes and turned away.
"Then do not fail me again."
Aaron's arms dragging her along. Small comfort, Everett left.
***
Robin woke from a night of horrible nightmares. She showered hard, trying to wash away the filth she still felt. She dressed quickly, not even noticing the clothing that once scandalized her. She didn't really feel like breakfast but Everett insisted.
Robin paused outside the dining room. Voices, Aaron's and Barkeley's, drifted out.
"... is entirely too chancy." Aaron.
"But we haven't been compromised," said Barkeley, "and he is getting results."
"At a high expense." Aaron paused a moment. "His habits are... excessive."
"The price is of no consequence. We're still clearing more than he's costing us."
"I don't like it."
"It won't be much longer. Our operation here will terminate and we'll be shed of him, one way or another."
"Truth. It will be a shame to lose the girl, though. She's quite talented."
"We can take her with us."
That simple statement took away Robin's appetite.
"If he doesn't break her first."
"No risk either way. After last night she should be quite... open to our offer. If not there is always the aunt."
Robin bit down hard before she could cry out. Not daring to listen longer Robin took a few quiet steps back and walked noisily into the room.
Aaron and Barkeley sat at the table with the remains of a simple meal before them. Neither showed any hint of their conversation nor any sign that they knew she heard it. She looked around.
"You have a reprieve," said Aaron, "He's away for the day. You could laze around, I suppose. Better to work on Silverton, though."
A servant brought her a meal much plainer than Everett's fare. She choked down a few bites before seeking her terminal.
Robin worked as hard as she could to crack Silverton. After a few attempts she switched to something else long enough for Silverton to settle, then she tried it again. And again, and again.
Late in the afternoon Barkeley walked in.
"Still no luck? Well, don't worry yourself too much. Everett's not that bad, not to the girls at least. You won't get the dream."
"I'm trying to work." Robin tried and failed to put some punch behind the words.
"Work away. But think on options. You really don't have..."
Barkeley's expression hardened. He placed a comm to his ear and when he rose his blaster appeared in his hand.
"Stay here. Leave this room and you will die."
A few minutes after Barkeley left Robin grew curious. She sat at the terminal, too afraid to move and ashamed of herself for it. Then she rose and padded to the window. Look though she might she saw nothing but blackness broken by the lights around the pool. Finally, working up her nerve, Robin walked to the door and listened hard. She thought she heard something but couldn't identify it.
The door burst open and Aaron ran in, slamming her to the floor and tripping over her.
"Stupid..."
Aaron started to curse her but the stumble saved his life. Three pulse bolts spatted the door frame at chest level. Aaron had his blaster out and wisps of smoke drifted off of its coils. Robin crawled frantically for the terminal. She heard Aaron's blaster fire and several more shots and she was cramming herself under the desk.
***
Images.
The sound of Aaron doing something at the door. Heavy footsteps.
The crackle of energy discharge on metal.
A hand in her hair dragging her from beneath the desk. The smell of sweat and fear.
Aaron cursing as he levered her between himself and the doorway. A crushing arm holding her against him.
Fear flooding her.
The door panel shorting and sparking. Acrid fumes washing through the room. The smell of burnt insulation and heated metal.
Light flooding from the hallway as the door opened.
A shadowy figure.
Aaron leveling his blaster and firing.
The shadow stepping aside. Raising a weapon of its own.
HEAT! Searing, burning HEAT!!
The smell of burning hair and cooked flesh. And PAIN!
Aaron's arm tightening around her as they fell to the floor.
Memories...
***
When Robin opened her eyes logic told her only a short time had passed. She lay atop Aaron who twitched feebly beneath her. The stranger before her finished a kick that sent Aaron's blaster skidding across the floor.
The man looked above Robin. After a glance he motioned and another man joined him. Robin saw nothing but the weapons they pointed at her.
"Move aside. Don't try anything."
After a few feeble kicks Robin managed to comply. The second stranger strode to the terminal and started the powerup sequence. The wall at her back stopped Robin. When she finally tore her eyes away from the strangers then fell on Aaron. He lay unmoving on the floor where he fell. One eye stared blankly at the ceiling.
The other eye was gone along with half his head.
Robin's gut clenched at this. Moving her hand fearfully she touched her ear. It felt tender, as if sunburned, and her fingers came away wet. When she looked she saw blood and bits of...
Robin turned sideways and vomited hard. Fear flooded her and she retched again and again and again. When she finally emptied herself, totally, she felt a presence in front of her.
"Hold still."
The first stranger dabbed the side of her head with a cloth. Robin kept her eyes tightly closed, not wanting to see what he wiped off.
"Are you all right?"
With no weapons pointed at her Robin managed a look at the man. Icy eyes regarded her from beneath a shock of close-cropped blond hair. He exuded a silent menace Aaron and Barkeley together couldn't match. She nodded.
"Who are you," he asked, "Are you a servant?"
"Check her rets," suggested the second man, now piling chips and dataspools into a bag.
Icy-eyes aimed something at Robin. Before she could scream it flashed. A retscanner! Spots swam in her vision.
"Heaven's flames!" After checking the scanner Icy-eyes turned his hard gaze back to Robin. "You're not a servant." Then, to Number Two, "It matches. Looks like we caught our burner."
"Feces!"
Icy-eyes tossed him the scanner. He checked for himself and turned a gaze only slightly less cold on her.
"The pious question," said Number Two, "is what to do with her."
Icy-eyes took Robin's arm and moved her to a chair.
"Listen to me closely," he said, "Your retinals match those of a burner who foolishly tried to compromise a system in which we have an interest. Have you been burning lately?"
Robin nodded. She wanted to look away but Icy-eyes' stare held her motionless.
"We also traced several very sophisticated burns to this location," continued Icy-eyes.
"To this machine," added Number Two.
"Were they yours?"
"Yes." Imminent death finally loosened her tongue. "I didn't want to but he made me. He made me! I didn't have a choice! If I didn't he... he..."
Icy-eyes stared hard at her. Then he nodded.
"Slib. I believe you. For now. Don't give me cause to regret it."
Relief washed through her as Icy-eyes sheathed his blaster. Number Two crushed Aaron's comm, pulled the powerclip from his blaster and unplugged and smashed the terminal's datajack.
"I suggest you stay here," said Icy-eyes.
Robin sat motionless. She shook but she didn't leave the chair. The two intruders stayed gone a long time. At first she heard them outside in the hallway but the sound faded and she hadn't heard anything for a long time. She jumped when the door opened and Icy-eyes strode through.
"You say you're not here willingly," he said, "You may just have a chance to prove that. My friend and I are looking for an associate of ours. He was so tall," he indicated a height less than his own, "black hair, brown eyes, slightly overweight. He was a burner too."
Thomas! thought Robin.
"I... Yes. No. He's in the basement." She took a breath. "H-he was... a friend of yours?"
"He did some work for us. The signature of his last message matches this terminal. It took us a long time to trace it." Then after a moment, "We searched the basement. Thoroughly."
"T-there was a hidden room. In the corner. I c-can..."
Icy-eyes nodded.
Robin walked steadily. That she could surprised her. She should be shaking too hard to move but she kept an even stride. She barely flinched when they crossed the main hallway and she spied four figures sprawled on the floor.
By the time Robin found the right corner Number Two had joined them.
"It's back there. I... I don't know how to open it."
Number Two pulled out a scanner and ran it around the walls.
"Heh. Not really meant to be hidden. Except from a baby."
Number Two did something and the corner split apart.
Robin saw a brief motion before a hard shove sent her stumbling down. A sizzling bolt split the air where she'd stood and then Icy-eyes had his blaster out with Number Two's a microsecond behind it. Another shot emerged from the darkness and Icy-eyes fired. The two of them exchanged glances and pulled Robin to her feet.
The dim light revealed Barkeley, quite dead.
"Any more surprises," demanded Icy-eyes.
"I... I... I d-don't know..."
Icy-eyes walked in first, blaster ready. Robin followed him and Number Two came behind, scanner out but blaster ready.
Thomas didn't move when Robin called his name. Still, she hadn't spoken loud. She walked to him, heedless now of the filth and stench, and shook his shoulder gently.
Though his body was warm no life gazed from his eyes.
The warm wetness flowing down her cheeks surprised Robin. She thought her tears long gone. When she turned and tried to speak Icy-eyes nodded and let her move away. Then he reached down and closed Thomas' eyes.
***
Robin huddled in the back of a hover and tried to ignore the landscape passing by far too fast. After a huddled conversation the two men shuffled her into the back seat and took off. A transparent privacy shield separated the two seats but she had no interest in their conversation whatsoever. She found a pack of 'sticks; when she lit the first one Icy-eyes cracked her window. She tried hard not to think of Thomas. It might not have been him but the resemblance was too close.
She tried to console herself with her escape from Everett but that thought held little comfort. If the two men worked for or with the CA they knew her identity. They might be toying with her but Robin doubted that. Where that left her she didn't know but away from Everett counted for a lot. Unless they also worked for him. Robin lit another 'stick and tried, again, to relax.
The hover landing roused Robin from her thoughts. She didn't recognize the city but city it was! Hope welled up within her. Freedom beckoned her despite all the crimes for which she had to answer. Icy-eyes walked to an office while Number Two helped her out of the hover.
"Stand easy," he said, "We're not quite done. What would you say to a meal? You look hungry."
"Not really," lied Robin. Then her stomach growled loud and long.
"Listen, signora. We didn't pull you out of that place just to kill you on a public street." He guided her into a nearby restaurant. "Let's have a nice meal and a little chat."
He lead her to a booth. By the time Icy-eyes returned Number Two had food ordered. He lit a 'stick and handed Robin the pack.
"Negative problems," said Icy-eyes, "Smooth as polysilk." He turned to Robin. "Now. I'm Carl and this is Robert."
"Robin."
"Slib, Robin. You can start by telling us why you were where we found you."
"I will." Robin thought fast. "Umm... I really need to use the fresher."
"Right." Carl let her out. "We can see the door from here and there's not a back exit."
Robin thrilled inside. True to Carl's word the fresher had no other doors but it did have a comm against the back wall! After she availed herself of the facilities, quickly, she called up a local directory.
Ribbon Coast! Robin felt a spark of delight. Across the planet from Primary, Ribbon Coast lay a day and a half from St. Gore-Wharton where Aunt Lilly lived! She wasted no time punching in her combo and made sure to activate the video. When Aunt Lilly saw her she'd accept the charges. She would know exactly what to do!
The video blanked, then cleared to a contact screen, then blanked again. Then it cleared to a message: Out of Service. She tried again with the same result. She thought about contacting the CA but she'd stayed long enough. She certainly didn't want Carl suspicious.
Carl and Robert were still at the table along with their meals. Robin just started eating when Carl jabbed her under the table.
"I don't know what you did in there," he said, "but you may live to regret it. We are going to rise slowly and leave by the back door."
"What?"
Carl jerked his head toward the front window. "Three unmarked CA hovers just grounded. You may believe in coincidence but I don't. So. Move slowly, act naturally and don't make us hurt any of them."
Robin moved as instructed. However she might fare with the CA she knew Carl had a blaster within milliseconds of firing. The cooks didn't like having their domain invaded but a cold stare from Carl kept them quiet. He reached the door ahead of Robin and Robert and slipped through. A few seconds later a shove from Robert sent her through and he followed quickly.
Chaos! Robin didn't know what to expect but obviously Carl did. Three blue-garbed figures lay on the pavement while Carl flowed among half a dozen more. As Robin watched one of the officers raised his stunner at Carl's back. By the time he fired Carl had moved and the stunbolt took down another officer. Then Robert waded into the fray, blaster still sheathed.
Opportunity! One of the officers fell at Robin's feet, out cold. A quick glance showed both Robert and Carl occupied so she reached down and, heart racing, grabbed the lady's stunner. It felt odd in her hand but countless CA-versus-evil movies should count for something.
By the time Robin stood the fight was over. She, Carl and Robert stood alone. That implication should have frightened Robin but freedom lay a single door away! When Carl turned toward her she raised the stunner.
"Put that down," growled Carl, "We don't have time for this!"
"Let me go! Now!"
"Slib. Stay right there. We're out of here."
"NO! She shook the stunner. "You will stay right here and explain to the CA where you found me and what you were doing there!"
"Rut," swore Robert, "Bad idea, Robin. You want out you're out but we're leaving."
"I said..." started Robin.
Without even a mutter Carl strode toward her. Robin leveled the stunner and pulled the trigger. The weapon hissed and the bolt struck Carl in a solid hit.
Carl didn't even slow down. He flipped the stunner out of her hand and grabbed her arm.
"Don't do that again," he growled, pulling her along.
Robin lost track of the twists and turns they took. Occasionally they stopped and Carl listened, then they started again. Carl dragged her along like an errant child, with irritation and annoyance but no concern for her escape whatsoever.
Their long trek ended in a small, cheap motel room. Carl and Robert sat across the table from Robin with a pair of steaming mealpacks. Robin found some small comfort in the one they gave her. Maybe they wouldn't waste it by killing her after she ate it.
"Now Robin," said Carl, "you can start by telling us why the CA wants you so badly. Next tell us why we shouldn't just give you to them."
Robin opened her mouth. By their attitudes neither man would find any type of evasion amusing or tolerable. She started with Thomas' frantic file transfer. Occasionally one of them broke in with a question or demand for detail or clarification. Before long Robin felt totally drained. Then limp as a wet washcloth. Finally, blessedly, when they wrung every scrap of information Robin knew out of her - twice! - they fell silent.
"I'll tell you this much," said Carl, "We're not your enemies. We're after a particularly nasty group of smugglers and data thieves. They're directly responsible for thirty-seven deaths, that we know of, and indirectly responsible for hundreds more. They also have a long list of lesser crimes associated with them." His gaze softened slightly. "Why don't you finish eating and stretch out. You look like you're running on vapor."
"What are you going to do to me?"
"Depends," answered Robert, "Nothing harmful. Or deadly, if that's worrying you. As to the details, we're still working on those."
Robin nodded, not really comforted. "Umm... May I use the fresher?"
Carl waved toward it.
***
Micah Stone grimaced and rubbed his temples. As usual the stunner shot gave him a splitting headache and, as usual, the tablets acted none too quickly. Across the table from him Gunter Rene du'Charle 'Charlie, burnit' Ferrel grinned smugly.
"What," demanded Micah.
"Peace, my brother," grinned Ferrel, not losing the grin, "It seems your standard studly charms have impacted a hardened armored wall."
"As if. My head is splitting, I'm sore as hades and this planet is fast dropping to the worst I've ever visited."
"Cardinal rule of the fight?"
"Always cover the six. The which I thought you did!"
"I had my reasons. We both know what has you griping." Ferrel's expression turned serious. "What do you think of her?"
"Ninety percent want to believe," said Micah, himself serious now, "But that may be exactly what they want."
"Truth," nodded Ferrel, "Fact: she was there. Fact: she admitted to the burns. Fact: the CA does want her, badly, and for related crimes. That much I got before we had to leave quickly. Fact: there was no evidence she was not in deep with the men there."
"Fact," countered Micah, "Johansen tried to use her as a shield. Fact: Arix shifted aim to her, otherwise I'd probably be vapor now. Fact: Vinsley wasn't there. Others might not have been as well."
Ferrel thought a moment. "I'm inclined to take her at face. When she grabbed that stunner she was not comfortable with it. She had a holovee grip and not a professional one. Fact. I also think she was seriously scared from the time we found her until now, and still. I don't think she's a good enough actress to fool both of us this long. Even Vera slips sometimes and she can't fake terror that well."
Micah grimaced again from more than his pounding skull. "Slib. Still, if I wanted to convince an enemy agent my plant was genuine..."
"Truth," said Ferrel, "But Arix knew we could take him. There's no way he thought otherwise. I think the shift was meant to destroy her information."
"The which we don't have," said Micah, "That file transfer?"
"Six-sigmas. I wish we had it."
"Wish in one, fish in the other," said Micah, "I wish we had Vera here. This is definitely more her orbits than ours."
"Truth," said Ferrel, "but she and Ted are working the other end of this pizzle party. That means we have to make do with us. Any thoughts?"
"Possibly," answered Micah, "but not a nice one. Who baits the baiter?"
Ferrel frowned but voiced no opposition. Finally he nodded.
***
When Robin emerged from the fresher Robert and Carl looked up from their terminals. They blanked the screen and motioned her to a chair.
"We believe what you said," said Carl, "for now. We've been looking through those chips. Anything to add?"
Robin shook her head.
"Slib. Take the inside bed."
Dressed in the towely robe she found in the fresher Robin climbed into the bed uneasily. She heard the two men talking but she couldn't make out the words. Still, once she settled they made no move toward her. In fact, past verifying that she did indeed take the bed farthest from the door both men ignored her completely.
Determined to stay awake, Robin stopped her head from nodding twice. Then a third time, barely. Then sleep overtook her.
***
Micah nodded to Ferrel when Robin's breathing turned deep and regular. He slipped a vaporcap out of his bag and handed it to Micah, who moved quietly to Robin. Micah waited until she breathed out then popped the capsule under her nose. Her breath caught as the vapor slid into her lungs but she didn't wake. After a few seconds her breathing slowed.
"She's out," said Micah, "I hope she appreciates our efforts."
Micah took her hands and began massaging and relaxing them while Ferrel fixed a band around her head. They stretched her out flat and Micah examined her fingers. He then took a surgical laser and scored her hands carefully and precisely. The beam didn't penetrate far, barely enough to feel awake, and a coat of medical sealant would have the microscopic cuts healed and scarred by morning.
Ferrel aimed his laser more carefully. Though he used a beam thinner than Micah's any careless movement would have consequences he didn't want to explain. He aimed the beam at the back of her eyeballs and made small but significant cuts. When he finished Ferrel dripped antiseptic drops into her eyes.
"Done," said Micah.
"Likewise," said Ferrel, "Plant a tracer?"
"No. She probably wouldn't find it but someone else might."
Ferrel nodded. Now came the less delicate but more time-consuming task. Before starting he evaluated Robin carefully and spoke to Micah. Micah pulled on his shoes and left quietly.
Alone with his patient, Ferrel pulled out a tube of bone density gel and a thin needle.



Chapter 5. Building a New Life
 
Robin woke slowly with her body totally relaxed. She completed most of a stretch before her memory returned. Shocked, she snapped open her eyes and the room blurred into focus.
The empty room!
She flung aside the covers and hopped to her feet. The other bed was rumpled but crudely made. She saw two empty mealpacks in the wastebasket along with a third on the table. Beneath it lay a stack of bills along with the receipt for the room: paid for another night. Of Carl and Robert there was not a trace.
Robin glanced into the fresher. Empty. Likewise the small closets.
"Feces!" The word felt odd in her mouth. Aunt Lilly was always a terror on young girls swearing, or smoking, or drinking or even working. Still, she felt strangely satisfied so she repeated it. Her stomach growled but she ignored it.
Clothes! Beneath her robe Robin still had her undergarments but her other clothes vanished from beside the bed where she left them. Or not, she thought, perhaps she left them in the fresher.
One step into the fresher froze Robin where she stood.
A complete stranger stared at her from the mirror.
Robin ran a hand through her hair. Normally she wore it tied back and just below her shoulders. Now it shone a glaring blonde, cut to barely below her ears. When she glanced down she saw a pair of cheap dye brushes atop a note on a neatly folded stack of clothes. She picked up the note.
"Robin:
"As you no doubt noticed you look different now. It should keep you clear of the CA, at least for a few days.
"Good luck."
Unsigned.
Robin felt a small spark of anger. Not that she minded being able to evade the CA, potentially, but it happened without her knowledge or permission!
Robin examined herself more closely. Whoever cut her hair, most likely Robert, did a decent job. No, a really good one. Her cheeks looked higher and her face sharper and fuller. She never considered herself particularly good-looking but she now admitted a possible need to revise that.
The clothes matched her hair. They revealed more of her than she liked but no more than what Everett gave her. She put them on and examined herself critically. She tossed her hips then made a petulant kiss at the mirror. She held the pose several seconds.
"Practice," she told the mirror, "That's all."
Robin counted the money as she devoured the mealpack. One thousand unicreds, mostly in not-new tens and twenties. She also found most of a pack of 'sticks. She lit one and, impulsively, went back into the 'fresher.
"In charge," she said, holding her chin up. The image she saw said it but she didn't feel it.
"Hot vix with the plan!"
"It's all me, nubb."
She took the last draw off her 'stick and flipped it into the toilet. Then she lifted a finger to the vix in the mirror and exhaled in its face.
"Torque it!"
Robin held herself as long as she could. Inwardly she still felt like her but the image didn't acknowledge that.
Robin walked casually across the concourses at the transit station. She felt horribly self-conscious all the way there and it took more willpower than she knew she had not to crouch or scurry. She still felt uncomfortable but when she stopped to look at her reflection in a window the arrogant vix looked back at her.
A half-seen figure in blue approached her. CA officer! She looked at the man and smiled. He smiled back, touched his cap and continued walking. Robin found her concourse and sat, still mulling over her walk.
A hovertran departing behind her made Robin think of FuzzyFeet. That led to thoughts of the twins, Rimmie, Vix, Grape and the rest of her chat friends. She bit down hard on the sadness trying to form, that would spoil her image.
Robin felt a heavy gaze come to rest on her. When she looked she saw a young man dressed in sloppychic. He smiled, showing off his dyed teeth, and walked toward her. She visibly examined him then turned her head and dismissed him. From the corner of her eye Robin saw his shoulders droop as he walked away. That surprised her with an implication larger than she wanted to consider right now.
***
"Quite a change," said Micah, seated with Ferrel several rows behind Robin.
"Understated, I would say."
They looked totally different from the last time Robin saw them, of course. Ferrel held out his hand and Micah returned the five credits he won off their first bet.
***
The weak-chinned man eyed the smoldering rubble before him. The fire squad suspected arson and their investigators would arrive soon. The mansion had a top-rated fire suppression system, likely deactivated before the fire started.
The crime seemed senseless. No one stood to gain. Once the fire investigators proved arson the insurance wouldn't pay. The small company that rented the place and always paid on time existed only on paper. It and its owners disappeared like the smoke drifting up.
The man walked as he gnawed these thought-trails. He saw evidence of strategically-placed heavy plasma. He sifted through bits of debris seemingly at random. He found nothing solid, he looked mostly to satisfy his own curiosity. Even though the fire destroyed any evidence he might have found it served, in an obverse way, to add weight to one of his theories. That suggested his next course of action.
His opponents stole a march and the weak-chinned man liked that not at all!
***
Robin stood just inside her aunt's yard. The cab settled to the pavement, its driver paid for a few minutes more. Robin walked to the doorway. Though not a mansion neither was it small. Memories rose with each step she took, both good and bad.
The door buzzer produced no response. Odd. Aunt Lilly never left without good reason. No matter. Robin walked the not-short distance to the nearest neighbor.
Mr. Kelsey answered on her second buzz. He looked at her blearily, blinked and looked again.
"Mr. Kelsey," said Robin, "I'm Lilly's niece Robin. You took me swimming when I was little."
"Robin? Frost a-mighty! You look different."
She thought fast. "I'm a city girl now, sir." She added a smile. "Umm... Do you still have the key to Aunt Lilly's house? I've lost mine and I really need in."
"Key? Yeah. Yes." He gave her a puzzled glance. "Let me find it."
Robin waved to the cabbie who promptly left. After a few minutes she started to fidget. Kelsey didn't invite her inside, unusual, but Aunt Lilly said he changed when he lost his wife. From what she saw through the door his house hadn't changed much. That didn't surprise her. After a career trading the space lanes on a cargo ship Kelsey swore he'd settle and not move an inch.
After another pair of minutes Robin sat on the steps and lit a 'stick, mildly irritated. The one time, years ago, she needed the key he found it quickly.
For that matter, she remembered, he kept it near the front door!
Before Robin could think of leaving two Central Authority hovers settled to the ground in front of her.
"FREEZE!!"
Robin raised her hands. Four troopers pulled her roughly to her feet, searched her thoroughly and shackled her hands behind her. When they turned her Robin saw Kelsey peering out the door.
"Why," she mouthed. After a pained second he dropped his eyes.
Robin rode in silence. The troopers boisterously discussed the extra charges she would face and where she'd likely serve. She tried to marshall her arguments but without Robert and Carl she had little chance of convincing anyone. Still, at least she was away from Everett.
The St. Gore-Wharton CA office looked depressingly like Primary's. Once again they searched her thoroughly and a lady took her prints and retinals. Then, holding Robin's chin firmly, she took a full facial metric.
"Name?"
"Macy, Annette Robin."
"Give me your name, perp!"
"Annette Robin Macy."
The lady closed her datapad. "Look, vix. Right now we have you on harassment, attempted entry and conspiracy to violate interdiction. Give me your name or I'll add resisting and obstruction!"
"But... I am Annette Robin Macy. I was trying to see my Aunt Lilly."
"Slib," said the lady, rising, "We'll see what the prosecutor has to say."
After half an hour the lady returned with a sharply-dressed man.
"This report says you claim to be Annette Robin Macy," he said.
"I am!"
"Signora," he said, "I don't know what game you're playing but you are not Annette Macy. I don't know why Kelsey called full alarm. We have full metrics on Macy and on you and they are totally different. Whoever told you confession establishes identity lied to you."
Robin felt the floor lurch beneath her. The man's expression softened.
"Slib. You've had your game and it didn't work for you. We're very busy right now so if you recant your statements I'll drop all charges. Forget that name and go play your game with someone who has free time."
Robin opened her mouth, then closed it when she realized she had nothing to say.
"Polar," said the man, "Don't forget, though, we do have your metrics now. Try your game again and I guarantee you'll face full charges! Am I understood?"
"Yes sir."
He turned to the officer. "Drop all charges and return her possessions. Also, if you see Bill tell him I'm in Interrogation."
***
Robin walked aimlessly. Ideas and thoughts chased each other around inside her head. Somewhere among them all lay a rational explanation but it evaded her. A blinking sign caught her eye. Robin entered the bank kiosk and closed the door behind her. She selected her home bank and entered her ID. The machine beeped and she placed her finger on the pad. The screen flashed red and denied access. She tried again, this time with the retscanner.
"Warning," said a recorded voice, "You are not authorized to access this account. Any further attempts will result in notification of the Central Authority. Please check your account identification and try again. If this is your account please contact a bank representative. Thank you for your business."
Robin sat on a bench not far from the kiosk. Now she felt totally and completely empty. She bit back on the tears trying to form. Some of them had a bitter ironic flavor. Lorna Gallaway thought Robin the victim of identity theft. She was wrong. Now that Robin actually was she doubted Gallaway would come close to believing her. She almost chuckled at the thought: she lost an identity with nothing but an impressive list of crimes and all she could do was mourn it.
After an eternity Robin looked up and around. The sun had long since set and more than several rough-looking people eyed her appraisingly. Shelter. She needed some place safe to sit and think. She checked the public comm and started for the closest cheap motel.
Safely ensconced in her small room Robin popped open a soda, lit a 'stick and switched on the holovee. She didn't select a channel; she only wanted some noise in the background.
Robin thought intensely. Someone took her identity and her life along with it. When that settled in it sparked a wash of anger. Some person or group - Everett! - robbed her of everything she held dear. The critical question: what could she do about it?
Fury finally drove Robin to her feet. She paced the small room. She'd seldom been truly and thoroughly angry and never before to this extent. She wrestled with it until she forced it to focus her thoughts into clarity: blaster bolts aimed at a distant target.
Information! That was the key. She needed a lot, had none and had no way to acquire any.
"Everything has a reason." She spoke those words to the angry woman in the mirror. "Find the reason, find the cause and the effect follows. Change the cause and you change the effect. Change enough and you change the world. Know the cause and you know the effect." Elementary information science tenets but useful!
"Analyze the cause like an engine." Her thesis advisor in graduate school liked building and restoring vehicles, both wheeled and gravitic. He often used mechanical analogies to make his points. "If it's broken there is a reason. Try the obvious first. If that doesn't work try something else. Set up a pattern and you will find a pattern."
Robin reached for a pad and stylus and started writing.
Several sodas and a mealpack later Robin had a plan. It started clicking into place when she viewed her problems as she would an assignment at work. She washed down the last tasteless bite with her last swallow of soda and added the final touch. Her plan would need a lot of refinement but at least now she had a starting point.
Robin tossed the empty soda bulb and mealpack at the wastebasket. She made to turn off the holovee when it caught her attention. The channel played a long series of public service and community interest announcements of which the current one caught Robin's eye. She smiled and made another note.
Robin sat in front of a terminal at a carefully-chosen datamart. She had a hundred-unicred access card and plans for most of it. She also had a handful of blank chips with plans for all of them. She connected to a public video site and directed the stream into one of her chips. Working carefully she forked a limited command shell. With the security system monitoring her download she set about promoting herself to a diagnostic user. Though not an easy task, public systems and especially cheap ones were not designed to resist determined burners.
She verified that the dogz indeed monitored her download stream. The access she purchased barely allowed enough pipe for the media stream. Since typical users wanted only that the dogz didn't monitor past it.
Slowly and carefully Robin isolated a large chunk of memory and that took only time. She threaded her connection through the lax security and into her favorite openware site. She maintained several IDs there and soon she had a system image download under way.
She chose an image optimized for diagnostic use. A few simple tweaks and extra modules would transform it into a pyro-plus-plus data penetration monster. With that download solid she reflected a connection from that site to one Thomas showed her.
Robin moved extra cautiously now. This site had thermal-pyro warez and more than just the CA monitored it. Robin found and began downloading a core boot interrupter. Legal only for private nets or personal machines, CBIs were the sine qua non of burners seeking hot access to machines they themselves did not own. She echoed the download through the existing connection and sat back to watch the rest of the movie.
With one chip full of movies, under which she'd hide plenty, Robin terminated the net connection. She didn't need it now and shutting it down took away most of the security. Configuring the CBI alerted several dogz but Robin placated them easily enough. Meshing the CBI into the system image took a lot of time but bothered the dogz not at all. After burning her work to a bootable chip Robin broke for lunch.
She ate a light lunch at an open-air cafe. Afterward she had a 'stick and watched the crowds pass by. Some of the people looked back. Robin returned the smiles and ignored the rest. Strangely, even the heaviest glares didn't bother her. Much.
Robin closed the kiosk behind her. The machine cleared to its usual welcome screen. She made several selections and counted two hundred fifty unicreds into the tray. That took a lot of her money but she'd have it back soon. The terminal requested a biometric scan and Robin refused it.
Though most of Echo Bend's population found biometric identification both convenient and secure a small minority refused it. Not wanting to lose even this small source of revenue most banks implemented what they considered well-obsolete ID techniques. Robin wrote down her sixteen-character ID and password and took a moment to memorize them. When she verified both twice the machine disgorged a card, still warm from the scriber.
Now at a different datamart Robin inserted her access card and powered up the terminal. This time she inserted her bandit chip. The machine paused, verified that the card still had money then booted from the chip. Robin first activated the datamart's security logs and monitors. They normally activated on powerup and lots of warez would notice if they failed. Robin had no concern for them since she stubbed all of her logging and security processes. If queried they would report no unusual activity or whatever Robin cared to furnish.
With plenty of access, a good pipe and a locally-unmonitored connection Robin began her serious work. She downloaded all her favorite warez, all the ones she'd used for burning and a plethora of others: port snatchers, spiral tunnels, data hiders and general utility warez.
As the files transferred Robin loaded her chip image into memory and put some custom touches on it. As she worked she gained an appreciation for the attraction burners had to their pastime. The basic image didn't take up a lot of memory and the new modules more than tripled its burn potential. Tweaking them into shape took the rest of her download time and sparked ideas for more changes to the next image.
Robin checked her chrono and walked into the building. She couldn't help a smile. The public side of the CA building was much nicer and more welcoming than the other. Spacious rooms and open hallways invited visitors into the various offices there. Robin followed three women to her destination.
Some of the others talked but most didn't. Only women occupied this room; Robin placed some older than herself and others younger. About half wore haunted expressions, the rest ones of interest.
"Good evening ladies." A distinguished lady took the podium at the front of the room. "My name is Rita Jasworth, welcome to my class. I'm very glad to see each one of you here. If you look in your desks you'll find name tags. There is no registration for this class and we don't keep records but I need to call you something." Jasworth smiled. "As for me I'm just Rita."
Jasworth dimmed the lights and activated a holocaster.
"As you can see the reported cases of rape and assault against women are frightening. Some years are worse than others but I won't be satisfied until they are zero. I hope you will help me make that happen."
After a few more statistics and some explanations Jasworth deactivated the 'caster.
"Before we start I am required by law to relate some legal statutes. Basically they boil down to this: the techniques I teach can maim or kill. Do not use them unless you are in fear for your life. That said let me add this: if someone tries to assault you or rape you you are in fear for your life. Put him down. Put him down hard! Put him down to stay. That's what this class will teach you."
Robin hid her smile.
***
Robin inserted her chip into the datamart terminal and booted it. Today would count! She had a hardcopy map showing the apartment she planned to rent and several likely businesses around it. Once the terminal cleared with the logs and dogz automatically configured - she was proud of that - she began her search.
Success! All but one of the businesses had a netsite, if minimal in some cases. She located the first and started her burn. The site had primitive security, even a clickpuppy could own it within thirty seconds, but it also had nothing whatsoever of interest to most burners. She matched the system's data protocols automatically and scanned it. She could probably take its credit balance but she resisted that temptation. Security here might be negligible but the bank's to which it subscribed would definitely not be!
Burning, owning and modding the site took seventeen minutes. Satisfied that it would perform as required she cut a cheap door and left. Another forty-six minutes and she had three more done. She took a quick stretch-and-soda break. Another hour and a half sufficed for the rest of the sites. It all seemed too easy. Now she felt a stab of anxiety. Perhaps, she thought, the CA waited outside the datamart for her to emerge. That thought troubled her until she realized something: no burners would attack what and where she did. Her needs and theirs differed by parsecs. Furthermore any burners attacking as she did would certainly cover their tracks. As she did. She relaxed.
Robin walked into her third business with an attempt at optimism. The first two had no interest in her. She knew the first place would hire her instantly and when it didn't she felt the same of the second. Still, she planned accordingly.
This business, a restaurant named Burnline's, rested in the cheap trade district and sported a non-holographic sign and exterior that had both seen better days. Four customers sat at the bar and another pair shared a table. None of the staff looked busy. Not good.
"Help you?"
"I'm looking for a job," said Robin.
The man looked at her dully. Robin returned his scrutiny. His name tag read 'Reggie' and he would have been handsome except for the vacant look in his eyes.
"C'mon." He led her to the back of the store to a small cubbyhole of an office. A stern-faced woman sat behind a desk covered with papers.
"What," asked the woman sharply.
"I'm looking for a job," said Robin.
"Probably. Any experience?"
Robin shook her head.
"Criminal record? Drugs? Rutted-off exes?"
Robin shook her head at each.
"Slib." The woman handed her a form. "Fill this out and sign it."
Completing the application took ten minutes. When Robin returned it the lady had a biometric scanner attached to her datapad.
"Prints and rets. Checking 'em shouldn't take long."
Robin gave her print and looked into the scanner while the lady fed her application into a form scanner. Before long the terminal beeped.
"Hmpf," said the lady, "You are clean. Samantha Taw. That what your friends call you?"
"Sammi."
"Slib, Sammi. I'm Maxine. Don't rut me around, show up on time and don't lose my regulars and we'll get along fine. I have an opening from morning to mid afternoon. Be here at seven tomorrow morning and I'll have someone train you." She handed Robin a card. "Take this to the Vestorama on the corner. I'll supply the uniforms, you keep 'em clean. That goes for you, too. You show up juiced and we will have words. Any problems?"
"No ma'am."
"Polar. I'll see you at seven sharp."
***
Robin sat at her terminal and took a deep breath. This was her chanciest move so far but by no means her last. She entered Burnline's via her back door and began a search. Per her instructions it logged and cached any activity relating to Samantha Taw, the identity Robin planned to make her own. She burned the information to a chip and erased everything she left on the restaurant machine.
Separating and classifying the data took mere minutes. Robin wanted the biometrics Maxine took and she found them. Then, with a savage smile, she broke the CA transfer encryption scheme.
Robin felt a rush when the task terminated. By what Thomas said many burners and crackers met their downfall trying to break CA crypto - any CA crypto. Very few had the luxury of before and after data packets to dissect, though. She hid the data on her movie chip, powered down and cashed out her card.
En route to her next datamart Robin planned her moves carefully. Once there she purchased a ten-uni card, booted to her chip and set the machine to browse newsmods for the last week. With that underway she isolated plenty of memory and began working the CA crypto into a spiral tunnel. She couldn't make it match a true CA tunnel but its crypto rating would match or exceed it. Next she incorporated the raw crypto into a gooey grapple and a thermal worm generator. Although she didn't have a payload for the latter, yet, she might soon!
Robin rebooted her terminal. This time she informed the loggers to report her previous activity. She needed all the pipe and all the processor she could get. Working beneath the loggers she connected to the first two businesses where she applied. Neither showed any great activity. Better! Using the better of the two machines - not by much, she thought - Robin set up her spiral tunnel. Once it settled she constricted its apparent pipe to half its actual size. Next she connected to the second machine.
Robin connected her tunnel to the CA. After a long eighteen seconds it responded with a standard pubinfo screen. She smiled inwardly: the CA machine accepted her tunnel at a high level of security. She navigated to the area containing declassified information on old crimes and queried Joseph Hilarrie.
Robin vaguely remembered Hilarrie's run for Prime Minister. Although he promised everything to everyone and received a lot of popular support his campaign failed. Halfway to election his long list of crimes surfaced and, although he denied them the prosecutors had no trouble proving them. Even with the trials in progress he tried to continue running only to end up in GC two weeks after he lost the election. The terminal cleared to the first of many screens full of documents.
Robin started a transfer of one of the documents just to keep the connection active. While it ran she connected the second machine to the CA but without any encryption. As she suspected the CA machine supplied its own and it took up almost a fifth of the pipe. Once that stabilized she again queried the Hilarrie files. This time she paged through the screens until she found a very large file.
As soon as the first document finished Robin directed her heavy connection to the same large file. She sent a download request through both connections. A few seconds later it started and Robin acted! She fired her gooey grapple down the secure connection. As she hoped it found a fork. Working with furious speed she extended her tunnel to the fork itself, synchronized with it and widened the pipe to encompass all of its data. She plugged a blank chip and directed her terminal to burn to it.
Robin sat on a bench down the street from the datamart and lit another 'stick. Although she appeared relaxed she was anything but. She had a copy of her bandit chip but she didn't want to lose the one now active. She finished that 'stick and lit another one and the CA made no appearance. The download should have finished by now but she'd give it plenty of time, just in case. She returned to the datamart only long enough to terminate her connections and retrieve her chips; she didn't bother cashing in her card. She walked down the street, bought a cup of tea and sat to enjoy it. The CA still did not appear.
Robin relaxed at the library terminal, finally allowing herself to believe her scheme might work. She had an access card, by law free but no external access, which suited her need perfectly. She also saw at least fifteen others working at terminals. Even better. She booted to her chip and found no dogz and only minimal loggers. Perfect! She thought she might even be able to gain unpaid external access but she decided to save that for later.
Eleven minutes later Robin owned twenty-one other terminals. She shimmed them so the people using them wouldn't notice the memory or processor she isolated. That took a deft touch but the warez on her chip served her well. She squirted a small-AI polycryptor to each, smeshed them and started them on the CA files on Hilarrie. While it ran she browsed a few professional journals.
By the time the polycryptor finished Robin had long digested lunch, the sun was close to setting and she was ready for dinner. The smesh took a long time to break the first bits of transaction encryption but again Robin had the un-encrypted data packets from her spiral tunnel and the encrypted ones from the standard tunnel plus data from the fork that fed both. She also felt the rush again! Thomas knew a few burners who cracked the second level of CA encryption but very, very few.
Robin thought hard on her next move. She wanted to start immediately but decided against it. She needed to tweak her warez and that required time. She grabbed a light dinner at a cafe and stopped at a datamart close to it. By the time she finished night had fallen and aged so she made her way quickly to her motel.
***
Six forty-five the next morning found Robin outside Burnline's, which still hadn't opened. She stood, working on a 'stick and fidgeting with her uniform. Two minutes later a battered hover settled behind the building and Maxine and Reggie emerged. Maxine lifted an eyebrow at Robin as she unlocked the door.
"You're early," she said.
"I... I need this job."
"Fair enough. You eat breakfast?"
"Well..."
"First rule. Eat a good breakfast before you show. I'll feed you on your first break, this time, but you're gonna need plenty of food to keep you going. I'll have chog ready in ten. You're training under Jasmine." Maxine checked her chrono. "She'll probably be here four or five 'till."
With that said Maxine entered the building. Reggie had finished locking the hover and he shambled in.
"You're new," he said slowly.
Robin nodded.
"Don't mess with my grill."
Robin nodded again and he entered the building. His eyes looked a little less vacant but not much. She just started another 'stick when a lady wearing a uniform walked up lighting a 'stick of her own.
"Hi. You the new girl?"
"Y-yes."
"I'm Jasmine. Jacobs. Call me Jas."
"Sammi Taw."
"Pleasure to meet you."
Robin shook the hand Jacobs offered, no small amount overwhelmed. The other lady wore the same shirt and slacks Robin had but closer tailored to her leg and open to show more of her bosom.
"You ever waited tables," asked Jacobs.
"N-no."
"College girl?" Then, when Robin didn't reply, "Hey, darling. It's squelch to me." She smiled hugely. "Maxine wants you trained and I'm ruddy good at that." Here she winked. "First of all..."
Jacobs put her 'stick between her lips and began adjusting Robin's shirt. She undid the top button and would have popped more but Robin fidgeted and she stopped.
"You need to show off your goods, sweetie. You got a thermal shape and you need to use it!" Jacobs adjusted her own shirt a bit. "Even the married ones like looking at the catalog, hon. You give 'em a thrill, they'll give better tips. First rule: make the customers feel good. Do that and they'll appreciate it. Second rule: make the men feel good unless they're with a woman. In that case you talk to her first. Don't make her think you're poaching, or even interested. Got that?"
Robin nodded, eyes wide. Jacobs finished her 'stick and motioned Robin to do likewise. She took out a large packet of breath chews, popped one in her mouth and gave Robin one. Then she took out a bottle of perfume, spritzed herself and then Robin.
"Third rule: you want to look good. To look good you gotta smell good, too." She showed Robin the perfume. "This stuff's cheap and it smells decent. Fresh. Clean. You look good, you smell good and the customers feel good. They feel good and..." She looked at Robin expectantly.
"B-better tips?"
"Six-sigma solid! Since I'm training you I'll be getting those today. Probably tomorrow and the next day, too but you should be on your own after that." She checked her chrono. "You ready? Maxine probably has chog ready now. That's free to us so drink as much as you can. Strong as she makes it it'll keep you going when things hot up."
When Robin walked in she saw Reggie running a cleaning scrape meticulously over the surface of the grill. Maxine already had canisters and boxes pulled out of the cooler. The smell of strong chog permeated the air. Jacobs poured a cup for herself and Robin. After time for one sip they both walked into the main room and began preparing to open.
As Jacobs worked Robin strove to absorb everything she did. She worked much slower but at least Jacobs and Maxine didn't criticize her. Much. When they opened the doors at seven-thirty a rush of customers flooded in and Robin soon found herself flagging. Still, she made it through and, as promised, Maxine had a breakfast waiting when they took a break.
"Not bad, Professor," grinned Jacobs, "We're doing pretty flaming well, tip-wise. You gonna make it?"
"I think so."
"Well don't worry about it. This really is the life, y'know? You can take your college and I'm sure it was lots of fun, but really, what good is it? I went to Trade Academy for a semester, did you know that?"
Robin opened her mouth to reply but Jacobs started again.
"No blather. They gave me the basics and all sorts of predictor tests. All through the semester. Y'know what they said I should be? Secretarial and office management. Secretary. Me!" Jacobs took a swallow of chog before continuing. "Not this girly, for truth. Sitting at a desk all day, showing my goods with no tips. Have to torque the boss for a promotion? Truth? Or worse, sitting behind a terminal mushing fractals all day. What's the point of that? No, girl, life is meant for living!"
Robin tried to keep pace through the lunch rush but she slowed. Maxine glared at her frequently but said nothing. Robin tried her best but Jacobs still had to help her toward the end.
"Don't worry, hon," she said when they took a break, "You gotta learn. I know that, you know that and Maxine knows it, too. Don't let her worry you. This is a pretty good orbit here. Hades of a lot better than prison, no blather."
Jacobs laughed at Robin's expression.
"Pure truth, Sammi. I did six months. It was a long time ago, though. Back when I was young and dumb. My boyfriend and I did some Metazan cinko. Yeah, I said Metazan. Expensive as hades. Problem is they spliced in some red rage. I had a righteous good ride, six sigma, but my boyfriend went suborbital. Beat me, broke some things then went after some CA duffers. I didn't hit the rage but the CAs still charged me as an accessory." She shrugged, "He and I broke up after that."
Robin nodded, shocked at Jacobs' frankness and nonchalance.
"Flames! That went quick." Jacobs once again gave Robin a breath chew and hit her with perfume. "C'mon, doll. Won't be long now!"
Robin worked on legs leaden with pain. Finally, blessedly their shift ended and they sat at a table with tea, rolling silverware.
"You did good, darling," assured Jacobs, "I trained some that didn't even make their first shift. Your legs are hurting, aren't they."
"Yes."
"Thought so. Those shoes you're wearing look nice but they're no good for walking around on all day." Jacobs counted out some money. "Here. Go to the Vestorama where Maxine sent you and get a pair of black Spongies. Make sure they have traction soles, too."
"Th-thanks, Jas," said Robin genuinely, "I'll pay you back!"
"Bloody righteous," grinned Jacobs with a wink, "This'll make sure you can stay on your feet long enough to do it. Flames! That's my bus. See you tomorrow!"
As Jacobs ran to catch her transit Robin walked gingerly to the corner. She made her purchase, adding ten unis for extra ankle support, and pulled on the shoes. Her feet felt better instantly and she blessed Jacobs for the kindness.
As Robin walked she considered her day. Her legs still hurt and she was tired past any day she'd worked before but her mind raced to encompass all she learned. Not about the restaurant and how to work it but about Jacobs and her life. Then toward her plans before Jasworth's class this evening.
***
Robin took a calming breath. She had her tools ready. She had the datamart logs and dogz handled and she had her plan solid. Time to execute it!
She connected to the fourth machine she corrupted, owned it and connected to the CA site. She sent a carefully-forged criminal check request and waited for it to respond. When it sent an encryption tunnel Robin forked it and sent her gooey grapple after the first file it could find. As soon as it locked in place she sent a spiral tunnel down its track. When the check returned negative and the first CA connection closed Robin widened her tunnel and fortified it. Though the outer CA tunnel vanished hers remained, solidly connected. She sent a very light probe down it and it reported no activity on the CA end. Robin strengthened that connection until she had a solid anchor there.
Working with cautious speed she forked her tunnel and connected to her bank. After several seconds it acknowledged and a cold drop of sweat started working its way down her back. Using her biometrics she opened a new account and transferred one hundred fifty unis into it. When the bank acknowledged success she forked that connection into hot memory and suspended it there. A second drop of sweat joined the first and she gained understanding of why the hottest burners always wanted fast boxes and wide pipes!
Robin introduced an error into the back-acknowledgement. The CA connection terminated and the bank's went into a security audit. While it worked she turned her attention to the CA. Before the connection fully closed she stuck a quick edit into her thermal worm and launched it against the CA.
The CA connection noised up when the worm detonated. Not good! The CA dogz requested verification from the bank but its connection had already closed. As swiftly as she could Robin forged a minimal positive acknowledgement and sent it down the tunnel. The CA dogz chewed on it a moment before returning a positive back-ack.
Relief washed through Robin as she let the CA connection fully close. Unless some natural disaster struck the CA hardware within the next five minutes the edit her worm planted would commit and replace Robin's biometrics with carefully-corrupted copies. After their daily backup the CA would have no solid connection between Samantha Taw and the person who tried to impersonate Robin Macy.
By the time Robin finished with the CA the bank machine sent a close request. That would not do but she wasn't ready for the next step. She issued a suspend-keep-open, sat back and took a deep breath.
The bank connection re-opened at Robin's request. A quick check of the security logs revealed nothing amiss: since she neither added nor removed money the balances matched and since the original connection came from the CA the security stayed quiescent. She issued a close for the connection and forked it before it completed.
Now came her next risky move. With a half-open secure authoritative authenticated connection her promote-me module should give her a higher level of access. Since most banks used standard financial packages the difficulty lay in figuring out which one and how to use it. Robin succeeded on her third try and authenticated as a backup and archive administrator. Not as good as full administrator but she could work it. She wormed her way through the backup policies until she found her target.
Since before the Imperium banks dealt with roundoff error. By law financial transactions were tracked to the ten-thousandth of a unicred but computers were much more accurate than that. Robin located the salami account, the one used to hold less-than-ten-thousandth roundoffs, and began tracing the feeds into it. Since roundoffs were unavoidable and novice burners were tempted with each new generation, banks adopted an elegant solution. All roundoffs went into the salami account and any attempt to withdraw money from it would trigger a galaxy of security. She very carefully did not try to withdraw anything from the account.
Robin identified and traced the salami connections associated with various planet-wide or interstellar companies. She then slipped a carefully-crafted shim between the feed and the ports that would connect to it. When activated, and Robin placed a randomizer on that, each shim would funnel between a quarter and a half of the roundoff into her original account.
Robin knew someone would discover her work eventually. She planned to have plenty of ready cash by then! Before she left she located the bank's cryptobase archive and copied it. She knew she'd need to do this again and she didn't want to use a CA connection each time.
With her tasks complete and her connections closed Robin chipped and hid her data and removed all traces of herself from this machine and the business'. That left her just enough time to make her class for the evening.
***
Lorna Gallaway looked at the writ before her with disbelief. The man standing before her, handsome despite his blue uniform, graced her with a wide smile.
"I still don't understand," said Gallaway.
"I'm sorry, signora. I'm not at liberty to say anything past this. Do you want to re-verify the order?"
"No."
"Will you comply?"
"Of course! I'm no criminal."
The man touched his cap in salute and left.
Gallaway puzzled over the Writ. It complied to all relevant laws, of course, but its content made no sense. The basic text: cease and desist all further investigations of the Macy case and disclose the results of any and all such immediately. Not that she found much, Macy simply vanished. She thought about adding the incident in St. Gore-Wharton where someone tried to impersonate Macy but decided to let the CA deal with that itself.
Once Gallaway summarized what little she did find she automatically filed a request to block admission of all compromised evidence. That would damage the CA case, if ever it came to trial. At least, she thought, that would cost the CA some effort!
***
The weak-chinned man hid his smile. His coworkers told him it wasn't pleasant despite his best efforts to the contrary. His carefully-woven plan clicked down the track he inferred. Soon it would either bear fruit or fail to do so in such a way as to yield a treasure ship of information.
Patience. The wisp of a smile escaped his lips as he sipped his tea and watched. He left a nice tip for the new waitress struggling to manage her tables.
***
Robin walked into her new, small apartment and closed the door behind her, glad that her shift ended. Though not spacious or fancy the apartment took up most of her meager pay. No matter. She lived scrupulously within her wages, ostensibly. Crafting an identity as Samantha Taw took a lot of effort but Robin put it forth willingly.
Samantha Taw lived her life, went to school, graduated and spent most of her time before moving to St. Gore-Wharton in the small town of Alverton Wharf. Records there were sketchy but the town suffered periodic catastrophic floods and its residents refused to move despite the government's urgings to do so. That the centrally-archived records in Primary didn't match exactly those from Alverton posed no problem. Thomas told her of many burners who crafted false identities from the records of Alverton Wharf.
Meanwhile Robin amassed a not-inconsiderable sum of money from her transfer tap. Since it could vanish any day she made regular, sizable cash withdrawals. Some of it she kept, the rest she distributed among several retina-coded rental lockers. She finally spent some of her hoarded money on a brand new, high-speed, hot-to-the-slot, optimized portable terminal. She maxed it on memory and added an extra pair of chip burners. She took her time configuring it, drawing on her experience and others' to maximize its burn potential. Though not quite as pyro as Everett's rig it would still serve her well!
Several weeks passed since Robin's arrival. She finished her class and concentrated on fitting into her job. Her new persona helped with that: any time a customer became rowdy or flirty she pulled Samantha on like a glove and let her handle them. She now had five regular customers of her very own, a solid friend in Jasmine and Maxine's praise on a semi-regular basis. As she worked she also observed. Samantha readily learned things Robin never would.
Robin settled in the datamart, bandit-booted its terminal and meshed it with hers. Today she wore mundane clothes and not the eye-catchers Samantha liked. Since breaking their transaction crypto Robin hadn't burned or even touched the CA site. Now that would change. She relaxed herself and set up half a dozen standard tunnels to random bounce sites across the net. She opened a connection to the CA and when it stabilized she sent identical requests off her bounce sites. Her initial connection noised up and she hoped the security there reported a penetration attempt. Her plan hinged on it!
The CA connection started to close for security conditions. Excellent! Robin refused the close and requested a resend, meanwhile inverse-bouncing dozens of ersatz requests through the half-open connection. When the terminate-request resent she triggered two programs she had waiting. The first forked the connection into hot memory and acknowledged the close. The second launched a very traceable script-burn from one of her bounce sites. It immediately attempted to burn the CA in a very visible and spectacular fashion. How far it would go Robin neither knew nor cared: it distracted most of the CA security. While it worked Robin opened a standard connection to the CA's public site. Underneath the standard protocol, though, she had a spiral tunnel encrypted well past what the connection required. As the CA security began tracing the script-burn she fused the spiral tunnel into the half-open one she had in hot memory. After a few seconds the tunnels merged. Success!
Within minutes Robin watched the datamart from a bench down the street. She had a cup of tea and a 'stick and, apparently, not a care in the galaxy. After ten minutes no CA hovers appeared. Success twice! Robin finished her tea and 'stick and headed for the next datamart.
This time Robin used a low, slow and subtle attack. Her spiral tunnel stayed in place until she settled into her next datamart and she detected no security out of the ordinary. She carefully probed and queried the CA data service, mostly to infer its structure. As soon as the normal security approved her presence and settled down Robin launched her hottest warez. She fired a throbbing needle deep into the database and followed it up with a thermal worm loaded with a very specific query. When the security roused and began swarming Robin fired a thorn snatch with queries for the public information on any and all CA arrests within the past four months. The site bogged down with the immensity of that request but not before Robin's worm detonated. Robin collapsed her tunnels and left.
Now at a third datamart carefully not close to the first two Robin connected to the CA again. She started a fast file transfer and before long had a massive data squirt coming at her. The lag on the responses showed her thorn snatch still active so she gritted her teeth and waited. The file transfer terminated abnormally and Robin knew better than to wait for a proper close. She jacked out her portable, powered down the datamart terminal and left.
The street contained several restaurants, a vital part of Robin's plan, and she walked briskly to the second-closest. By the time she emerged from the fresher five CA hovers had converged on the datamart. She shed her outer clothing in the fresher and now sported one of Samantha's flashier selections. She ordered a light meal and lit a 'stick, all the while watching the blue-garbed officers and their frenetic action. When a pair of them approached her current location Robin smiled sweetly at them. One of the men merely scowled at her but the other returned a half-smile.
Giddy with accomplishment Robin mocked the hovers when they left. She knew they had her description and most likely a picture but that would do them do good whatsoever! After Robin finished her dessert she peeled off the glove spray Maxine insisted everyone on her staff use. Before she left the fresher and even before she changed clothes Robin spat out and flushed the huge wads of gum she'd had tucked into each cheek. That would hash up any facial metrics and Robin very carefully did not leave another trace.
Safe now and full of good food Robin took out her terminal, killed the net connection that tried to form and called up her data. The header report said her query succeeded well past what she allowed herself to hope! It reported the results, summarized them and tabulated them. The authentication summary reported access well past what she needed to query those results.
Those totally empty results!
Robin read and re-read the reports. Then she checked the original data, then the condensed and summarized data. Nothing! She had an initial CA report on her alleged crimes along with several motions Gallaway filed to suppress them. They had an arrest warrant for her and a notation that it had been executed. Then nothing. She saw an arrest warrant for Aunt Lilly then nothing. No notation of arrest, no solicitor's request, simply... nothing.
Robin muddled her way back to her apartment. All that preparation and nothing to show for it. Squelch! She knew from trying her comm combo that no one occupied Aunt Lilly's house. She even risked a hover-by in a taxi. The yard was clean but the grass higher than Lilly liked it. Robin blinked, surprised at the wetness that rolled down her cheek.
"Information," said Robin softly. But what to try now?



Chapter 6. To a New World!
 
Robin entered her apartment and locked the door absently, her mind still focused on her problem. The CA was her best and most likely avenue to what happened to herself or Aunt Lilly but not the only one. She hoped. Maybe she should try...
"Hello. I see you've done well for yourself."
The voice startled her. After a moment of shock and paralysis she looked up, already knowing to whom it belonged. Carl had just risen from one of her chairs and now he stood before her.
Robin reacted as Jasworth taught her, indeed drilled into her bones. Though terror still washed through her she took a deep breath and time slowed as she felt the small cylinder settle into her palm. She took a half-step back and sprayed it into Carl's face. When the first spritz expired she followed it with another.
"One shot will disorient and incapacitate," said Jasworth, "Two will knock down the ruttiest thug and keep him down until you call the CA. Even if you have to walk a block or two to do it."
Carl felt that! He might be able to shake off a stunner but SLAMflat hit him hard. She sprayed him twice more for good measure. When he flinched back, as she knew he would, she kicked fast and hard. Carl grunted as he folded around her foot.
With adrenaline, anger and fear flooding through her Robin set herself to knock Carl down and render him unconscious. She swung her fist, tight and loose.
He dodged it! Somehow he moved! When her fist whizzed past him he stepped inside it and jabbed her with hard fingers. Then again, again and again.
Robin choked a gasp as her arm went numb followed by the rest of her body. Carl struck twice again and she could only watch as the floor rose to slap her hard. Then... Pain! Severe, excruciating pain!
When her ears stopped ringing Robin heard Carl muttering at the sink and running water. Breath came slowly and spots swam before her eyes. Eventually she could twitch her arms and legs and sharp tingling replaced the pain. Slowly. A hand grabbed her collar, lifted her and deposited her in a chair.
Carl sat staring at her, water still dripping off his face. He blinked red eyes constantly but he could obviously see her and, although he moved gingerly, he'd also shaken off her kick. His face was a stone mask with no warmth in it whatsoever. Robin felt her throat tighten as fear replaced pain and tingling.
"What the hades was that for?"
"Y-you stole me! I don't know what you did to me but I'm not me anymore! Th-they don't have any records of me. I mean, this me and not the old me! You did that!"
Carl stared, his eyes boring into her very soul.
"Feces," he finally said, heavily, "Just excuse the hades out of us for trying to help you."
"Help?! Help how?"
"Without our help you probably wouldn't have made it out of Ribbon City. If you tried to ID for anything the CA would have arrested you on the spot! Flames! Didn't you have to pass a check for anything since we left?"
Carl fell silent, waiting for her to counter his words. She tried to marshal a response but found she couldn't. After a while her body stopped tingling and she could move her arms and legs. He sat, silently watching, while she did so.
"Umm... Thanks?"
"You're welcome," he said heavily.
"So why are you here?"
"To see how you're doing. It would've been a shame to waste all that work on you."
"Wh-what exactly did you do? To me, I mean."
"Shave and a haircut. Microscarring. We ran a light surgical across your hands and the backs of your eyes. Not enough to do any damage but enough to hash up your biometrics. That and a little bone gel in your cheeks."
The implication left Robin cold. "While... While..."
"While you were asleep," came the icy response, "Yes. And yes, we could have killed you, raped you, left you for the CA or any other nasty thing your mind can think up but that is not how we operate. We do not want you dead, in bed, in prison or any other such thing."
"Oh."
"Besides," he continued, "We might have some information concerning the people who framed and kidnapped you."
"What is it?"
"All in due time. We tracked a lot of their activity but we might need some help finishing the job."
"I see," said Robin, "Might such help involve burning into data systems and acquiring information?"
"It might. We can always hire another pyro burner."
She nodded. "Or you can hire someone who is already familiar with the way they operate." The Samantha part of herself began calculating. "Is it me you want?"
"Yes. You did a lot for them and you've... recovered your life quite well since then."
"Slib," she said, "but I have a price."
Impossibly his expression cooled. "A price?"
"Y-yes." Though unsteadied by his glare Robin kept her voice even. "I want my Aunt Lilly! She v-vanished and I can't find her."
After a moment Carl nodded. "Agreed. No guarantees but we should be able to find out what happened to her. I can't promise anything past that."
Robin finally returned his nod. "Fair enough. Would you like something to eat or drink?"
"No." He rose and started for the door. "We'll be in touch soon. Be ready."
***
Micah Stone stealthed his way back to his own room. Ferrel waited with his usual grin in place. As soon as Micah sat Ferrel handed him a tube of eye mist and a strong drink.
"Well done, my brother, especially considering... circumstances."
Micah sprayed his eyes thoroughly and sat down gently. "As if. So what do you think?"
"I think she drubbed your duff, no blather," said Ferrel, "You must admit that does not happen often. Is that why you insisted on going instead of me?"
"It is." Micah reached into his pants and pulled out the softpad. He didn't dare wear anything Robin might have detected. "Thank you on behalf of Jenn. It helped a little."
"I am also beginning to lean toward your convictions. She did fight very well and all the while under panic."
"Well I am leaning away from them," said Micah, "She didn't really fight. Those were well-practiced maneuvers, not really technique. Effective, yes, but not ingrained and she didn't adapt at all. What about her net work?"
"High level of expertise," said Ferrel instantly, "That attack she pulled against the CA was no bloody sneeze, my brother. She attacked in waves and in detail. Apparently she took the time to probe the defenses and design her warez specifically to take advantage of them."
"Apparently?"
"I told you I might have missed some of her traces. She was very diligent about avoiding detection!"
"What about Vinsley?"
"No traces since the last one. I'm pretty sure he moved to Landsrey's Refuge. Most of the cargo I traced was bound there, eventually. The other destinations he used are within easy shipping range. Vinsley did drop some bait but the likelies there weren't above four percent."
Micah checked Ferrel's work, more for information than for accuracy.
"What about the stuff you got earlier today?"
"I haven't factored it in yet. I was catching up on our spiders."
Ferrel meant the ones they seeded around Robin's job and apartment.
"Mpf," grunted Micah noncommittally, "Tangential question is still her."
"Take a shower and relax, my brother. I'll try to have some optimals when you're done."
***
Robin picked at the food before her. Maxine wasn't happy with her and neither, for that matter, was Robin. She duffed four orders, upset one of her regulars and let two tables leave without paying.
"'Samatter, hon," asked Jasmine, blowing on her chog to cool it."
"Nothing. Not really."
"Man problems?" When Robin didn't reply Jas lit a 'stick and continued. "Let him go, hon. They're not worth the trouble. Not the whole lot of 'em. It's not like we really need them."
Easy for her to say, thought Robin, since she rarely went more than a week without one. Even when they treated her horribly. She let Jas' words wash over her, desperately wanting to go home. She'd finished her shift half an hour ago and considered skipping this meal but didn't. Samantha always had a meal before she left: Maxine gave her employees a discount.
"So," finished Jasmine, "You see? You can't let 'em worry you, Sammi."
Robin spent most of the day thinking about Carl and what he said. She knew he wanted something but he'd not let slip a particle about it until she agreed to help him. Every rational part of her mind screamed against whatever Carl and Robert planned. Still...
Even with more than sufficient cause to do her harm Carl didn't. Not past her pride, at least. She knew it involved Everett and whatever Thomas did. And Everett was evil. Pure, low, slimy evil, she knew that. If Carl and Robert opposed him didn't that make them non-evil?
"... and whatever they want to get you you can get yourself. Y'know?" Jas finished her 'stick and lit another one. "C'mon, Sammi. You're too sweet to let some spike-nose sonuvawhore get you down like this."
Robin had to smile at that. "I guess you're right."
"That's better, hon." She checked her chrono. "Listen. I'm working Tiffany's shift today but I'll be done by eleven. Wanna go to the Thin Line with me then?"
That was a club located between St. Gore and Wharton. It did not have a good reputation.
"Maybe," said Robin, "but I doubt it."
Jasmine opened her mouth to argue but instead patted Robin's hand.
"Polar. But you ought to, Sammi. It'd do you a galaxy of good!"
Robin smiled and Jasmine went back to work. Robin bussed her table absently, dumped the trash and dishes and went back and cleaned it. Maxine looked up when Robin clocked out but didn't say anything. In the kitchen Reggie scooped a massive order off the grill then pulled out his cleaning scrape.
"You gone? Be careful." Reggie said the same words to her every day when she left.
Jasmine told her Reggie led his gravball team to season victory in the three years before his Academy graduation. Several colleges had scholarships waiting for him, but he liked sinfire, pandream and turbo and the partying that went with them too much. Three years after graduation he was on the street with an impressive felony record and nothing else. The CA, tired of arresting him for vagrancy, finally enrolled him in a rehabilitation school and only culinary training stuck. Now he spent his time working, sleeping or working out at the gym beside...
Stop it! thought Robin furiously.
"Focus," she said, "Focus!"
As Robin walked to the transit station she worked to rid herself of Samantha. Sammi cared about little past going off shift and thought she should take Jasmine up on her offer. Robin considered it before but never this seriously. Besides the Line Jasmine liked to frequent other clubs equally rough. Robin felt good when she locked her door behind her.
"Well?"
Robin jumped but didn't yelp. Carl sat at her table looking at her. She felt the knockdown spray cool in her palm.
"Well what? What do you want?"
"You, of course. We're leaving tonight." His expression took on some annoyance. "If you're not interested I'm gone."
"Wait. Tonight? Now?"
"Tonight now. I don't have time to waste. With you or without, I'm hitting that door." He looked at her hand. "And if you're going to spray me again get it over with."
Robin's brain whirled but with a tight focus now. All the details she mulled started clicking into place. She still had some doubts but...
"I want to clean up. And tidy up the place. And pack."
Carl scowled. "Slib. Message your landlord and employer your termination notice. Package up that shirt and I'll ship it back while you're packing. I don't want any loose details. Not a single one!"
None of her tasks took long but Robin still took her time doing them. She felt uncomfortable stepping into the shower with Carl in her apartment but she did so and nothing happened. She folded her uniforms into a neat package, wrapped it and wrote Burnline's address prominently across it. Then she carefully packed every little thing she had. She didn't particularly want it all but she did want to see just how far she could press Carl. The Samantha part of her approved and cheered her on. She smiled inwardly when Carl began drumming his fingers impatiently.
When Robin finished Carl took her heaviest bag, now oozing impatience. When she unlocked the door to leave his arm snaked around her waist. She elbowed him hard in the gut.
"Burnit," he said, "Will you phase down and ground? I'm your companion for the evening or the weekend. That's what anybody who sees us needs to think!"
Robin trembled a bit inside but Carl only showed a lot of annoyance at her.
Once they left the apartment and Robin dropped her package and keycard into the mail bin Carl walked her to a large hover parked down the street. She climbed into the back seat while Carl stowed her bags in the boot.
"Hi Robin," came Robert's voice, "Or is is Samantha now?"
"Doesn't matt..."
Robin's words died as she got a look at Robert. He'd attired himself in the most pyro sloppychic he could down to ring pierces and dyed teeth.
"Samantha, then," he said, "I think she'll fit in better, truth?"
Once Robert had the hover under way Carl tossed back a small package. Inside Robin found dye brushes, tooth markers and an assortment of pierces.
"Clothes are in the big package there," said Carl, "You can change after it's full dark."
"Wait. Where are we going?"
"You'll know when we get there," replied Carl.
Even though the hover rocked very little Robin had some difficulty. Neither man spoke and Carl had already sloppychiqued himself. He even changed clothes with no undue thrashing.
By full dark Robin wanted desperately to change clothes, if for no other reason than to move around. They left St. Gore-Wharton far behind, heading she knew not where. Her mental map of Echo Bend along with occasional glimpses of road signs gave three or four cities as possibilities but neither Robert nor Carl dropped a clue about their destination. Her cheeks finally quit stinging from applying the ring pierces and sleep started dragging down her eyelids.
"Break time."
Carl's voice jerked Robin out of a nap she didn't mean to take. The hover settled to the ground outside a small restaurant and maintenance station with no other buildings around.
"Just stay cryo," said Carl.
Robin availed herself of the fresher as soon as they got a table. She didn't like the lady staring out the mirror at her but she did do a good sloppychic.
Their waitress had the bleary-eyed look of someone working too long on too little sleep. She took their orders without conversation, even when Carl slipped in a crude innuendo.
"That wasn't nice," said Robin softly as soon as the lady left.
"Fits who we are," replied Carl.
"I'll leave her a good tip," said Robert. Then, to Carl, "She really didn't look happy with you."
Carl turned icily to watch the door. With a wink Robert took out a drugstick and handed Robin the pack.
With the meal a memory - not a pleasant one, Maxine would not have served it - they started back to the hover. Robin reached for the back door when Robert's hand on her arm stopped her.
"You take front," he said, "I'm gonna grab some eyelid."
Robin kept her eyes on Carl. After a few minutes Robert started snoring. Carl remained silent, his eyes and his total concentration focused on the road ahead.
"I can drive, if you like," offered Robin.
"I've got it."
"Would you like some music?"
He shook his head.
"A 'stick?"
Again the head shake.
"Listen," said Robin, "I'm not the enemy. I came along with you. Remember?"
He said nothing.
"Why won't you tell me where we're going?"
"Need to know. You don't."
"What about Everett and the people we're after?"
"They're bad news. We know for sure they're into drug- and data-smuggling along with importing plenty of other stuff that isn't good for people. Maybe worse. Wherever they show up people vanish. Usually young and good-looking. Talented, too."
Robin's mouth dried up at this. "W-what happens to them?"
"Don't know. Whatever it is isn't good. Does it matter past that?"
"I... I guess not." She tried to speak nonchalantly but apparently didn't.
The hover slowed and she felt Carl's eyes on her. "If you want out just say so. I'll drop you in the next small town and you'll never see either of us again."
Robin considered it hard. Thoughts of Everett popped into her mind, then thoughts of him with her Aunt Lilly a captive.
"I said I'm in!"
Carl sped back up. After a while he spoke.
"The people we're after don't play games. They play serious and they play permanent. Stay with us and there's a chance you'll end up dead. There's a chance you'll end up disappeared. We'll try not to let that happen but no promises. You think about that now. We have one more big town and a handful of small ones before we stop. Say the word and I'll let you out."
The offhanded manner with which Carl spoke chilled Robin as much as the words themselves. He simply spelled out the facts with no emotion behind them.
She thought hard as the silence grew. She knew with certainty what happened to some of those disappearances and probably some of the drugs. She knew how the data disappeared from its owners. The thought of Everett's fingers touching her again chilled her. She had no doubt he waited for her, somewhere out there, still alive.
With what she knew Robin could set herself up as anyone, anywhere. A small town offered a lot of potential, especially one large enough for her to disappear but small enough for strangers to stick out. She could make herself safe. She would! Then, once she had that safety she could begin her search in earnest for Aunt Lilly. She didn't know exactly how that would happen but she'd have ample resources for the planning.
"I already told you I'm in," said Robin, though her voice shook a little.
"Slib. Work on being an asset and not a liability."
***
Dawn roused Robin. She had unpleasant dreams, nightmares, but none bad enough to hurl her to wakefulness. She didn't remember any details, only the terror of them. Carl still sat behind the controls, showing no sign of having driven the entire night. By what Robin saw they climbed a mountain range not long ago; now they traveled down the other side with a spectacular view of the plains below spread out before her. At the edge of the horizon she saw a large city and stretching past it an ocean. As she watched a star blossomed within the city and rose slowly to join the others now fading from the sky.
"Port Anemone," she said.
"Good morning," said Robert from the back seat, "Loverly day, truth?"
"Fine day to be alive," ventured Robin. Although Robert was at least as dangerous as Carl, if not more so, she found herself warming to him.
Robert grinned back and produced three self-heating chogs. Robin accepted hers with gratitude and Carl his without a word.
"I don't suppose you'll tell me where we're going," said Robin, to Robert.
"Port Anemone," replied Carl.
By the time the sun climbed twice its size above the horizon traffic began to increase. That continued as they approached the city and soon Carl navigated six lanes of very fast morning go-to-work commuters. The hover's chrono placed the time at 7:30 and Robin thought, with a pang, of her daily routine and that of her chat-friends. Well, she amended, her daily routine before her life ended.
"Don't dwell on it," advised Robert.
Carl pulled into a diner when the traffic peaked and started to slow. Robin stretched her stiff legs on the way in and hit the fresher even before they got a table. When she returned she found Robert reading a newsmod and Carl tucking into his food.
"Anything newsworthy," she asked.
"Government scandal, economic uncertainty and financial profit and loss," he said, "Nothing out of the ordinary."
The waiter brought Robin her meal and she wasted no time starting on it.
"Last chance," said Carl softly, "From here there's no turning back. Say the word and we'll leave you here. This town's big enough for all of us to vanish and you to make a good start."
Robin chewed her food carefully and swallowed it. Carl by day was no less menacing but at least there were other people about.
"I said I'm in," she said, softly but evenly, "You two might have stolen my life but someone else wrecked it first. In case you forgot I have a score to settle too. You also promised to help me. Do you want to go back on that now?"
"Follow orders," said Carl shortly, "Don't question us. We'll give you the information you need and we'll keep you alive as best we can." He leaned forward and his stare intensified. "But don't hesitate or question or balk when things heat up. One mistake at the wrong time may be the last one you ever make."
Carl's words chilled Robin but only firmed her resolve.
"Then you'll make one before I do!"
Two and a half hours later Robin might have thought to question her stubborn mouth. She, Carl and Robert rode a tram across the starport concourses toward a large interstellar liner. She tried to project Samantha in sloppychic but doubts gnawed her guts. She hadn't considered the possibility of going offplanet. All of her few advantages rested on Echo Bend's surface.
Just before they boarded Robert handed her an ident, a ticket and an exchequer. She thought to glean some information from the latter but it was a standard Federation model. At Carl's insistence she personalized it with her prints and rets, discovering as she did so a credit balance already on it.
"Just in case," said Carl.
The ticket displayed the ship's name and departure time but not her destination. Given time Robin could discover that but the other two gave her none. They hustled first to board and then to their cabins. Between the three of them they had two cabins, neither first class nor steerage. As they walked to the departure lounge she caught Robert's ear.
"I didn't know we'd be leaving the planet," she said, "I really didn't pack enough for a trip."
"It's polar," he whispered back, "I bought you a few things. Besides, we're not supposed to have a lot of money. Wouldn't do to have a lot of luggage."
As the stewards and stewardesses strapped the passengers in for takeoff they offered tranqs.
"Should I take one," asked Robin nervously.
"Yes," said Carl.
"If you're really nervous," said Robert, "but it really isn't that bad."
Robin decided not to take the tranq.
The ship started rumbling around them. The viewscreen at the front of the lounge cleared to a view from the ship's sensors. The pilot lofted them slowly and Robin only felt heavy in her chair. The screen split to show the view fore and aft and Robin watched the spaceport, then Port Anemone and finally Echo Bend itself shrink and disappear. Despite everything else Robin thrilled at actually leaving her planet, at leaving home. She dreamed about it and fantasized about it but actually doing it...
After forty-two minutes the throb deepened and the gravity hiccuped and went back to normal.
"Ladies and gentlemen this is your captain speaking. We have cleared orbit and are vectoring toward our microjump point. We are approximately two days plus five in link to Salva Secore. We will be making one navigation stop. Please remain seated until after we microjump and also observe transit protocol. We hope you enjoy your trip and thank you for choosing Federation Interstellar."
Seventeen minutes later the ship microjumped. Robin felt a momentary discomfort, barely noticed and over almost before she felt it. The ship crew began unstrapping the passengers and helping them up. Amazingly Robin saw a few obviously ill ones receiving medical attention.
"But why? That was... Awesome!" She directed the question to Robert but Carl answered.
"Grippers. You may like it but some of them don't."
She puzzled over the answer. True, it scared her at first but the afterward more than made up for it. Then Robin realized something even more amazing: Carl answered her without contempt! He spoke without contempt for her not knowing and contempt for those he certainly must feel weaker than himself. She filed this datum carefully.
Back in her room Robin pulled out her terminal with thoughts of connecting to the ship net and finding out some information. Carl disabused her of this by walking into the room, folding up the furniture and moving her bags into their room next door. Before she could ask Carl tossed her a bundle of cloth.
"What is this?" The cloth bundle turned into something like a swimsuit made of thick fabric.
"Put it on."
Robin started to protest but he turned away. She donned it wordlessly but thought it showed too much of her. It fit perfectly, though, and when she turned back she saw Carl had stripped down to a pair of fighting trunks. He faced her, standing balanced on the balls of his feet.
"If you're going to fight," he said, "learn to fight. Posing and posturing is platinum and polar orbits on the holovee but in a real situation it'll only get you killed."
"Wait," said Robin, nerves tensing, "We should have dampers!"
"Think of it as motivation."
With that he moved in on attack. He alternated punches and kicks and Robin defended, mostly. Rita Jasworth firmly believed in dampers and when some of the ladies duffed moves Robin discovered why. Regardless, Carl kept attacking and she did her best to defend.
Before long the attacks changed. Robin didn't know exactly how but they did. She did know she had to defend harder and faster and never twice from the same direction. Her muscles twinged then ached with the unaccustomed work but Carl showed no sign of slowing.
Then Robin made a disturbing discovery. Between attacks Carl's eyes flicked downward as he looked at her scars. Not that he had any dearth of them himself, still it upset her. One of her worst lay across her midriff; but for the surgeons Aunt Lilly hired it would have covered most of her stomach. The next time he moved in Robin tried to shift to hide it.
Lightning-fast Carl tapped several vital areas and threw her to the floor.
"Up," he said, moving back into ready position.
Robin wanted to protest but saw his eyes tracing her again. With protesting muscles she climbed to her feet and assumed ready position.
This time Carl moved in with grips and holds. Robin did those well under Jasworth. Not so Carl; no sooner did she break one than he applied another. Almost, it seemed, he knew exactly how she would move and planned his next one accordingly. He swept her into a front armlock and Robin saw him tracing the scars on the arm he held. Without thinking Robin jerked her arm back. He released it, tangled his foot in hers and she ended up on the floor again.
"That hurt!"
"Up."
"I said that hurt, burn you!"
"And I said get up." No emotion crossed his face.
"No!" Robin pulled herself into a sitting position and glared.
Unfazed, Carl moved over and jabbed a stiff finger there, there and there. Pain radiated outward from every strike. Robin tried to block him but succeeded only in exposing more soft areas. Biting back tears she backed away from him.
"Torque you!" This time Robin's muscles screamed as she rose. Sweat ran down her face and stung her eyes.
Carl moved in again but she didn't give him a chance. Robin counterattacked into him, throwing punches and kicks as hard and as fast as she could. Several landed without force and the rest simply missed. Before long Robin's anger burned itself out, replaced with extra fatigue. Carl moved in, levered her over one of her own kicks and threw her to the floor again.
"Up."
"Rut you!" This time Robin spoke through clenched teeth. She heard him approach and felt a light touch tracing down her back. Exploding with what strength she could muster Robin swept his feet. This time Carl hit the floor hard. She pulled back her legs and delivered several particularly vicious kicks Jasworth taught just for such situations. When she could Robin rolled back to her feet and began administering punches and kicks suitable for a downed foe. It didn't take him long to grab her foot and throw her down but she did land several telling blows. She ended up breathing hard and staring at Carl, who hadn't risen.
"First rule," he said, "you can't always fight on your own terms. Second rule: you can't always pick your terrain. Third rule: adapt."
With that Carl rose to his feet and offered her his hand. She considered refusing it but her cramping muscles persuaded her otherwise. While she stood, uncertain of his next move, he started folding her furniture back down. When he finished and walked back into his room Robert entered with her bags.
"Not bad," he said, grinning.
"Six sigmas solid," she replied with heavy sarcasm.
"No blather. No blood and no broken bones. You definitely impressed him." On seeing her expression Robert's turned serious. "Robin, don't deceive yourself that what we're doing isn't deadly dangerous. We're not dealing with people who play nice and they certainly don't play by the rules. They don't fight fair and they don't think twice about taking advantage of any weakness. The way you win against 'em is not to give them any." Now he smiled. "Take a hot shower. Things will look better once you're out."
***
Ferrel sat across the table and stared at Micah.
"She wasn't holding back." Micah spoke as if to himself but Ferrel knew better. "I'm ninety-nine on that. She's a bloody quick study. She won't take any time getting competent. That one percent still bothers me, though."
"How is she against Vera?"
"I know Vera's sneaky. Robin is either exactly what she says and just good or holding back and a ruddy good actress." Micah sighed.
"Prowl the ship on it, my brother. It's my turn now."
***
When Robin emerged from the shower, indeed feeling better, she noticed the door to the other room ajar. Robert looked up when she opened it.
"Welcome back, lady," he grinned, putting away the cards he'd just shuffled. "Get your terminal."
Puzzled, Robin did so. Nothing seemed out of order when she powered it up but she'd not trust that until she verified it. Robert motioned to the chair across from him.
"What now," she asked.
"More combat."
Robin's muscles twitched at this but Robert merely produced a terminal of his own. He then meshed the two.
"Now show me what you've got!"
She had no difficulty reading the challenge in his eyes. Nor, for that matter, the amusement. So he didn't think she could burn! By stars he'd learn his lesson the hard way!
"Not bad, lady," grinned Robert.
Robin returned it, flexing her fingers. She had no doubt of his expertise as a burner but now he knew her measure. They started with a few simple burns with his box configured for security and progressed beyond that very quickly. Several times Robin pierced his innermost security. He'd have nothing of value there, she knew that, but still she basked in her victories.
"Why thank you," she said, "You're pretty pyro yourself. That last dog was pretty vicious. Did you write it?"
"Improved it. It's called 'here kitty kitty' and it's a luscious lure." He grimaced. "The first time I saw it was from the outside and it ruddy nearly spiked my whole box."
"It would make good burnware. Adapt it for attack instead of defense."
"Not really. Not processor-efficient and it requires a lot of anchors in its area. Doesn't stretch or scale well at all. It squelches delta on defense but reeks orbit-wide the other way. I've got the sources if you want them."
"Polar. Is it open?"
"Not a chance in hades," he replied, squirting her the data, "This is plus-plus hotware where it was developed. Now tell me about that thermal worm of yours. Is it AIdaptive?"
"Nak," she said, "My box won't do AI in burntime. I'm just a good guesser." Robin smiled but inwardly thrilled. Robert had given her information. She couldn't consider its full implication now but she carefully noted it for later.
"That you are," he affirmed, "Pious question: are you up for another round?"
"Make it happen!"
***
Robin spent the rest of the trip dreading and enjoying her days. The sessions she spent with Robert honing her skills she loved. He passed along a lot of tricks she never considered then expected her to use them. Other times one of them configured a terminal for security and the other tried to penetrate it. Robert didn't really decompile other people's warez but he had a deft hand at working up his own.
The other times, the ones Robin hated, she spent with Carl. No matter how well she did or how much she improved he expected more. Robin knew, mentally and physically, that she learned multiple orders of magnitude more than Jasworth taught her. Still, Carl had a constant, predictable habit of taking her to the verge of tears and beyond, then expecting her to fight past them.
Her identity formed another point of contention. Carl gave her a chip with all the information she could possibly need and he expected her to assimilate it instantly.
"Up," said Carl, emotionless as always.
Robin rose slowly to her feet. Her left arm and leg hurt more than usual today; the word 'gentle' did not appear in Carl's training vocabulary.
"Ready stance," said Carl, "Tell me about your boyfriend in college."
"His name was... Jack..."
Carl chose that moment to attack. Though Robin defended she stopped talking to do it. In the middle of the sequence he reached past her defenses and thumped her forehead. It didn't hurt but it did serve its purpose by humiliating her. She bit back her words as the attack intensified. Experience taught her how Carl reacted to sharp words during a workout.
"Go on," he said, mid-punch.
"His... His name... Jack. He was..." Robin defended a flurry of blows. "He was majoring..." She defended again but several punches and a kick leaked through, rattling her. "Majoring in..." Carl feinted a kick. She dodged it easily only to collide with the wall. "He was majoring in mass murder!" She snapped the last, her anger finally boiling past her ability to control it.
She didn't see the next set of kicks and punches; Carl simply moved too fast. Stunned, staggered and out of breath Robin sagged against the wall. Before she could slide to the floor she felt a rough hand grab her throat, just under her chin, and force her eyes upward.
"Focus, burnit!"
Now Robin saw emotion and wished she hadn't. Carl angry was ten times worse than Carl without! He knew he could crush her like a troublesome insect and by the look in his eyes he considered doing just that. Fear paralyzed her. She saw nothing more than his eyes and they grew to fill her entire universe. Just a little more pressure would stop her breathing. Time stretched, and slowed, and stretched, and slowed. She felt a hot tear trickle down her cheek.
After an eternity Carl released her. Even splayed against the wall she nearly fell.
"Don't fight," said Carl, anger gone, "If you're ever in a situation, don't fight. Just smile and go along with it and maybe you'll survive."
"What?" The weakness of her voice surprised Robin.
"I said don't bother trying to fight. All you're going to do is torque off your attacker and make things worse. Just go along, don't try to fight, stay meek and passive and maybe you'll live."
When Carl turned away Robin felt the tears spilling from her eyes.
"wait. Wait!" Robin had to force the words out. "Get back here! We're not finished!"
Robin threw herself forward in, perhaps, her clumsiest attack ever. Carl defended absently, with no effort whatsoever, neutralized the attack and set her gently on the floor.
"Rut you! I said..." Robin flopped forward and tried to sweep his feet. She missed but she still heard something crack.
Carl turned back. "Don't do that," he said, emotionless as ever.
How long she sat there on the floor Robin didn't know. She wiped angrily at the occasional tear that slid down her face. She tried to tell herself she shouldn't feel humiliated, that she shouldn't feel bad. She succeeded a little.
"Hi lady," came Robert's voice.
She thought about answering but decided not to.
"Hey. I'm not going away," he said, "You might as well talk."
"He's a rutting bastard!" Hot with anger, the words brought more tears. "I hate him!"
A gentle hand lifted her and guided her to a chair. She still swiped her cheeks furiously. Though Robert didn't smile his eyes held a gentle sympathy.
"I'm on your side, burnit! Just in case you didn't know. I could have stayed behind but I didn't." Robin's bitterness surprised her. "Since you're so bloody good why did you even bring me along?"
After a moment of silence Robert spoke.
"Because you're pretty bloody good yourself."
"For truth," said Robin, bitterness and sarcasm dripping from it.
"Robin, the people we're after..."
"Are dangerous," she said, "I know that, burn it all. Wherever they go people disappear or die and they might as well eat babies. I know they're evil, nasty, vile and plenty more words like them."
Robert sighed. "Robin, you know that here," he tapped her head, "but you still need to learn it here," he pointed to her heart, "We're trying to keep you alive. If you want I can probably convince him to leave you on Salva Secore."
"No!"
"Robin, think about..."
"I said no! My boyfriend's name was Jack. He was majoring in xenobotany and synthetic plant genetics. We were engaged 'till he found a big-chested vix from Darton's World." She continued detailing her life circa the chip she read. When she finished Robert bestowed a mischievous grin.
"Polarity. You might want to get some sleep now. We're grounding tomorrow with a couple of days' layover. No sense wasting them."
She managed a shaky smile in return.



Chapter 7. Epiphanies
 
The next morning found Robin at breakfast with Robert and Carl. He acted as though nothing had happened, engaging her in idle chat and expecting the same from her. Not long afterward the captain announced their arrival at Salva Secore. The crew secured the passengers in the boarding lounge, again offering tranqs.
Despite the other emotions bubbling within her Robin felt a thrill as they stepped off the boarding ramp and onto the soil of Salva Secore. The buildings looked the same but Robin ignored that.
"Remember this," said Robert, "It's never the same again. Never like the first time."
Robin smiled and took his arm. Then she half-stumbled as she realized what she did but Robert merely smiled back at her.
Robin stared around the terminal building as Carl went to claim their luggage. Robert excused himself, returning after a short time with a small bag.
"Here," he said, handing Robin and Carl a pair of sunglasses, "UV's pretty bad here. I also have some sunblock if we need it."
Robin puzzled over this. Along with the shades Robert handed her a keycard. She looked quizzically at him but Carl answered.
"That's to a locker here. If things go bad there's enough there for a ticket back to Echo Bend and a little more to get yourself lost."
Despite Carl's dire words Robin enjoyed her first two days on Salva Secore. The port city, Salvasec Down, catered to tourism as its, and the planet's, primary industry. The system lay at the hub of six trade routes between other systems and next to tourism shipping and handling cargo formed a significant part of its economy.
After dropping their luggage at an inexpensive motel Robin and Carl wandered about the town and did mostly what other tourists did. Though sloppychic wasn't nearly as popular here Carl stopped derisive comments with a cold stare.
Although the two of them did nothing outwardly un-tourist-like Robin knew they accomplished a lot, though not exactly what. Everywhere they went Carl used his holocaster frequently and often on things real tourists would consider dull and mundane. When Robin asked he merely looked at her but she knew and he knew it!
"... and you'd have loved it," said Robin, to Robert.
"I know, dear, but some of us do have to work. But I am up for some fun tonight."
Robin lifted an eyebrow.
"Evening pub crawl," he said.
***
Robin didn't like the first stop on the tour. The room was hot and smoky, the music was loud and it was mostly primate. Still, most of the crowd consisted of sloppychic or powerchill so she grimaced and twitched to the overly-emphasized beat. Before long a bashpit formed around the stage and Robin backed away quickly. When she turned she saw Robert clearing the crowd in front of them and Carl beside her making sure she didn't get slammed.
"Rough crowd," said Carl, once they left the place.
"Idiots," agreed Robin.
The next pub was a lot more relaxed. The three of them matched a small part of the crowd but tourists obviously made up the majority of it. Robin liked the music, light and upbeat and only a little loud.
"Care for a dance," asked Robert, eyes twinkling.
Without waiting for an answer he took her arm, pulled her up and wriggled them into a spot on the dance floor.
"I don't know how to dance," she whispered urgently.
"It's easy," he whispered back, "Just pretend you do!"
Tense and nervous, Robin tried to match her feet to the beat of the music. Robert matched her steps deftly and actually made her steps look decent. Before long she managed to relax. Then the lights dimmed and the music turned slow and soft. He pulled her in close.
"Just relax, lady," he whispered.
This close Robin could look past him and see the other couples on the floor. Not many of them stared but enough to rouse her nerves.
"Shhh," said Robert, "Just let me steer, hon."
His hand against her head, gently guiding her gaze downward. Robin closed her eyes and snuggled in against him. As they danced she could feel the supple muscles rippling beneath his shirt. She took a breath and relaxed...
All the tension Robin felt returned and settled in her stomach! She felt comfortable dancing with Robert, safe with his arms around her. When she opened her eyes she saw he'd guided them off the floor and toward an exit.
"There's a motel next door," he said softly, "Lets get a room, yes?"
She managed a sickly smile. A small trickle of fear soon widened into a stream. Carl was nowhere around and it hit her again just how far from home she really was. She held herself steady by thinking about leaving behind all the people staring at her but that chain of reasoning lead to a more dreadful conclusion.
Robin reached into her pocket and clenched her fist. Her nails bit into her palm but that kept her from shaking. Much. When Robert paid for the room the man behind the counter slid him the keycard with an oily smile. Robin felt his eyes on her all the way to the lift. Robert guided her down the hall and into a room.
"Ready for some fun, lady?"
Robin took a deep breath, held it a moment and took another. Rita Jasworth warned of this kind of paralyzing fear but failed to convey the true measure of it. She heard soft, intimate music as Robert turned on the holovee. When she finally looked at him...
"What?!"
Robin sat down hard, and fortunately onto the bed.
Robert had a pair of terminals, one of them hers, and worked on the room's dissected datajack.
By the time Robin managed to stand up Robert had moved two chairs in front of the terminals and connected them to the modified jack. He winked at her when he finished.
"Oh. This is not the room we just rented. Carl got it for us earlier and brought in our gear." He lit a 'stick and tossed her the pack. "What's wrong, hon?"
"Umm... I thought..." Robin tried hard but the words refused to come out.
"Heaven's flickering flames," he said, giving her his usual non-lust-filled grin, "Robin, luv, my business doesn't mix well with pleasure."
She felt her face flush as all her fear turned to embarrassment.
"Also, just for the record," he continued, "you dance quite well." He checked his chrono and his expression turned serious. "Jack in and get the feel of the net here. We have about an hour and a half to get ready." He handed her a stack of chips. "These are yours. If there's anything else you need now is the time to get it."
Robin powered up her terminal and meshed it with his, just like they practiced.
"Wait a milli," she said, "Why here and why now?"
"This is an advantageous position," said Robert, eyes still on his terminal, "There's a major data trunk junction adjoining this building. I scouted it earlier and, umm... did some work. We'll have a full T-beta pipe and plenty of routes for obfuscation. That's why I picked the pub crawl, too, by the bye."
"Pyronic," said Robin, meaning it.
She felt both a chill and a thrill. Robert planned to do some serious burning, with her beside him. She configured her term accordingly and found the net easily as fast as Robert promised. Before long they both had nice, wide pipes.
"What are we going to hit?" She considered the question carefully and tried to ask it casually. If he'd give her some information...
"Spoof up a few tunnels. Anchor a few spirals and find some bounce sites. Most of the stuff shipped off Echo Bend went through Rugger Mercantile. We have some manifests but all of them ended here, which means either they're here or they had the goods shipped elsewhere."
"Robert... Rugger is one of the largest and oldest companies in the Federation!"
He shrugged. "I'm not saying they are Rugger, just that they use them."
"That's not what I meant! Rugger wrote the spools on data protection and security! If we try to burn them we might as well go to the CA and turn ourselves in."
He gave her a grin so full of mischief she could almost smell it.
"So it's a challenge. Not up for it?"
"Blather. Let me see you make it happen!"
"Slib. Once you get good and hot, anchor a few tunnels to the CA. We are stacking the odds in our favor."
"What? The CA?!"
"Nothing major. Just enough to cut in and draw some dogz when the need arises. Speaking of need I'm kinda parched. Want something to drink?"
"Yeah. Sure." Robin finally lit a 'stick. "Just don't give me the vanish."
By the time he returned Robin had eight solid tunnels anchored to the CA with twice as many more attached to various low-security sites across the net.
Robin shrugged hard, loosening her shoulders. Robert looked at his chrono and gave her a wink.
"Get ready," he said, "I'm starting the initial burn. Keep the big dogz off me and be ready to catch some files. We probably won't have much time."
Robert started slowly. He attached several tunnels to the Rugger site at a low apparent pipe and requested some public information files and catalogs. While they transferred he probed the security very lightly. Even his tendril-touch raised some dogz. Not really bad ones, they warned and probably logged, but they did rouse.
"Polar," he grinned, "CA tunnels ready?"
"Plus-plus. I'm logged as visitor and looking up crime stats. Want me to burn in?"
"No, but get it hot. It won't be long."
Even as he spoke Rugger flashed red and severed all connections.
"Heh! Spike it in, Robin. Now!"
Robin fired a throbbing needle against the CA wall and followed it with a swarm of virmites, both specially crafted against the CA. When the dogz swarmed she launched a codefog with fractal flames waiting for it to fail.
Robert slid down her tunnels, past the CA security and into a particular area. He roused a few dogz but Robin blasted them easily. Then, amazingly, Robert slid into the heart of the Rugger site.
"How fortunate," he said blandly, "It seems they have a high-security incident at their main office. Shall we ride along?"
Faster than Robin could see Robert grabbed files and threw them her way. No sooner did one transfer terminate than he had another three or four starting. One of them had security because the dogz swarmed again. Robin peppered the area with rotten fish and followed them with a mirror-backlash. That many active modules slowed her box but more so the Rugger area and certainly the CA.
"What... exactly... are we... looking for," asked Robin between catching files and stomping dogz.
"Flight data and shipment manifests from Echo Bend. No older than three months."
"Phase down," she said, "Cover me!"
Ignoring Robert she hopped into the backup policies. Rugger used the standard package they developed and sold so Robin had little difficulty locating what she wanted.
"What..."
"Transaction logs," she interrupted, "I can't be too choosy but they're not particularly... Feces! Umm, not particularly hot."
She heard Robert saying something but she ignored it. The CA tunnels finally started to heat up and he had his hands full dealing with it. Her terminal beeped and she automatically slapped in a blank dataspool and continued grabbing files.
"Robin! They're on us! CA dispatched to our location. We'd best be gone soon. How much longer?"
"Almost... Got it!"
The CA site already had several probes hot and targeted. Robin triggered her hottest fractal flames and collapsed her tunnels. When she powered down Robert had done likewise and gathered everything they brought to the room.
"We should leave now, lady!"
As the door closed Robin thought she saw blue lights flashing outside the windows. Thoughts of the CA catching them chilled her. Robert must have known because he grabbed her arm and dragged her to the lift. He smiled at her puzzlement as it started upward. As soon as the door opened he led her to a room.
"This, my dear, is the room you and I just rented."
With that said he stowed their gear, messed up the bedclothes, pulled off his shirt and mussed his hair. When Robin looked out the window she saw a street full of CA hovers and more officers than she wanted to count. She started to say something to Robert but when she opened her mouth he ran something over her lips. Then he kissed her!
"What..."
"Shhh," he hissed. He tilted back his head and turned his neck toward her. "Kiss me! Here, here and here."
Too shocked to object Robin did as he asked. Her lips left a mark!
"Lipstick," she asked.
"Not really your color, dear, but it'll do."
Robin heard noise in the hallway, then knocking followed by demanding voices.
"Take off your shoes," whispered Robert, "then your shirt, then climb into the bed."
No sooner had she complied than someone pounded on the door!
"Central Authority! Open this door, NOW!"
Robert took out a small tube and spritzed his mouth. Then he walked to the door and opened it.
"Yesh," he said mushily.
"Central Authority, perp. Move!"
Four CA officers elbowed past Robert and into the room. Robin didn't have to fake any terror as two of them started toward her. She sat up and pulled up the sheets to cover herself. Though she wore no shirt she still had on her pants and socks. One of the officers holocast her while another dumped her purse and began poking through it. One of the others looked around the room.
"Wh-whash the problem, shir," slurred Robert. He staggered back into the room supporting himself against the wall.
"When did you arrive here, perp?"
"Uhh..." Robert's brow furrowed with concentration. "Day before yeshterday, shir."
"How long have you been in this room, perp," demanded the officer, not hiding his irritation.
"N-nearly th-three hours, sir," squeaked Robin, heart racing.
"That checks." The lady with the holocaster checked her datapad.
The four officers left without bothering to close the door. Robert did so, dropping his drunken manor as he walked back.
"What's wrong, hon?"
"I... I..." Robin began to shake. She wilted against the headboard, not even concerned that the sheet slipped down.
Robert pulled a bottle out of his bag and poured her a shot. The liquor burned her mouth, scorched her throat and exploded in her stomach. When she finally managed to take a breath the searing heat worked its way down her arms and legs, warming and tingling her fingers and toes.
"Zogry's Solar Rain," said Robert, tossing off a shot, "Prime slosh, truth?"
"I've had better."
"Well have some more!"
Robin's second shot wasn't nearly as bad and she rather enjoyed the third.
"Now," said Robert, handing Robin her shirt, "It is, I think, time to leave."
"I concur," said Robin. When she leaned down to grab her shoes she found gravity offset at an angle from where it should be. She wobbled when she stood but Robert put his arm around her and steadied her, despite the room shifting.
Back in the pub Robin started for the dance floor but Robert guided her to a table. He ordered drinks and she spilled some of hers before she managed to take a sip. She laughed at that and at Robert's smile. When he rose and took her arm she put the other one around him just for stability. More than a few people stared at that but it didn't bother her. She tried to muster the concentration to figure out why but ended up laughing at her own reasoning. They boarded a hover back to their hotel and it felt good to sit down. It made several stops as people boarded or left but Robin ignored them.
Back in their hotel room Robert handed her a small capsule. She swallowed it dry and started to unbutton her shirt.
"You need me to kish you again," she smiled.
"Nak, hon. We're cryo. Come in here, though."
"Shure, shweetheart," said Robin as she walked into the fresher, "We taking a shower?"
Robin felt a sudden flush and started sweating profusely. Then the room spun and Robert held her shoulders as she heaved over the toilet. When she emptied herself completely, finally, the room stopped spinning and her head pounded.
***
Back in the main room Robert poured a glass of something and put a small tablet beside it.
"What the hades just happened," demanded Robin. Her head throbbed and sweat soaked her clothes. "Don't think I'm drinking that, either!"
"It's juice and a headache tablet," he said, "The sooner you rehydrate yourself the better you'll feel.
"As to what happened, we just finished burning the data we needed. You kept us around longer than I'd planned and I hope the data was worth it. After we were traced, I'm sure you remember that part, we changed rooms and the CA put in an appearance. You did a six-sigmas excellent job acting terrified and I do believe I managed a credible drunk."
Robin set aside the empty glass and stared at him evenly.
"After this fact I gave you some very potent liquor. Not Zogry's finest but it did its job. After you relaxed sufficiently we returned to the club for a drink then returned here. Pub crawl finished, fun had and ample witnesses to the fact."
Robin considered this carefully. "You could have told me."
"Truth, lady, but you might not have been as convincing." Then, deadly serious, "Robin, what we did tonight was a non-event against some of the things Carl and I do regularly. It's still tame against what we may have to do soon. Think on that."
"I'm going to take a shower," she said, "I'll decide afterward whether or not to be mad at you."
When Robin finished her shower Robert had soda and nibblers.
"Well," he asked.
"I don't like being drunk. I don't like not knowing the plan. I plus-plus do not like the CA looking at me like a common criminal."
"Fair coin," he said.
Before Robert could continue the door opened and Carl walked in. His face had no color and he had a pronounced limp.
"Holy... What the hades happened," asked Robert, totally serious now.
"Complications," replied Carl through clenched teeth. He shed his jacket and settled gingerly on his bed.
When Carl removed his coat Robin saw scorch marks on his shirt and pants along with several wetly shining patches. Robert grabbed one of his bags.
"Why didn't you call for evac," demanded Robert.
"Your ball, your score."
"Can... Can I help?" Robin moved to Carl's side.
He regarded her evenly. "Cut off my pants leg. It's stuck."
Robert handed her a pair of scissors and she started cutting. This close she could smell the charred flesh. When she had the fabric cut and tried to peel it away it resisted. She tried a gentle tug and it didn't move.
"Just pull slowly," said Carl as Robert finished cutting away his shirt.
Robin did so, gritting her teeth at the pain it must have cost Carl. Underneath she discovered not one wound but three: a deep puncture, another large burned patch and one that looked like something hot ripped away the flesh. She forced herself not to look at the cloth she dropped on the floor. Robert handed her a pair of tubes.
"Antiseptic and burn gel," he said, "Leave the deep one for me."
Her hand shook as she applied the unguents. When she looked up Carl wore his normal expression with only a slight squint to his eyes.
"Thanks," said Carl.
Robin backed away to let Robert work. By the way he moved he'd done this before; she tried not to think on it. He soon had most of Carl's garments on the floor. Wordlessly Robin gathered the scraps and took them to the fresher. Then she washed her hands. Then she washed them again. Then again, then again. A pale reflection looked back at her from the mirror.
"Hey, lady. You all right?"
"Polar."
"No you're not, but you will be soon." He handed her a large tablet. "Draw a tub of hot water, drop in the clothes and this tablet. Don't touch the water afterward."
The tablet fizzed and bubbled in the hot water and soon the clothes, blood and all, started to dissolve. Once they were gone Robin returned to the main room. Robert had an impressive array of instruments, tubes and sprays laid out beside Carl, who now reclined in his bed.
"I'm going to be at this a while," said Robert, "Why don't you wait on the balcony."
Robin nodded, grabbed her juice, 'sticks and terminal and left the room.
***
"Well," asked Ferrel softly, after activating his garble.
"Well is not how things went," replied Micah, "Their security was way too hot. They knew or strongly suspected something would happen. That or they routinely deal with expert intruders."
"Did they make you?"
"I don't think so. I took lots of precautions on the way here. That's how I picked up a couple of those holes."
"Flames! You think they were tipped?"
"I don't know but I suspect it pretty strongly. I got in easy and got access fast. It wasn't until you two showed up that things turned thermal." Micah stayed silent a moment. "So how did your end go?"
***
Robin crushed out her 'stick and lit another one. What little she'd eaten lay in her stomach like a lump of stone. She thought to work on the transactions she grabbed but with little progress. The work wasn't difficult she simply could not concentrate on it. She jumped when the door opened.
"Robin, I'm done now."
She followed Robert back inside. Carl sat on the bed now, wearing a loose robe and looking at Robert's terminal. He indicated a chair beside the bed.
"Robert told me you started grabbing data on your own. Care to tell us why?"
Carl spoke casually but Robin felt an icy command beneath it.
"You're looking for smuggling, right?"
Carl nodded.
"I'm not a certified accountant but I can think of a dozen ways to hide just about anything, and that's not even concentrating hard. If you don't know the exact transfer codes and the policies behind them it's almost impossible to separate the legal shipments from the illegal ones. Especially if the data is striped across multiple databases or cross-linked between caches."
"And?"
"B-by Federation law extraplanetary entities must maintain at least two months of raw data past their last backup." Robin grew nervous as Carl's stare didn't waver. "The easiest way to do that is with a rolling compression backup. Of the individual transactions. The... The Rugger package logs them with a progressively digested signature. It... It usually compresses daily or weekly. That way the old data can be purged automatically. If... Since dataspools are an inexpensive dense medium most companies don't bother purging old transactions. T-transactions compress well. They just... just put a new spool when the old one fills up."
"So we have raw data," said Carl, "What good is it? If, as you say, we need the structure then we don't have a hades of a lot to work with."
"Once we have the transactions isolated and sequenced we can run stochastic metrics against them using... whatever we're looking for. We locate the raw data, trace it through the process and see where it goes."
"So we somehow decrypt these transactions, mystically infer their structure and that takes us to exactly what we want? Pardon me if that sounds a bit difficult."
"That was my job, burnit!" Robin didn't bother concealing her anger. "Will you stop looking at me like I'm going to steal your children?! I'm sorry I rutted up your precious plan but I was just trying to help!"
Carl's expression softened. "Slib. How long will it take?"
"As long as it does. Cutting and stripping transactions is the easy part. The hard part is the native encryption. Will you at least give me some idea what we're looking for?"
Carl nodded.
"Depending on what you have we should get results in eight to eighteen hours. Sooner if I start now."
Carl considered, then nodded again. "Do you need me to help?"
"No," said Robert, "We need you to rest."
Carl started at him but it merely bounced off.
"Lady, shall we?"
With both terminals meshed Robin managed a fast analysis on the data. She relaxed when Carl's breathing turned slow and steady. Now she cut the transactions easily and ordered them quickly. Robert squirted her the data they had and she set her metrics as tight as she could. Estimated run time: seven hours and thirty-four minutes for a rough interval.
"Pyronic," said Robert, "Shall we grab some eyelid?"
***
Robin slept uneasily. Again and again she tried to treat Carl only to see her mother laying before her. Drunkenly she guided her hover, unable to avoid the cargo transport full of data transactions. After the crash Aunt Lilly watched with disappointment as nurses and aides handed her medical instruments and keycards and she tried to work with them. They stared and stared so hard and her hands shook so uncontrollably the patient died. Her mother died. Again and again and again...
Robin jerked herself awake. A few deep breaths calmed her body but her mind refused to cooperate. She fought to stay awake but sleep took her again. And the dreams started. Again.
"Morning, lady."
Robert puttering around the room woke Robin. Weak morning light seeped through the windows and she thought she heard distant thunder.
"Breakfast?"
Robin nodded, grabbed a 'stick and headed for the fresher for a good, hot shower. When she finished both she felt better. When she finished dressing she felt almost civilized.
Robin picked at her food. Before she and Robert left Carl woke, moved stiffly to one of the chairs and began reading newsmods. Robin didn't want to think about the excruciating pain he must feel but his expression wavered not at all. What appetite she had vanished as Carl brought her dreams back to haunt her.
"Deep thoughts," asked Robert, now starting his second plate.
"I... I'm not sure what I should think," she said, "Carl..."
"Then think on this. What happened to him, that's how these folks operate. What's more, they don't particularly care who they operate on. Carl is trained. He's trained and he's one of the toughest spikers you'll ever meet, no blather. That's why he went last night instead of me."
She shuddered at this. "Are... Are you CA Special Ops?"
He didn't answer for a while. "Does it matter if we are? Would you believe me if I said no? Or yes? Robin, the people we're after are animals and that's on a good day. They see average folks as credit-cattle. They don't care about anyone except as to how much they can profit from it. You're logical, take that to its conclusion. Will they worry if someone or some-ones ends up hurt or killed?"
"I... I guess not."
"Well, you'd best know it, lady." The waiter brought him a box and several books. "I have a few things to do. This is some breakfast for him and a few books to keep him busy."
"But... Wait. Can't you take me with you? I thought we did well as a team."
"We do, dear, but what I have to do I'd best do alone." Here he grinned. "No offense."
Back in the room Robin found Carl reclining in his chair with his eyes closed and gentle music playing on the holovee. She put down the box and books softly and reached to turn off the holovee.
"Don't, please," said Carl without opening his eyes, "I kind of like that channel."
Robin fought the urge to jump when he spoke. "Robert sent breakfast and some books."
"Thanks."
While he ate Robin powered up her terminal and checked her results. When she made to move outside Carl coughed.
"I wouldn't," he said, "Unless you want to get wet. It's supposed to rain hard today."
Robin started massaging her data. Carl finished his meal, lay back in the chair and started reading one of the books. Before long he let it slide down, lay back his head and closed his eyes again.
Robin spent the morning isolating and decrypting transactions. Carl dozed, she thought, but whenever she stepped outside for a 'stick his eyes opened and he looked at her a moment before settling back again. Around noon her stomach began growling.
"Hungry," asked Carl.
"A little," she replied. Then her stomach roared.
Carl stood and moved around stiffly. Then he moved his arms and legs to limber them. By the time the two of them reached the hotel's restaurant he moved so well that, had Robin not known of his injuries she'd not have seen anything amiss.
"Doesn't that hurt," she asked softly.
"Hurts like hades," he replied, equally softly.
Their dessert arrived and Carl dug in with gusto. Robin managed a few bites before shoving the plate aside.
"If you're not going to finish it," he whispered, "get a go box and take it with us."
"I think I'm old enough to see to my own feeding," she hissed back waspishly.
"Do it anyway," he replied, smiling at a passing couple, "We have a cover to maintain and you never know when you might need that energy."
Those words killed whatever appetite Robin might have had. When she made no move to comply Carl waved to the waiter and asked on her behalf. The waiter boxed the dessert with a smile Robin almost couldn't match.
Robin let her fury build all the way back to the room. Carl's behavior, so reminiscent of Aunt Lilly, raised a cloud of emotions Robin didn't really need.
"Thank you very much," said Robin with all the acid she could muster.
"Welcome," replied Carl, ignoring her emotion.
Not wanting to swear at him, Robin stepped out on the balcony for a 'stick. The forecast storm had arrived with passion so she huddled under the upper balcony's overhang. Lightning and thunder rumbled in the distance and the not-so-distance and as the wind threw rain at her Robin began taking deep, calming breaths. When the lightning flashed she mentally swore at Carl and she imagined the thunder as the impact of her words. By the time she finished the 'stick she had tamped down most of the turbulence inside her. When she walked back into the room she saw Carl fidgeting and rubbing around one of his wounds.
"Don't do that," she said sharply, "It's itching. Do you need your bandages changed?"
"Yes. Robert should be back soon."
This time only pure exasperation welled up within Robin. "Lay down. I can do it."
Carl only scowled at her.
"Or not," she said, "I know you don't think I'm worth much but I bloody well can change burns. That's one thing I can do and if you don't want me to then you can ruddy well stop taking it out on me!"
Robin found herself furious and breathing fast. After a moment she managed to calm herself and gentle down her expression. Carl's didn't change.
"Slib," he said pointing to one of Robert's bags, "Kit's there." Then he removed his shirt and pulled down his pants enough to expose the wounds.
Robin opened the burn gel and antiseptic and pulled out a tightly-rolled sheet of mediskin. She marveled at what Robert managed to pack into his kit. A surgeon could operate from it and some of the items there required commensurate licensing.
"I need to remove the old bandages first."
Robin carefully measured the skin patches then sprayed them with solvent. By the time they softened she had the replacements ready. She removed the old 'skin, carefully cleaned the wounds and applied antiseptic. When it set she applied the burn gel and gently pressed the new skin patches into place. She bit down hard on her memories as she worked. The wounds were still raw and ugly but all showed ample signs of healing and none of infection.
"Good job," said Carl, buttoning his pants and shirt.
"Thanks."
"Welcome."
"Medical training?"
She didn't answer.
"Have you had medical training?"
"No," she finally said, "Experience."
Robin busied herself cleaning up the debris. She felt Carl looking at her but ignored him.
"What experience," he asked.
Robin ignored him as she worked to repack Robert's kit properly.
"What experience," he asked more firmly.
"Nothing. I don't want to talk about it."
Lightning-fast Carl reached out, took her arm and pulled up her sleeve. She flinched but he held her firm and pointed to one of her worse scars.
"Something to do with that," he asked, evenly as always but slightly tinged with curiosity.
Robin struggled against his grasp. Neither it nor his expression changed. When she finally remembered to lever against his thumb she broke his hold.
"Yes," she spat, "Something to do with that."
Robin sat and powered up her terminal. She didn't really feel like working on the data, she just wanted Carl to shut up. After a moment he rose and sat beside her.
"What happened?"
Robin said nothing.
"Robin, what happened?"
When she still didn't respond he reached over and slid the terminal out of her reach.
"I was eight. Momma and I were coming home from a movie. A cargo hover jumped lanes and rammed us." Robin ignored the tears forming and falling uncontrollably. "Momma died. It... It took them nearly four years to finish with me. Nearly four years in the med center. Nearly four years of them ripping off the skin and trying to patch me and put it back on. All the operations..." She sniffled and choked back the words.
"They did a good job."
"NO! They didn't! They didn't." Hate, anger and disappointment boiled up within her. "They did a rotten job. They did a feces-lousy job! They're horrible! They're..." Again she bit back her words.
Silence grew between them. It grew and it grew taut. Finally he broke it.
"Is that why you're so jumpy about those scars?"
Robin swallowed the words she wanted to scream; the words he couldn't possibly understand. She clenched her fists and soon her arms shook with the effort to contain her emotions.
"In case you didn't know that's most of why I could out-fight you so easily. Every time you started thinking and adapting all I had to do was trace one or look at it and..."
Robin's control snapped! Unaware of standing she rained furious hard blows on him, swinging as fast as she possibly could. Anger backed her every move; she kicked and struck especially at his wounds. She threw punches, kicks, elbows, knees and even a good bite.
***
Robin sat at the table, her breath coming in short gasps. The rage finally burned itself out. Carl sat at a safe distance, his shirt stained where one of his wounds broke through the mediskin. Or, thought Robin, perhaps she did that.
"I should probably fix that," she said, pointing to his side."
"We can do that later. I think there's something else you need to do first."
She looked at him.
"Don't you think it's time you got over those scars?"
Robin stared at him, shocked.
"You... You don't know," she said, "You have no concept!"
"So explain it to me."
"You... You can't possibly understand! Nobody looks at you like... like..."
Robin fell silent. After a moment Carl shrugged.
"'The little shredded girl,'" she finally managed to say, "or 'burn baby.' Or 'Ribbon Facy.' That's what they used to call me." Now she swiped at the tears welling out. "Then th-they laughed."
"That's when you were in school?"
Robin nodded.
"Were you the top of your class or just close?"
"I had to study hard. To keep up my grades. It's not easy when you have to miss a week or two every few months."
"So you made lots of high grades. Set some curves."
"Yes. You think I deserved to be called..."
"No, I do not." Carl cut her off cold. "I did, however, think you were intelligent enough not to let a bunch of eight-, nine- and ten-year-old kids run your life for you."
"You... You..." Robin scrambled for the words.
"If you're going to scream," he said, "Step outside. These rooms may be soundproof but my ears aren't." He picked up Robert's kit. "I think I'll change these myself."
Carl stepped into the fresher. Robin wanted to scream. Instead she turned and punched the bed as hard as she could. Then again, then again. That Carl pulled the story out of her infuriated her and his offhanded dismissal of it infuriated her more.
"I didn't hear anything," said Carl as he emerged from the fresher, "so I take it you stepped outside or dealt with it."
"I'm polar."
"Good. I'll let you work on your data, then." He changed his shirt. "I need to check a few things anyway. I shouldn't be gone long."
Robin sniffed at this and he left. She lit a 'stick, powered up her terminal and started working.
***
Micah walked down one floor and over a few rooms. Ferrel sat behind a spare terminal with several monitors hooked into another one.
"How long have you been back," asked Micah.
"Since just before lunch. Before you ask the burn went well, information secured, duff covered and details tended." Ferrel grinned. "And you, my brother, gave a most excellent performance. Vera would be proud."
"Vera would skin me and dip me in acid," replied Micah tiredly, "Twice." He poured a strong shot. "Opinion?"
"A lot depends on what she does with the data," replied Ferrel, serious now, "That link to Landsrey's was mighty thin and not easy to find. She has similar data to mine but I had a lot more background and experience."
"What about the transaction analysis? That doesn't seem feasible to me."
"It's counterintuitive but plausible. She does have a six-sigma clever way of approaching data. A lot of what she does is discounted in League theory. There's a lot of room for error to creep in but she seems to have a workable way of minimizing it or at least putting a boundary on it. I'm taking notes, full truth and no blather."
"So is she genuine?"
"I'm ninety-nine on it," said Ferrel.
"And the one?" Micah answered his own question. "If what she said is true, and we have no reason to believe otherwise, she might just be cold and detached enough to slip under the orbits with it. Peer disassociation, isolation and loss of family can have mighty powerful and profound effects."
"How are you doing?"
"I'm polar," said Micah, patting his re-wounded side, "She just broke the 'skin. As for the rest, I've had worse."
"That's not what I meant, my friend. You know that."
Micah's expression softened. Ferrel, long accustomed to his manner, saw the fatigue and uncertainty there.
"Another session like that and I may be the one kicking and screaming."
Ferrel glanced at him angle-wise.
"What," asked Micah.
"If she does find Landsrey's Refuge," said Ferrel, "I have the beginnings of an idea for a good, solid test."
Micah's expression grew grave as Ferrel explained.
"That's platinum and polar orbits if she's a plant," said Micah, "but what if she isn't?"
Ferrel shrugged. "We make sure she can handle herself and the situation."
After a long few moments of thought Micah nodded. Ferrel's plan was, unfortunately, better than anything he had.
"What about our other concern?"
"I'm on it."
***
Robin jumped when the door opened and Robert walked in.
"Just me, Robin," he grinned, "Where's Carl?"
"He went out to do something. Umm... He said he'd be back soon but I don't really know what time he left."
"Hrm." Robert considered a moment. "In that case he should be back soon. If not we'll adapt." He examined her terminal. "Any progress?"
"Quite a bit. Plus-plus." She indicated several metrics. "Initial iteration has roughly seventy percent of the structure. It's actually fairly standard, which isn't a surprise. I have good probables on eight false branches. One of them is probably the one we want."
"Wait. Eight false branches and one isn't?"
She half-smiled at this. "Exactly. In order to maximize the likelihood I assumed the false case on all of them. Next iteration we fold the low probables into these and see which one turns out to be the least false. Next iteration plus one we work on proving or disproving that one. If we can eliminate it solidly we fold it into the others and repeat."
"Cryonic. If you show me your process maybe I can help."
Robin half-frowned and shook her head. "I'll show you the process but it's probably faster if I do it. Will you form me some correlates?"
He grinned in response. "Show me, lady. I'll make it happen!"
They just finished a solid, low-error structure when Carl walked in. Robin tensed as he looked at her but he merely shed his shirt and walked into the fresher.
"Trouble," asked Robert.
"It's nothing," she replied quickly, keying in a stochastic sequencer.
Robert lifted an eyebrow but said nothing. When Carl finished in the fresher he pulled on another shirt and sat beside them.
"What do you have?"
"Good, solid probables. Based on the data we slirped they went back to Echo Bend, unlikely given what I know, or they're on RimSpin, Landsrey's Refuge or Coral Prime." She highlited several metrics. "I'd say Refuge is the most likely."
"Why?"
"Because the main correlates are nearly four percent higher." She shifted under his stare. "I know it doesn't sound like much but given the error bounds it is significant."
"Fair coin," he replied, "Have you thought about what I said?"
"I have." She pulled all the emotion she could from her voice and face.
"And?"
Robert looked from her to Carl and back. "I do believe I missed something, for truth. Would either of you care to explain?"
Robin opened her mouth then closed it. After a moment Carl began talking and Robin regretted her silence instantly. By him she sounded like an adolescent throwing a temper tantrum. A foolish and stubborn adolescent. Robert looked at her when Carl finished.
"Well," he asked.
"Oh, that's the sigma," she snapped. She took her 'sticks and headed to the balcony.
Robin didn't turn around when the door opened behind her. Secore's moons hid behind small cloudlets, giving the city itself a bright-pastel paint. She felt someone beside her. Robert. He helped himself to a 'stick and waited.
"He's a ruddy bastard. I wish they'd killed him!" The bitterness in her voice surprised even Robin.
"I wish you hadn't said that," he said, "Robin, Carl's bloody good at what he does. I know you don't like him but we have to work together. As a team." Then, almost as an afterthought, "It's too late to back out now, luv."
"What. You'd have to kill me if I tried to leave now?"
Robert sighed. "Don't be melodramatic, Robin. Carl and I could just leave at any time. But, with the information you have we'd have to take steps to protect ourselves."
That from Robert sent spikes of dread down her back. "Such as?"
"Leaving enough traces for the CA to find you." The simple way he spoke left no doubt as to his veracity. "That along with enough evidence to keep you out of our way and to taint whatever you might tell them."
Robin tried not to tremble at this. She had no doubt Robert could do everything he said, and without revealing himself or leaving any traces to the contrary. Easily. He gently turned her to face him.
"I hoped I wouldn't have to tell you that, hon. I also most emphatically do not want to take those steps. I happen to like working with you and you've had a mighty raw turn at life. More ways than one. You also did a six-sigmas excellent job overcoming it, no blather. But Carl and I can't afford loose ends or unsettled details if we're going to finish what we have to do." He looked deep into her eyes. "Tell me you'll still help us and I'll believe it."
"Of course I'll help you! That's why I came along, remember? Voluntarily!" The wetness in her eyes surprised Robin. "That doesn't change the fact that Carl is the lowest, slimiest, soggiest son of a whore on this whole sorry planet!"
"He isn't always pleasant," said Robert agreeably, "but he also doesn't miss the mark when he aims."
Robin felt a sudden hollow shock of betrayal as Robert ripped the world out from under her. "So you think he's right?!" Her jaw trembled. "Do you?"
"What I think," said Robert, taking her hand gently, "is that you are brilliant, beautiful and very, very capable. What I think is that you will achieve any goal you set yourself, no matter how impossible it seems at the time. What I think is that you need to stop focusing your life on what you think is wrong with it and look at the wonderful totality of who you are. Anything less and you're doing yourself a horrible, tragic disservice."
His words cut hard but the gentle certainty with which he spoke softened the blow. She turned away but he caught her chin and gently turned her back.
"Now, lady. Look me in the eye and tell me I'm wrong. If you can I'll tell Carl to his teeth that he was totally wrong and completely out of line."
Robin opened her mouth and tried, hard, but the words wouldn't come out. Her jaw trembled and she took a breath but couldn't speak. Her mind yelled the words but her mouth refused to. The wetness in her eyes spilled out.
Arms around her. A comfort. A friend.
Robin finally let her feelings go.
***
"Feel better now?"
"Yeah. Thanks."
Amazingly Robin spoke the truth. After the gale wracking her burned out Robert handed her a tissue. She smiled shakily and he returned it.
"Ready for some data now," he asked.
"Six sigmas solid!"
Carl gave her an intense stare when she reentered the room. She turned away from it and sat at the terminal. She didn't tense visibly when he sat beside her. He pulled up her sleeve.
"Well," he asked, tracing a scar.
Moving as fast as she could Robin slapped his hand as hard as she could. Then she met his eyes with as much hatred as she could muster.
"You are vile," she said, "You are a swine-raping bottomfeeder and you don't have the right to make me cry!"
Robin's jaw dropped when Carl smiled. The expression absolutely did not fit his face yet still he smiled.
"Cryonic," he said. Then he sat in his chair, reclined back, picked up a book and started reading.
Robin immersed herself in data. Her mind felt clearer than it had in a long time. As she worked she turned a small part of her thought to what Robert said. And Carl. Their words still hurt but most of the pain came from the realization of just how rightly he spoke. And Carl. She began to analyze herself, her life, as she would a spool full of data. She didn't like a lot of what she found but with each such discovery came the path toward changing it. As the data on her terminal took form so did the resolve within her.
The next morning Carl received a parcel. He tipped the bellhop, set the boxes on the bed and began unpacking them. When Robin looked up she saw three sets of inexpensive formal wear. Carl arrayed them carefully, spiffing and straightening them.
"We're going to a play tonight," he said without looking up, "It's supposed to be a good one. Tickets weren't easy to find."
"I don't suppose it's for fun," she said.
This time he only half-smiled. Robin decided this looked almost natural. Almost.
"It should be fun," he replied, "and it has some good reviews but no, it isn't just for fun. Several Rugger veeps will be there along with guests. I want some holos and I'd like to stick an ear on them."
Robin nodded blandly but thrilled inwardly. Carl didn't normally give her information!
"Besides which fact," added Robert with a grin, "I think we could use a break. Truth?"
Truth pure and pristine!



Chapter 8. "Meat On My Plate"
 
Robin wandered through the theater lobby, following Robert and Carl and trying not to look nervous. Her formal gown clashed with sloppychic and people stared. They stared politely but she still felt their eyes. Oddly that didn't bother her as much as the possibility of Everett's allies around her.
Before long she spotted their targets for the evening. Carl warned her not to try to inveigle herself with them. Not that she planned it but Robert said, inoffensively, that he or Carl would do a much better job of it. Carl did give her a cheap holocaster; he told her to use it like a tourist.
The lights dimmed and brightened twice. Robert took her arm and soon they found their seats. Before long she saw the Rugger party mingling and sitting in their box. A waiter appeared with a tray of drinks, made sure everyone had one and left.
Carl! Robin gasped but Robert's hand on hers kept her reaction to that. He lifted an eyebrow and she smiled. He himself had several smaller holocasters he aimed casually but, she suspected, with great accuracy. After a while Carl joined them, himself again. When Robert looked at him he nodded microscopically.
Robin thoroughly enjoyed the play. The actors were easily as good as their reviews and the play itself, a mystery, was better! During intermission Robin visited the fresher then stepped outside for a 'stick. She conversed with several strangers on the quality of the play and swapped opinions on the culprit and his motive.
When the lights dimmed and Robin sat she realized just how much she'd enjoyed the evening so far.
"I noticed you mingling," whispered Robert, "Good job."
"Thanks. Shh..."
After the play a fair portion of the crowd, including the Rugger party, walked across the plaza to a restaurant. Robert and Carl led her in that direction.
"I told you it was the jilted lover," said Robin.
"So I owe you a meal," replied Robert.
"Indeed!"
After due consideration Robin made an inexpensive selection. Between the appetizer and the main course Robert rose, ostensibly to buy a pack of drugsticks. He walked past the Rugger table and Robin almost thought she saw him drop something but Carl distracted her with a question. The food arrived just after he returned. He handed her the pack and they started eating.
"That was delicious," said Robin, meaning it.
Robert nodded and Carl leaned across the table.
"Robin, do you see that man at the bar," he asked, "Black hair, dark eyes, short beard. Sitting at the end."
"Yes," she replied after a quick glance.
"Go ask him to buy you a drink."
"What?!"
"He's been looking at you most of the evening," said Robert, reaching over and straightening her collar and drape, "Ask him for a drink. Or not. Just start a conversation with him."
"Practice," said Carl, "He'd probably take you home for the evening if you played it right." He spoke these words conversationally. "Not an option, for truth, but an excellent chance."
Robin's stomach hollowed at the thought. She had no trouble seeing the challenge in Carl's eyes. He didn't think she would do it. Or could. No! He knew she wouldn't! She stood and walked casually to the bar. The man offered a timid smile that tinged with surprise when she returned it and walked toward him. He stood as she sat beside him.
"Hi," she said. Flutterwings now filled the hollowness in her stomach. Numerous large ones.
"Hi," he replied, "I'm Dan."
"Sammi." With sudden inspiration Robin pulled out a 'stick. "Light?
Dan fumbled with his pockets, finally producing a lighter.
"Thanks," she said, "You see the play?" She felt Samantha settle over her.
"Yes. It was outstanding."
"Plus-plus. You figure out who did it?"
"I thought it was the uncle."
"Nak. Too obvious." She winked at him. "Don't embrace the obvious but don't ignore it either."
"Good advice," smiled Dan, "Umm... I was wondering..."
Robin felt her guts clench when his words trailed off. Then, inspiration again.
"Wondering? I know a nice club across town. Hot tunez and some really pyro bash. You like primate?"
"Ahh... Not really," he said, disappointed, "I was thinking of something more casual."
Robin wrinkled her face. "Nak. That's vacuum." She offered a small smile." Well, thanks for the light. Stay cryo, spiker."
Dan hid his feelings with obvious effort. "Slib. You too."
***
"Are you sure that's him," asked Ferrel as Robin left.
"Nine nine point nine," said Micah, "He's been with us since the pub crawl. I'm pretty sure he's not with Rugger since we didn't have a real connection to them before that."
"You think he might be with Vinsley?"
Micah shrugged.
"If he is he's new or a bloody good actor. They're not saying anything unusual. Code?"
"Possibly. If it is we don't know it and probably won't."
"Truth. She's really working the part. Just turned him down like a pro."
"That bothers me. You got some good holos of him?"
"Plus-plus. She's coming back. If they swapped something they're both too ruddy good."
***
"Well," asked Carl as she sat down.
"Meat on my plate," she said. Then the words Samantha wouldn't think about twice sank into Robin. "Umm..."
"Don't drop the part," said Carl, "It fits."
***
The weak-chinned man watched Annette Macy walk away. He pocketed his lighter and finished his drink. She and her two companions rose and left shortly. He gave them a little time and followed suit. As he made his way back to his rooms he ticked off facts. He discarded some suppositions and formulated others. By the time he shut the door and removed his beard he had a report on his quarry. They returned to their hotel, as he surmised they would. No surprise there, they had accomplished their mission for the evening. He sat at a terminal and composed two short messages and one longer one.
The room next door held a large array of terminals and other computer equipment. A youngish man sat at one, the floor around him littered with empty soda bulbs and food wrappers.
"Got 'em," said the young man, still chewing, "Not doing much."
"They won't. Not tonight and not from their room," replied the weak-chinned man, "Please dispatch these messages at once. Be ready to leave soon."
***
Robin glanced around the starport main terminal building nervously. The keycard felt cool in her palm. She found the locker quickly and stuffed the bundles it contained into her handbag. Then, per instructions, she made her way to the closest fresher and once inside, claimed an empty stall.
Several ladies chatted at the sinks while another finished a 'stick. Robin hung a small mirror inside the door, removed her ring pierces, scrubbed her face and rubbed antiseptic cream into the small holes. After that she applied a scrubber to her teeth. Then she pulled out a dye brush and ran it through her hair turning it a deep, light-absorbing black. She didn't like the effect, she thought her hair too short for it, but she did look very different.
Now bereft of sloppychic she shed her too-revealing clothes, rolled them into a tight bundle and donned the ones from her handbag. She dumped the old clothes, brushes and other detritus into the toilet along with a capsule Robert gave her. Before long it held nothing but a thick, discolored goo and the now-unplated jewelry. She flushed twice and all traces vanished.
The two ladies at the sink still chattered away so she sat back down, lit a 'stick and waited.
Finally out of the fresher Robin wandered purposefully through the building, seemingly interested in every hologo or tourist shop on her path. When she reached a specific concourse she sat, lit a 'stick and waited.
Carl and Robert didn't keep her long. Hair now a dark red, Robert hummed and bobbed his head to the beat of the small, cheap music player he wore. Carl, hair brown and even shorter, walked as if he wanted to rest between steps.
"Wow," she said.
"Attitude," drawled Carl, flopping down beside her. He produced a battered 'stick of his own, looked at it a while and finally lit it. "It's as much a part as the rest. Just ask Samantha. You look glad to be different now."
"I am," she said sweetly.
Robert started drumming his fingers to the beat on the armrest between him and Robin.
"That could be annoying very quickly," she said.
"Cryonic," he said, increasing the tempo.
"Any complications?" Carl wove the words into a yawn.
"Two chatty ladies at the sink," she replied, "Other than that, no. Obviously I found the bag, yes I dissolved everything, yes I dumped the rings and brushes and yes, I flushed."
"Polar."
Robin settled in the ship's departure lounge between Robert and Carl. Her ID read 'Tracy Goldwine' and Robert promised her a bio later. The ship rose from Salva Secore as from Echo Bend and she again enjoyed it. Though this ship was smaller and not nearly as fancy she still liked it. Mentally she promised herself a trip to somewhere, someday when she could afford it and enjoy it.
When Robin entered her cabin she found a large wardrobe befitting Tracy Goldwine. Casual outfits made up the majority of it with a few fancy formal selections as well, all of them professional and businesslike. A quick glance showed neither hotfash nor dinotogs and even the skimpiest Robin saw still provided ample coverage.
"Hey, lady." Robert walked in. "Care for some reading?"
"But of course."
He handed her a spool. "Dinner's in four hours and we want to be on time for it."
Tracy Goldwine, born on Altoriorre, went to school on Salva Secore and settled there to work. She made her career at a local company, Salva Secure, handling inventory transfer and occasional audits. She received average job appraisals with a few commendations occurring at long intervals. Goldwine herself was as mundane as her record. She graduated college but only just. No social or extracurricular activities, no academic citations and only one semester with low grades.
Robin shook her head at this. Mentally she visualized Goldwine as boring beyond belief. She'd have a nice but affordable apartment with perfect furniture that saw little use and only enough net to read her email or a newsmod. She had no interests outside work and a life cast into a titanium mold. Her friends, Ralph Waters - Carl - and Jake Lowe stretched back to her college days. Ralph, who flunked two semesters and quit, had a gift for machines that pulled him away from college and through a series of nothing jobs until she suggested him for her company's vehicle pool. Ralph, who she'd never dated but enjoyed spending time with, made a name for himself as a decent holographer and amateur musician. After Robin learned her story she started work on theirs.
"... so why are we traveling together," asked Robin.
The three of them now occupied a table in the ship's main lounge. Carl had finished one ale and started another one. After a single sip Robin decided to make hers last the evening. The meal, not a good one, rumbled in her stomach and sent out an occasional tendril of fire. The blatantly synthetic liquor didn't help, either.
"Friends gotta stick together," said Robert, as Jake.
"Sometimes a body needs to get away," added Carl, "Refuge is popular."
"Besides," said Robert, "With what we've saved up we can stay a while. Maybe look for a better job." He made a face, belched softly and pulled out a tube of stomach tablets. After chewing two he handed them to Robin.
"Thanks."
Carl merely lifted an eyebrow when she offered them to him.
***
Robin steeled herself for what she planned next. After a light breakfast Carl announced his intent to retire to his cabin for a midmorning nap. Robert planned an all-day affair with the sonocaster in the aft port lounge. Robin entered Carl's room. He looked up from his datapad.
"You have a job to finish," she said.
"Yes?" With no others around Carl didn't bother with Ralph.
"Teach me to fight."
"No."
"Teach me."
"I said no."
Robin carefully kept her emotions in check. "And I said teach me. I'm ready to learn."
Carl rose with an expression balanced between annoyance and irritation. "Prove it."
Robin removed her shirt and shoes. Although she didn't have any fighting gear some of Tracy's clothes allowed free and easy movement. She stepped into ready position.
Carl attacked without warning. Robin blocked most of them but a few still got through. She gritted her teeth and tried to mount attacks of her own. Carl didn't let them happen, of course, but at least she gained room to maneuver. She paid the price when he feinted, reached past her defenses and slapped her.
"Ready," he snorted contemptuously.
Robin recovered and attacked furiously, and with little effect. Carl defended easily but she didn't really plan on any of them hitting. When she pulled his attention away she kicked hard and fast into his side.
Carl grunted and stepped back as Robin's foot hit his mostly-healed wound. Face stone cold now he stepped back into the attack. He moved faster now and after several feints he locked Robin's arm painfully and started tracing a scar.
Robin flinched and pulled back. As soon as she felt Carl start to twist her around she threw herself into it. As his foot rose to trip her she locked it, continued the roll and kicked his other leg. They both hit the floor. Half-dazed, Robin tried to roll to her feet.
Carl kicked hard and she flopped down. Suddenly he stood above her raining kicks on her. She blocked and squirmed, trying vainly to reach her feet. She tried to sweep his leg but failed. She tried to maneuver but collided painfully with the wall. Time slowed as she saw Carl start a kick that would likely break bones or even kill her.
In desperation Robin focused all her effort into one single punch. Her knuckles exploded in pain as she punched as hard as she could into Carl's shin. Something cracked and, with an almost inaudible profanity, he backed away favoring that leg. She wasted no time gaining her feet. Though she hurt in more than a few places she assumed ready stance.
"Good," he said simply, "We'll start tomorrow."
Robin held her elation by iron will. She succeeded! She bowed and he returned it. As he did she noticed a dark stain on his shirt just below where she kicked him. She started to say something but instead turned and left. Let him suffer!
***
"Evaluation," asked Ferrel as he re-patched Micah's side. Jake's affair with the sonocaster didn't last long at all.
"She's learning fast."
"Too fast?"
"Almost. Or maybe." Micah didn't wince at Ferrel's minstrations, of course. "She also has a vicious streak in her." He bent and stretched when Ferrel finished. "Wasn't upset at all. Didn't worry about breaking anything, either. Mine or hers."
"You have given her ample reason, my brother." Ferrel re-packed his kit. "Are you sure she saw the blood?"
"Six-sigmas. She was mighty pleased with herself too. Good reason, like you said, but I still can't see her being totally unconcerned. Unless..."
Ferrel nodded. "Shall I try to find out?"
"Nak. Too risky. If she decides we know that would not be good."
"Slib. Have you checked our passenger list?"
Micah pulled up his 'pad. "These four?"
"We are in agreement, my brother. Pious question: where to start."
***
Robert cornered Robin after lunch. They ended up in his room seated behind their terminals.
"Practice, lady. Have you owned the ship net?"
Robin shook her head. At his gesture she powered up the terminal and jacked in.
"Heaven's flames! This is the lamest net I've ever seen."
With a grin Robert called up a game.
"For truth? This is at least ten years out of date!"
"Then you shouldn't have any trouble beating me at it."
She called up the game and connected through it to his terminal. Before long she struggled to beat him at it, then started losing. Then, to add insult, he removed his hands from his terminal and laced them behind his head. And still won!
"You have the parameters," he smiled, "Put together a Robin simulator. And, ahh, don't stop playing."
Robin frowned but she managed it. He racked up a long winning streak but she devoted at least some concentration to the game. Before long she finished and laced her fingers behind her head.
"Polar. Now we work. Mesh with my terminal and let's own this net."
Robin did so and heated up her warez.
"Now let's see who out fellow passengers are and what this bucket of bolts uses for hardware, yes?"
When Robert made no move to burn in Robin did so. She did move cautiously; she had no idea about the security present and they had no easy escape. When she did rouse dogz she and Robert neutralized them quickly and she traced them back. They connected to a simple logger that she had no problem altering. From there she traced forward and located the sparse remainder of the net security.
"Lame and pathetic," she said, "but compliant with all relevant statutes. This net is isolated from the astrogation and system control hardware. Cheap. They don't really care if someone breaks in as long as their assets are covered."
"Correct," he said, "So let's find out what assets they don't want covered."
After a few minutes Robin had the entire structure of the net and a good solid hold on the data within it. They had full access to the passenger manifest and inventory, games library, laundry schedule and a lot of other bland information. At Robert's suggestion she copied the passenger database, cut a cheap door and left.
"Now what," she asked.
"We look for something suspicious. I have several hypotheses but I'm keeping them to myself for now. I want to see what you find."
Robin jacked out, terminated all extraneous processes and set up the warez to analyze the passengers. Robert did likewise, loaning her the processing capacity of his terminal. She didn't really know what to test so she ran a wide-open comparison analysis against herself, Carl and Robert. When that completed she ran another against credit balances, transfers and payments.
"This one," she said, "Jose Coyler. He's listed as a business traveler but he's racked up a lot of charges in the casino."
Robert nodded. "Match number one. Any more?"
"Marcie Anne Gregory. I'm not sure why, though. Something about her just doesn't feel right."
"Interesting," he said, making a note, "I didn't tag her. Any others?"
Robin tried several other metrics, including comparison against Coyler and Gregory.
"Squelch," she said, "What about yours?"
"I have three more. Try to find them." He spoke the last with mischief. "Just think of it as training. But not right now. Dinner's in an hour and a half and we don't want to miss it."
"Are we that hungry?" She wasn't but he had mischief in his eyes.
"We are, and we'll need plenty of brain food. After dessert you'll be making a friend of Signor Coyler."
"What?!"
"Your assignment is to make an acquaintance of Seigneur Jose B. Coyler. If he stays true to form he'll repair to the casino after his repast and pass a lot of time there. Wherever he goes you will follow. You will make pleasant conversation, join him for a drink and likely drop a few unis at a game of so-called chance. You will not, however, attempt to extract any information from him."
"B-but..." Robin tried to muster an argument but she could tell Robert would have none.
"I'll leave you to plan your strategy, then," he grinned.
***
Robin nibbled at her food, barely noticing its lack of taste. She had a sheaf of currency and a full tube of stomach tabs courtesy of Robert. Carl shoveled in food as though he hadn't eaten for a week and followed it with a full pint of ale.
"That's done," said Robert, sliding aside his dessert plate, "I think I'll head to my cabin. I have this tune running through my head, no blather."
That quashed Robin's thought to simply return to her room. Robert caught her eye and winked.
"I think I'll have some more of this," said Carl to his empty mug, "It's prime slosh."
With that Carl rose and too Robin's arm. He guided her gently but firmly to the bar and the casino in front of it.
"He's playing bobble," whispered Carl, "Looks like the game just started. No empty spots. Try low-bet colorspin 'till one opens up. Take the table beside his."
"You'll be at the bar, right," whispered Robin shakily, "If I need you?"
"Don't need me."
Robin looked at her cards, barely noticing them. She'd played a while when the bobble table shifted. The places filled before she could move and Carl caught her eye long enough to scowl at her. She ordered a pack of strong 'sticks and chewed two stomach tabs, neither of which helped.
"And the lady wins," said the dealer, smiling.
Robin returned the smile and collected her winnings. Not bad but she'd lost more playing. The bobble table noised up meaning the current game would end soon. She tipped the dealer and started that way.
As if on cue the game ended and the man sitting next to Coyler left. Flutterwings the size of starships formed in Robin's stomach and began eating the remains of the meal there.
"Hi," said Robin, taking the seat.
"'Lo," said Coyler without looking. Then, when he did he smiled grandly. "Hello lovely lady! Got any luck on you?"
"Umm..."
"Bets please," said the dealer.
After the first three flash rounds Coyler lost over seventy unicreds.
"Frost," said Coyler as a few people left, "Guess you didn't." He held out his hand. "Jose Coyler. Call me Jose."
"Tracy," smiled Robin, "Tracy Goldwine."
"A pleasure, Tracy Tracy Goldwine." When she took his hand he turned hers, bent over and kissed it. She couldn't help blushing.
Coyler examined his stack of chips. "Care to try some high-low?"
"Sure."
"So, Tracy Tracy," he said after the first hand, "what brings you to grace this lovely vessel with your presence?"
"I'm on vacation" Robin worked hard to maintain her smile as she brought up Tracy's history. Samantha might be able to handle the situation but Robin didn't know if she could.
"A trip for pleasure! The best kind, don't you think?"
She met his eyes, smiled and looked down. She didn't want to think about what she saw there.
"Yes. What about you?"
"Not for pleasure, unfortunately. Business." He dismissed this fact with nary a care.
Robin played her hand and won. Coyler lost.
"What business," she asked timidly.
"Delaney Limited," he said grandly, sitting up, "Household chemicals and pharmaceuticals. If you have a problem we can clean it or cure it!"
She couldn't help chuckling at this.
"You've heard of us?"
"I... Ahh... I haven't."
"No matter." He shrugged and lost another ten unis. "What would you say to a drink? I'll accept any answer but no."
"Yes, then," said Robin, "and perhaps thanks?"
This time Coyler won over a hundred unis.
"Profit and platinum! I've found my luck!"
***
"... and he's a sales rep for Delaney," said Robin, sipping water and waiting for the headache tabs to take effect.
Robin found Robert in her room waiting when she returned.
"He had a ticket on a better ship," she continued, "but he exchanged it for this one and cashed the difference. He said it was extra expense account but I think he just likes to gamble. A lot."
"Go on, dear."
"I think he tried to get me drunk." These words didn't come easily. "After the third time he tried I told him I get sick when I drink too much." Exactly what Tracy Goldwine would do, thought Robin with contempt.
Carl walked in and sat down. Robert summarized what Robin said.
"Anything else," asked Robert.
"He asked me about you two. I told him we were friends from college. Just friends." She looked at Carl. "He said you looked mean and I said you weren't, just that you were very protective of me." Exactly what Tracy would need. "I don't think he liked that much."
"Should I have a chat with him," asked Carl, "Convince him to keep his distance?"
Robin glared at Carl who merely shrugged.
"Your ball, your call," he said.
"No!" Tracy might need that kind of help but Robin didn't! "I can handle him."
"But can Tracy?"
"Yes. If nothing else she'll drink too much and throw up on him." 
Carl shrugged again. "Fair coin. Anything else? If not I'm going to grab some rack time."
Robin shook her head. After Carl left Robert squeezed her hand.
"You did a plus-plus pyro job, lady. I think I'm gonna grab some eyelid myself." Then, as Jake, "Snappin' up tunez is no walk through the walkin' flowerz."
***
Ferrel left Robin's room and headed for Micah's. Micah lay back on his bed with his eyes closed but Ferrel knew him better. As soon as he sat Micah's eyes snapped open.
"Well?"
"Almost word for word," said Ferrel, "You think she found the bugs?"
"Not by my read. Any chance of voice-stress analysis?"
Ferrel frowned at this. "Not immediately, my brother. Even I need a little time to work."
Micah smiled at this, his first real one in quite a while. "So is that five minutes or ten?" He thought a moment. "What about the others?"
"I thought I'd take Hagen and Gregory tomorrow. You want Logan?"
"Sure. Any bets uncovered?"
"Not by me," yawned Ferrel, "Flames! I guess strikin' up those tunez really did zap my spunk."



Chapter 9. The Seduction
 
Robin moved in to attack, slowly. She hurt in several places but she defended well in spite of it. She tried three feints in quick succession followed by a shift and hard kick. A perfect strike! Again she drew blood, this time a large patch of it.
"Why," asked Tracy, tears forming and spilling out of her eyes.
"You're weak," spat Robin, "Weak and worthless!"
"I... I can't help it," she sniffled, "P-please..."
Robin attacked again and hit again. Tracy tried to defend but failed miserably.
"You deserve that," said Robin as she bruised Tracy's face, "If that's the best you can do you deserve every milli of it!"
Tracy attacked clumsily. Robin felt contempt oozing out of her as she defended, counterattacked and punched, again and again. Tracy coughed a sob and slumped against the wall struggling to breathe.
"Fight back, rut you!" This time Robin kicked.
"I can't... I..."
"Then suffer!"
Tracy looked up at her...
Robin sat up suddenly with her heart racing and her breath coming in gasps. She fumbled until she found the light. The bedcovers lay strewn about the floor. Her room blurred into focus around her, no different than when she fell asleep. She stumbled to the sink, drew a glass of water and rinsed out her mouth.
"That isn't me," she said to the haggard reflection in the mirror.
The mirror said nothing.
"It isn't!"
Again silence. The last vestiges of the dream haunting her finally evaporated.
It wasn't Tracy looking up at her.
Robin lit a strong 'stick and glared across the table. Tracy cringed at it, whimpering all the while Robin cleaned and fixed her wounds. Without looking up she slid a 'stick out of the pack, lit it and promptly started coughing. So hard that Robin feared she'd throw up.
"I'm sorry," said Tracy, almost inaudible.
"For what?"
"I'm... I'm weak," sniffled Tracy, tears rolling down her face, "I c-can't help it."
"You are weak."
Robin sipped her wine. Tracy followed suit and almost gagged on it.
"Wh-why are you doing this to me?"
"Ask Jose."
"I don't like him," said Tracy, "He... He scares me. I think he wants... He wants..."
"He wants to torque you."
Tracy sniffled and nodded.
"And why not? You should be grateful for it!"
Tracy shook her head and sobbed even harder. Disgustedly Robin grabbed her under the chin and forced her gaze up.
"You know who we're after," she said, "You can help! It's the least you can do."
Tracy's lower lip started quivering. Robin released her and looked away...
Robin jerked awake again. This time her room shrank into focus quicker thanks to the dim light she left on. Without thinking she wiped her hand on her shirt. The alarm showed a little over an hour before it sounded; Robin knew better than to try for more sleep. Tiredly she rose, dressed and powered up her terminal.
***
Carl moved in with a double-feint-kick. Robin's ribs, already sore, screamed at her as the kick landed. Again. After she stabilized herself she moved to ready stance. Carl simply stared, arms folded, and said nothing.
"I'm not weak," said Robin defiantly. Carl said nothing. "I'm not," she repeated.
"Didn't say you were," he said, "You want to talk about it?"
"About what?"
"Whatever's bothering you. That's the fourth time I threw that kick and the fourth time you let it hit. You can talk or we can waste more time at this. Your choice but if you want to fight you'll just end up hurting a lot more."
His words fanned a small spark of anger in her.
"Why am I here," demanded Robin.
Carl sat and pointed to the other chair.
"Because we need a burner."
"Feces! Robert is plus-plus pyro enough."
"We need a burner who is intimately familiar with local data transfer protocols."
"I almost believe that."
Carl scowled. "Slib. The people we're after..."
"... are bad news, nasty, rotten, low..."
"The people we're after," he interrupted sharply, "are incredibly good at avoiding being seen. We know there were at least five principals on Echo Bend. We neutralized two but didn't get a gram of information from either of them. That leaves at least three loose. That we know."
"Everett." The name chilled Robin. "Claud Everett."
"He was Claud Vinsley before Echo Bend," said Carl, "and he was our link to the other two. Robert and I might be able to spot him. We know you can."
"Maybeso," said Robin, "You and Robert change like fadescales. Fast and often."
"There's more to it than looks."
Robin shivered at this. Carl reached over and ran his finger down her arm. She only lifted an eyebrow at him.
"You're only as weak as you allow yourself to be," he said, "Think on that. We'll try this again tomorrow morning."
Robin bowed to the image in the mirror and began her routine. After finishing with Carl she tried to work her terminal but couldn't concentrate. Fragments of her dreams kept sliding across the screen. Then she tried to read, again with the same results. Rita Jasworth taught multiple short routines and Carl few but longer ones, and harder. Under him she went through them again and again until she satisfied him. Then she went through them more.
The physical activity absorbed Robin's concentration until finally, blessedly her mind cleared. She flowed from one stance to another, executing slow punches and kicks timed with her deep, steady breathing. Carl also taught her that. He made a dance of it. At first her moves were jerky and uncertain but they improved quickly. Now her body knew what to do and she simply followed it and concentrated on... nothing. Carl drilled that into her hard. She felt every part of herself and allowed it to move.
Robin stopped mid-routine when the door opened and Carl walked in.
"What the hades are you doing?"
"Practicing," she replied, slightly winded.
"Restart that routine! You know better than to stop in the middle."
She complied, albeit shakily. Carl watching her made her nervous and she was already tired. Nonetheless she finished the routine without drawing an acerbic comment so she counted that a victory. When she flowed back into ready stance and took the last breath she turned to Carl and bowed. He inclined his head, so victory again.
"Almost time for lunch," he said, "You might want a quick shower."
Barely late, Robin saw Robert sitting at the table with Coyler and, amazingly, Marcie Gregory. After brief introductions the food arrived and everyone at the table tucked into it.
"... and I closed the deal," said Coyler, "Local contract with Durastel, in solid signed and sealed! I was talking while the others were waiting to see where the prices would settle." Here he grinned smugly. "I had a good read and a feeling they'd hit low so I took the chance. It paid off big and now I'm gold and the rest of those stapes are looking down, eating ground."
"Polar," said Gregory, obviously enthralled.
"But enough about me." Coyler turned to Robin. "What about a friendly game of ricochet?"
Carl grunted assent and the rest followed. On the way to the lounge Coyler took Robin's arm. She didn't particularly like it but short of breaking his arm she didn't know how to stop it.
"I find," said Coyler as he racked the balls, "that the key to a good game is in the break. Care to shoot it, Ralph?" Then, as Carl lined up the shotball, "A good solid break can end a game. Even before it starts good."
Carl lined up the cue casually, pulled it back and slammed it into the shotball. Robin, Gregory and Coyler all jumped at the impact. Carl scattered the balls but didn't drop the nine.
"Yeah," drawled Carl, "Breaks can be... useful."
Robin spent the rest of the game struggling to contain her laughter. Every time Carl lined up a shot against Coyler he put extra muscle behind it. Once he even bounced the shotball off the table entirely. Coyler won the point but took little victory in it. Apparently he read a deeper meaning into Carl's behavior.
Three games sufficed to quell Coyler's competitive spirit. He won two but only just. Carl yawned seriously and ambled off for a nap. Robert and Gregory headed for the lounge sonocaster and Robin found herself at the bar drinking with Coyler.
"I still say he's one mean pucko," said Coyler, "No offense meant."
Robin smiled sweetly. "He's not mean. Not really. Not unless someone really, really deserves it." She noticed Coyler's hand close to hers. "I haven't been many places. Tell me what it's like. To travel so much, I mean."
As he talked she slowly slid her hand away from his. Undeterred, he tried again. And again. Finally he discovered her ploy and took considerable amusement with it.
Robin tried to make an early afternoon but they ended up in the lounge again. They played two-across with some of the other passengers, stopped for drinks, played zipspin, then one-across and then dinnertime arrived.
This time the food tasted better! Robin didn't know why but it almost attained edibility. Robert and Carl both looked at her with evident concern but never managed to separate her from Coyler. No matter. She could handle things.
After dinner the two of them ended up in the casino again. Robin sipped her wine and concentrated on the game. The world felt a bit blurry but not enough to affect her. Coyler muttered something about needing some luck and bought her another drink. He'd had an incredible losing streak and Robin didn't want to think about the amount. She thought back to the last few hands. They were playing solishan with eight decks and she had seen a lot of low cards coming out. The dealer discarded one card and shuffled the rest together. Although Robin couldn't remember exact cards she played a hunch against a low pattern and won. She bet into the next two and won again.
"I've found my luck again," said Coyler. He echoed his bets to hers.
Robin won the last five hands easily. The dealer, obviously displeased, discarded the current cards as soon as he could and shuffled another eight decks. Robin lost eight hands but very carefully didn't bet much. Before long she won Coyler back all he'd lost plus a nice pile for herself. Giddy with triumph she started back to her room.
The hallway wobbled and shifted but Coyler, now beside her, held her steady.
"That was nice, Tracy," he said, gently guiding her, "How are you feeling?"
"Six-sigma-sigma polarrrrr," she giggled, "Plus-plus solid."
The appearance of her door surprised Robin. They hadn't walked that far, surely. She fumbled with her keycard, Coyler found it for her, and it followed naturally that he should escort her inside. The floor still tilted randomly but with him there she could navigate it.
"Why don't you... get comfortable," he suggested.
"Fantastical idea," she said, "I think I will!"
With one hand on the wall she managed to find and enter the fresher. She took a breath and splashed some cold water on her face. When she looked up she saw Tracy staring out the mirror at her.
A sudden, hard surge of panic washed through Robin. Realization finally cut through the blurry haze; though the room still tilted her thoughts didn't.
"Think," she whispered urgently, "Think, burn you! Focus!"
Robin pummeled her brain. Coyler still waited outside and unless she thought of some way to make him leave... A harder panic tried to paralyze her.
Her eyes fell on a small, folded piece of paper beside the sink. She knew she hadn't put it there. When she opened it she found it folded around a tablet. The paper itself was a label: Zogry's Solar Rain. Thoughts flashed through her mind: dancing with Robert, covering herself against the CA holocaster, the ride back to their motel... Robin swallowed the tablet dry.
"Hey, baby," said Coyler, his shirt now unbuttoned, "I was starting to wonder."
His arms around her. She smiled at him despite the twisting of her stomach and the sweat now starting to pour off her. Muzzily she pushed him back and reached for her buttons. His hands on her shoulders steadying her. Now Robin felt cold inside. Her non-plan could fail a thousand ways!
"You're sweating, baby," leered Coyler, "Is something wrong?" His eyes said only her clothes were.
"I'm hot," she slurred, "Pyro-plus-plus hot." She smiled.
Then she threw up on him.
***
Robin sat curled in her chair with her head pounding and her body aching. She tried with all her might to stay awake. She slept, fitfully if not well. Tracy haunted her dreams and taunted her in every one of them. Robin tried to defend herself but failed miserably every time. Then she'd awaken only to fight sleep yet again. Her clothes felt grimy on her but she couldn't bring herself to take them off. Coyler was long gone and her door was locked but his presence still haunted her. After one of her short sleeps she tried to drink some water but only managed a few sips.
Robin jumped when the comm beeped. She'd privacy locked it earlier and she didn't want to talk to anyone. She started to unlock it and answer but she knew Robert or Carl would just walk in, never mind the locked door. Before long they both did just that.
"Well," asked Carl, wrinkling his nose.
The room stank of vomit, Robin knew that. She opened her mouth and tried to speak but the words refused to come out.
"Here, luv," said Robert, handing her a bulb of juice, "You look like hades."
A few sips awakened her thirst. Robin finished the bulb in short order. When she did he handed her another bulb and a headache tablet. Her clothes started crawling on her.
"Thanks," she said quietly.
"My room," said Carl, "Bring come clean clothes."
Robin hid in Carl's shower. She set it as hot as she could and then some. She scrubbed, rinsed, scrubbed again and rinsed again. After she stepped out and dried herself thoroughly she brushed her teeth, washed out her mouth and washed her face again. She straightened her clothes just so and dressed as slowly as she could. When she finally left the fresher Carl tipped his chair down, closed his book and pointed to a tray.
"Breakfast," he said, "if you want it. There's more juice, too; I know you want that."
Robin ate meticulously. The tray held far more than she wanted but each bite meant a small delay. Unfortunately she filled up well before the tray emptied. When she finished Carl slid a pack of 'sticks across the table.
"Well?"
"Well what?" Robin tried to pack some ice behind her words but failed.
"What happened?"
"He... He tried... He wanted..." She looked down. "He tried to seduce me."
"Robin, you spent most of the day with him. What else did you learn?"
Robin looked up in surprise. Carl spoke with a gentleness totally alien to him.
"What?"
"Start with lunch," he said, again gently, "Go from there."
Robin started talking. She spoke slowly at first but the words became easier the more she said. Then she reached the woozy walk back to her room. Carl sat, patiently waiting. Finally she managed to speak.
Robin stared at Carl. He stared back. The silence grew louder and louder around them.
"Go ahead," said Robin, "say it."
"Say what?"
"I'm worthless and weak. I rutted the puppy galaxy-wide. I'm a total failure."
"Why exactly would I want to say that?"
Robin stared in amazement.
"How do you figure failure?" Carl leaned forward. "You uncovered quite a bit of information. If you can't think of what it is I'll detail it later. Let's talk about the failure part. Where, exactly, did that happen?"
"He... He took me to my room. He... He wanted..."
"He wanted to take you to bed." Carl spoke matter-of-factly. "Did you want that?"
Robin shook her head.
"Did he succeed?"
She shook her head again.
"So where's the failure?"
Robert walked in, sparing her from answering.
"They're cleaning your room, luv," said Robert, "The steward wasn't happy but he was, ahh... " he rubbed his thumb against his fingers, "he was open to persuasion. We can take it out of that pile of chits you left scattered on your dresser and floor." He handed her her winnings, now neatly bagged. "So what happened?"
Before she could speak Carl started. Incredibly, he gave a terse, factual summary bereft of any disparagement of her.
"So where's the failure," repeated Carl.
"I... I couldn't stop him," she finally said, "If Robert hadn't left that capsule he'd have... succeeded."
"Pardon," said Robert, "I didn't leave it, hon."
She looked at Carl, not believing what she'd just heard.
Carl shrugged. "Always have a backup plan, Robin. After dinner you were pretty well gone and he kept feeding it to you. Robert and I tried to pull you aside but you kept giving us the go-away. We could have thrashed him to a lumpy or smooth paste at any time but that would raise... questions. For that matter you could have broken a few of his bones. Why didn't you?"
"I... I didn't think of it," she replied meekly.
"Just as well. Tracy doesn't know how to physically handle people, remember?"
Robin started to look down but stopped herself.
"So," continued Carl, "you resolved your situation favorably and within plausible bounds."
"He's right, hon," added Robert, "You did a plus-plus good job."
"I still feel slimy."
"Dear heart," said Robert, "for your future reference regarding the social jungle you have just encountered the silver-tongued smooth-talker. This animal is fairly common at clubs, pubs and sales conventions. The male of the species is very adept at worming and weaseling his way into and out of most types of social situations. They can usually be tracked by the trail of broken hearts and torqued-off boyfriends they leave behind."
Robin puzzled over this, uncertain of Robert's degree of seriousness.
"He is a slick talker," said Carl, "We're pretty sure he's embezzling funds from his company. Signor Coyler has an impressive stack of debts, all of which are resolved when he hits a planet. These debts are personal but it is always company funds that end up paying them. That's been going on as long as he's been aboard this ship and that's a lot longer than he's admitted to you or anyone else."
"Y-you found that out?"
"Yes, dear," said Robert, "While you had him so adeptly distracted. I shan't bore you with the grisly details."
"You're sure?"
"I'm satisfied," said Carl.
Robin took a deep breath and sighed it out. "I still feel rotten. He's a sewage-sipping bottomfeeder!"
"I concur," said Robert, "but one now above our suspicions. Am I to take it you don't mind parting company with him?"
She shook her head.
"Polar," said Carl, "It's almost time for lunch."
Robin walked to the lounge between Carl and Robert. They both vetoed any makeup and Robin thought she looked bad. Coyler sat at his usual table, half-smiling when he saw Robin.
With sudden inspiration she took Carl's arm and snuggled against him. When he looked down she made an anxious face and Coyler turned a dirty shade of pale. They sat at his table uninvited with him between Robert and Carl and Robin across from him.
"Good morning, Tracy," said Coyler weakly, "Well... afternoon, really."
"That wasn't nice," she said, "What you did to me."
"My darling, whatever are you..."
Coyler's words trailed off as Carl began cutting into his food with far more force than necessary.
"Ahh. I see." Coyler slid his plate aside. "A slight misunderstanding, then. Do not concern yourself, lovely Tracy. It absolutely will not happen again."
Carl stopped eating only long enough to utter a gruff "Good." Coyler left not long afterward and Robin enjoyed her meal. Despite the food.
After lunch Robin had an enjoyable game of two-across with Robert, Carl and Marcie Gregory. Before long, though, Gregory left. She walked across the lounge and settled into a game of one-across with a slightly older man.
"Liam McMarrin," said Robert, "A man of both means and manners. I found out her secret."
Robin looked the question at him.
"She's running away," said Robert, "From a boyfriend or a criminal record. Or a boyfriend with a criminal record. Not sure which. She was a lot friendlier until she found out how long it took me to save up for this trip."
Robin sighed. "So that means we're after someone else."
"Or not," chuckled Robert, "Don't make enemies by searching too hard for them. Not your job, hon. Besides, that's three we don't have to worry about."
***
Lorna Gallaway looked at the terse message, then at Richmond Garry.
"You're sure about this," she asked.
"Positive. My sources are certain."
With anyone else Gallaway would have dismissed the report out of hand.
"That's a long way to go, even for someone guilty as hades. If she is she'll know the CA can still extradite, and will."
Garry shrugged.
"The operative question," she continued, "is what to do."
"So do we track it," asked Garry, "It's outside your jurisdiction, the entire case is cold-sevened, you've excluded most of their evidence anyway and you do have a cease order from the CA."
"Truth. Was she in trouble?"
"You know what I do, Lorna. I can think of a dozen possibilities."
"So can I." Gallaway considered her options. "I say we go. I'll pay the usual plus bonus whether we get her back or not."
Garry nodded and smiled. Gallaway began composing the hand-offs and contingencies she'd need if this took longer than two weeks.
"I'd like to go with you," she said, "I can afford some time off."
"This isn't a vacation, Lorna," said Garry, frowning now, "That's what you need and we both know it."
"You're probably right," said Gallaway. Trust Garry not to object to her presence but her excessive work habits. "But I want to hear it. Preferably straight from her."
Garry nodded. "Slib. Will you at least let me make the arrangements?"



Chapter 10. Facing Problems
 
Robin left the startport on Landsrey's Refuge flanked by Robert and Carl. Despite Robert's words to the contrary it felt just as wondrous this time as before. She had her keycard and the three of them wore floppy hats purchased at highly-inflated prices. The vendor assured them the hats were the current height of fashion on the planet.
"We have a cabin," said Robert, "Close to the ocean but not enough so to be expensive."
"Plus a hover," added Carl, "Shall we?"
After a single glance at the map he got at the rental agency Carl began driving the streets as though he'd lived his life on them. As he did Robin studied the map and the landmarks.
"Learn it," said Carl, "Major landmarks, major streets, minor landmarks and minor streets. You don't need to know every single alleyway but you should be able to locate yourself quickly anywhere in the city. Without stopping at a comm booth."
Robin felt some apprehension at this. "Why? I mean, why here? You didn't make me do this on Secore."
"We have more ground to cover," he replied, "You may also be operating on your own. Most of what we traced on Secore was close to the starport. Just from the data you pulled there's stuff scattered all over the planet here."
Robin's apprehension increased. "What if something happens? Complications."
"Later."
Robin spent little time unpacking. She soon discovered the cabin's T-alpha connection, a wall-sized holovee and an impressive collection of games and movies. Her brief tour ended with Robert and Carl, both sitting at the dining table and wearing serious expressions.
"Here," said Carl as he handed her another map, "This is the local area around this cabin. This you do need to learn down to the alleyways. Everything. If you need to leave in a hurry you don't want to get caught and you plus-plus don't want to stop for directions. You should also learn at least five different routes to the starport, with and without needing transportation. Memorize a dozen points on each route where you can get off the street quickly and where you can stay a while without rousing suspicion."
He handed her another map and keycard. "This is your safe point. It's rented for a week longer than this cabin. If the flop hits the flinger this is where we'll meet you. Keep the key with you at all times. Learn at least four routes from here to there. If something does happen don't go into the room immediately. There are several restaurants and cafes around it. Stay at one of them and observe the place before you go inside. Change faces along the way."
Robert handed her several mundane items: a chrono, a necklace and a small case.
"This," he said of the chrono, "is a locator. It doesn't emit actively but we can trace it if necessary." The case turned into a pocket organizer with room for an ID, keycards, datacards, money, 'sticks and a small comm. "Nothing fancy here. Take the square root of 1337 and divide by two for a secure channel to me. Divide by four for one to Carl. Seven gives a secure three-way.
"If you're in deep trouble and can't comm, break the necklace. That's the emergency signal. Don't use it unless you need us ten minutes ago with blasters firing. Finally, if the necklace or chrono warm up and start vibrating drop what you're doing and vanish. Ditch the gear fast then lose yourself in the crowd, wander around for a few hours at random and make your way to the safe point. If one of us doesn't contact you within five days hit the emergency locker and go home."
"But... what if you need help?" Robin's voice sounded far weaker than she wanted.
"If we don't make contact," said Carl matter-of-factly, "we're probably dead. Don't, and I mean do not, try to find us or find out. Go back to Echo Bend and lose yourself there."
Robin knew she paled but she nodded anyway.
***
Robin sat across a counter from a man, nervous but not showing it. He read the forms Robert filled out critically, making notes on his datapad as he did.
"You want a standard streaming server," he asked.
"Yes sir. We're producing our own music and we want to publish it reliably. Your company came highly recommended for consistent service even with high traffic."
"That's part of our guarantee," smiled the man, "So the traffic will be that hot?"
"Umm... No," she said, "Not yet!"
The man's smile widened. "Plus-plus cryonic! In that case you'll want our deluxe commerce package. That's the full range of credit transactions, non-release of merchandise until payment is confirmed, fully configurable sales, specials and coupons, sales trending and tracking..."
"Excuse me, sir," interrupted Robin, "Right now your standard package will do perfectly. We'd rather spend our money on extra storage."
"We can do that too," he said, "Everything seems to be in order here." He checked his chrono. "We should have the site and server up this afternoon. As soon as you're ready we'll open it. We'll advertise it on our main site and we'll feature it for the first week. You can purchase extra exposure whenever you want. It'll take effect as soon as payment clears and instantly if you keep a positive credit balance here." He scribed a card with the site address, username and password. "Here's your access. My contact information is there too," here he winked, "and you're welcome to use our facilities any time you want to make adjustments. No charge for that and we have a wide selection of pre-configured sites and skins. If you don't like those you can create your own. We also offer professional site design at very reasonable rates!"
"Thank you, sir. I'll see what I can do first."
"Excellent. Thank you for choosing us!"
Robin shook the man's hand and walked away. Why Robert wanted a music server she didn't know but by virtue of Thomas, Rimmie and the twins she knew how to request and configure one. She suspected he wanted it as a stable remote site but any type of server core would work for that. Thoughts of her friends brought a brief pang but she didn't have time for it.
Safely ensconced in a customer carrel Robin set about building her site. She assembled her main page along with several linked ones. Robert had a specific list of standard modules and services he wanted so she added those too. She included a limited chat host with fixed channels and she increased the required adpush feed by a small amount. It grated her to do that but the cross-links would have reduced security and having more of them meant more easy bounce sites. She did find some nice skins and peels so she configured them into her site. Once she had the theme adjusted to her satisfaction she uploaded a spool of Robert's -awful! - music. He also had some custom modules so she installed them too, along with a few of her own. As soon as she finished she submitted the data to the queue along with her account number. The return message estimated the site would go online by early afternoon.
"Polar," said Robert, examining the newly-launched site and listening to his own noise.
"What were those extra modules of yours," she asked.
"Later, luv. I'm not giving away all of my secrets," he winked.
***
Robin settled into the datamart, slid her card into the terminal, booted to her bandit chip and jacked in her portable. Even after two weeks of doing this she felt nervous. As soon as she had a secure pipe she fired connections to several music sites including Robert's. She checked the song of the day and the featured selection and winced. The latter was her least favorite. The combination did tell her where to find Robert, though, and soon she had a secure chat open to him.
'J: Hey, lady! Ready for some action?'
'T: Say the word. Hot and tight here.'
Robert forked her several connections which she connected to her own machine. Some of the music sites showed heavy traffic so she cut those connections; the others she expanded into full tunnels with the slowest pair upgraded to spirals. When she finished that Robert had them both nice, wide pipes primed for their main objectives. Robin shook her head at what he planned but given some finesse it should work.
Robert started a slow burn into the local Rugger site. He queried their public data openly but slipped a trio of acid probes underneath them. That roused several dogz but, since they didn't attack immediately Robert latched a swarm of code leeches on them. Robin connected a solid tunnel to the Federation Central News Agency and sent some bland queries. She killed four adpushes before they could deploy and gritted her teeth at the two she had to allow. She did reduce their priority to the minimum required to maintain, all the while shaping a plastic blast for the wallz she saw there. She had an unanchored throbbing needle ready; while the connection stabilized she anchored it to Robert's main tunnel.
'T: Ready, ready. Connections stable and holding.'
Robert detached one of the connections he sent her and began strengthening his end of it. For no reason other than spite Robin merged the torpid adpushes into that tunnel, still holding them back but ready to release.
'J: Now!'
Robin detonated the plastic blast and it decimated the FCN wallz. She smothered the area with rotten fish and fired probes into the busiest nodes she saw.
Robert, meanwhile, fired her needle into the Rugger site. Neither of them cared what it actually hit; Robin fused all of her probes into it. That done she shoved the meld away from her terminal and waited for the chaos. Robert, who had a spiral tunnel into a local bank, let the FCN probes hit the Rugger site, which responded with snap-traces and probes of its own. While the two sets of dogz fought each other he began throwing files her way. She caught them, grabbed a few of her own and swatted the few dogz that tried to trace them.
When the bank connection closed and the CA began probing the area Robin collapsed her tunnels, powered down her terminal and left the datamart. She walked past Carl who idly read a newsmod and didn't acknowledge her. She entered a public fresher, un-changed her appearance, waited fifteen minutes and left.
"Complications," asked Carl, nodding toward the blue hovers swarming the datamart.
"Nak plus-plus," she said, just now starting to sweat. She slipped her arm under his casually. "Can we stop at another datamart?"
"Why?" Though he appeared relaxed Robin heard differently.
"I did some thinking. Unless you two have been grabbing data and not sharing you have a major wager uncovered."
"Yes?"
"If Everett is here," Robin shuddered inwardly at that thought, "he'll probably have a burner with him. Someone like... me." She felt Carl's eyes heavy on her. "W-we need to check disappearances. Most of the data will be public information. I put together a query yesterday. It... it shouldn't take too long to run. We can..."
Robin stopped talking as Carl stopped walking. He absently pulled her in front of a nearby display window. He scratched his chin, ostensibly looking at the merchandise. After a minute or two he guided her to an open-air cafe.
"Tell me what you're thinking," he said, taking her hand, "Try to smile at me while you're doing it."
She managed both. Though he smiled back warmly she saw the machinery working behind his eyes.
"Order nibblers and drinks," he said, "I'll be back."
She finished a 'stick and started the nibblers when he returned. He handed her a list and a sheaf of currency.
"There's an Erin's two blocks over," he said, "Buy what's on the list. When you finish that grab the warez like the ones I listed at the bottom. I don't know what's available here but you should. Meet me outside the north entrance in one hour. Do not jack in and launch your query."
"Umm... Slib."
Robin made the purchases quickly if not willingly. Erin's had everything on the list but the warez and she had most of those already. As she perused the list she got an idea of what Carl planned and she didn't like it at all. She made it to the entrance with time to spare.
"Any problems," asked Carl. He carried a small package.
"No. Will you tell me..."
"Later. Let's find someplace private."
Carl's private place turned into a motel with hourly rates. He paid in cash with his arm around her waist. When they walked into their room she understood why he wanted restaurant-grade cleansers! The room didn't smell clean and Robin didn't want to touch the bed until she used them.
"Change quickly," said Carl, "I'll do your hair afterward."
Robin stepped into the fresher, sprayed it down with sanitizer and stood on a towel while she changed. When she emerged Carl had already changed.
"Pyro plus-plus, alpha-vix."
Robin tried not to wince at Carl's appearance. He now had glowing yellow and green streaks in his hair and they clashed with his equally-loud orange and blue striped shirt and fuchsia trousers. His lips and eyebrows also glowed. He handed her the glitstick and started striping her hair.
"Polarity," she said without conviction, "can we leave now?"
"Not yet. You need to add a few touches and I need my warez."
When Robin handed him the chips she saw what he'd bought. He now had a terminal of his own, complete with a dex.
"Heaven's flames! Are you a burner too?"
"Not a particularly good one but you'll probably need help. I can also catch files and correlate data."
As Robin watched Carl configure his box she suspected he could do galaxies more than just that.
After a short ride on a crowded hoverbus they arrived at a club. Robin didn't like the location or the noise leaking out the door. She tried not to frown when they walked in. Holoclouds formed in the corners and drifted to cover the ceiling. The room was smoky, cramped and hot from the crowd packed into the place, some of them dressed conservatively or in sloppychic, but most of whom were ZoneHeads. All of these sat around small tables with 'sticks and terminals.
Robin looked at the machines contemptuously. All of them had artmods: holographic etchings on flat surfaces or light-strings sparkling around the edges. Or both. Some even had plastic sculpting attached to make them look like dragons, flutterwings, flowers or starships. Carl sat at a table and jacked in, motioning Robin to the seat across. A small stage against one wall held three Zoners with their instruments, now blessedly silent.
"REALITY!" The lady on the stage shouted this announcement and she and her two companions turned to their instruments. All the terminals and displays around the room lit up with the twisting, amorphous holographic shapes that accompanied the noise Robin couldn't call music. After two more songs, "FREEDOM!" and "EVIL VIRTUE!" the three left the stage for an intermission. Robin sipped at her overpriced wine and tried to ignore the fog that bubbled out of the glass.
"Absolutely pyro," she said flatly, "I suppose you have a reason for this."
"Hit our site," said Carl, "Connect to my terminal. Wait."
Robin did so. Carl finished his foggy ale and ordered another. Robin had just lit a 'stick when something caught her eye. Robert, his most mischievous grin in place and himself ZoneHeaded, sat at the table beside them. He winked at her.
"Easier this way," said Carl, "Plenty of access and lots of folks around to absorb the blame for any misdeeds."
Robin turned her attention to her terminal. She had a chat request from Robert and soon all three had their terminals meshed.
'J: Lead the way, lady. We'll grab files and swat the dogz for you.'
Robin felt a thrill at this! For once Robert and Carl followed her plan. She sharpened her warez, connected to the CA site and started her queries.
"That's a lot of data, no blather," said Robert.
"Truth and plenty," affirmed Carl.
The three of them now sat in their cabin over a nice meal courtesy of Robert. Robin felt much better with her ZoneHead appearance gone, even though it did make an excellent disguise.
"It is," said Robin, "but necessary. This is only the publicly accessible information.
"Assuming the earliest possible date Everett could be here," she continued, "these are the disappearances filed. I also grabbed what the CA had concerning i-jacking, data theft or anything related. I have base heuristics built to discover which people have family or friends who might miss them or raise a vapor." She swallowed a lump in her throat at that. "W-within those parameters we should be able to narrow down the list. Once we have them we'll need to go deep on the CA."
"Good idea," said Carl, powering up his machine, "Shall we?"
***
Lorna Gallaway sipped her drink and tried to enjoy the view. Landsrey's Refuge boasted a decent tourist trade and with many good reasons, all of them wasted on her. She wanted to help Garry and she had, a little, but mostly she waited for his messages. She suspected he wanted her to relax and enjoy herself but he simply did not understand her drive. She re-reviewed all the details she had on the Macy case, still uncertain of her former client.
Ordinarily Garry messaged at least once every day or so but now he had gone without for almost seven. Now this. After all that time without communication he sent a single terse message with a meet point. Gallaway waited with ill patience.
"Signora Gallaway?"
She started at the voice. It came from a moderately handsome man dressed well and smiling warmly at her.
"Yes? Can I help you?"
"No, signora, but perhaps I can help you."
"Yes?"
"You are Signor Richmond Garry's employer?"
"I am."
"Excellent! I am Claud Evart and I am most pleased to meet you! Master Garry uncovered a treasure ship of information... relevant... to what you want. He is currently following a trail we dare not leave unattended lest we lose it. That is the reason he sent me instead of coming himself. He was very concerned that you might be worried at his... absence."
"He was right and I am. How do I know you are as you claim?"
Evart reached into his pocket and produced a card. Garry's ID.
"I take it he did not mention our association."
"No. He usually doesn't, though. Where is he now?"
"He is in West Stachberg, signora, and as I said quite occupied with his trail."
"Take me to him."
Now Evart's smile turned apprehensive. "Signora... That is quite impossible! There are... difficulties."
"I know how not to be a distraction. He taught me that and more. Take me to him now."
"But..."
"If I don't see Richmond within the next hour I will be forced to alert the CA, Signor Evart. I'm not joking, either."
"I believe you, Signora Gallaway." He walked away. "My hover is here."
He led her to a nice and extravagantly-fitted hovervan.
"Please forgive me, Signora," he said, "but this is, regrettably, necessary."
Gallaway's last image was of the small tube Evart held spraying in her face.
***
Robin took a deep breath and tried to relax. Robert winked from the next table. Both of them wore their ZoneHead attire as did the others slowly filling the club. The evening crowd arrived in twos and threes and the band, thankfully, had not. Several chat requests popped up on Robin's machine but she answered only the one from Robert.
'Ready when you are, lady,' he sent.
Robin launched her burn low and slow. She threaded her connection to the CA through a seven-site spiral tunnel Robert built for her earlier. Robert requested several large downloads through her connection. As the data moved through her machine she analyzed the structure and flow and began corrupting the responses. She backed off when the remote port choked on one. When the transmit-acknowledgement swarm slowed the CA connection she carefully rode one of the positive responses past the public portal and into a datasink. A simple watchdog logged the responses but, since the sink contained no sensitive data, did nothing more.
She nodded to Robert. He canceled the downloads to his machine but Robin kept them coming to hers. He bounced a series of attacks off several remote sites and into the CA. When the dogz woke up Robin's connection hardened but didn't close. Success! With the dogz tracing Robert and the security concentrated on him Robin launched her promote-me and followed it with several sharpened and optimized queries. In the time it took Robert to close and null his connections she closed hers properly, aborted the downloads and deflated her tunnels silently.
Robert left quickly and she followed not long afterward. As she walked she passed Carl sitting, settled into a comm booth not far away and loaded the latest FCNA newsmod. No CA hovers appeared at the datamart and Carl detected no other threats. When he rose and stretched she left the booth.
The next morning Robin and Carl, looking blessedly mundane now, sat at an outdoor datamart-cafe with hot spiced chog.
"How likely is this to be traced," he asked.
"Not," she replied, "Unless they found the anomalous query routing and managed to crack it, which they would have no reason to suspect. I set them to trigger randomly and used a progressive path obfuscation algorithm on the response generation. Again, unless they knew exactly what I did, where I did it and why they'd have no reason for suspicion. Well, none above normal. Besides, the responses will attach themselves to ordinary traffic until they're two bounces away from the main site. That's why we waited so long to collect results."
With that Robin launched her retrieval module. Before long she had a spool full of data.
"I have a question," said Robin as they waited for her correlations to finish, "How exactly did you find me on Echo Bend. I know you traced Th-thomas," she paused over a slight catch in her throat, "but it took you a long time to find me afterward."
Robert glanced at Carl before speaking.
"We forged a site. Rather, we owned one and gave it a face lift. Plenty of armor and a lot of stealthed security."
Feces! "Silverton Supply?" She asked Robert but Carl nodded.
"Flames. Why haven't you set up something like that here? That might..."
Robert coughed softly, interrupting her.
"Without confessing anything, luv, who said we haven't?"
Robin frowned at the implication she didn't like.
"You know I could have helped," she said, biting back a small spark of anger, "If you trusted me."
"We do, hon, it's just..."
"You could have helped," said Carl, "but that would cut into your data acquisition and correlation time. I jacked the site and armored it. I know you can do that better but I'm at least minimally capable at it and I six-sigmas can't work data the way you do."
"Oh." Now Robin felt foolish. "Would you like me to help?"
Carl shrugged. "Depends on how much sleep you're willing to give up."
***
"There's nothing now."
The weak-chinned man nodded. "How certain are you?"
The young burner looked up from his console to stare at his superior. "Six-sigmas solid on the beam. Plus-plus! The attack pattern matched what she did on Echo Bend ninety-plus. The delta zone was a different target plus what she learned. She's got some cryo new moves now." This last he spoke with respect.
"She had help, though. Did you trace it?"
"Nak! You said..."
"Enough." The weak-chinned man made a placating gesture. "You did plant the information?"
"Exactly like you wanted. That..."
"Exactly! Well done, my friend. That was the critical part. A trace would have been helpful but by no means necessary."
Mollified now, the burner turned back to his console. The weak-chinned man sat back to enjoy his glass of tea. Someone else would make the next move now.
***
Robin sent data from her terminal to the holovee. She had Robert's assurance that no one outside the cabin could see or hear what happened inside.
"These five," she said, "They're all young, talented and have no close friends or family. At least that I could find."
Carl scowled. "What were your criteria?"
"I based them on... on what I know about... Him. These would fit ideally."
"Do you need to hit the CA again?"
Robin ran her fingers through her hair and lit a 'stick. "Not really. It wouldn't hurt but it probably wouldn't help either. It would help if I could talk to their neighbors, or what friends I did locate."
"No." Carl spoke with finality. "Robert and I don't have a ton of time and you don't have the skill for it. Yet."
He stared at her hard. Though it cost her Robin matched him.
"Mpf. You're determined. We can do a quick read. If..." He let the words trail off.
"Yes?"
"We have six sites we need jacked and lifted. Solid armor and plenty of traces."
"I'll do it."
***
Micah and Ferrel wandered hither and thither, observing everything and showing interest in all they observed. They had no trouble reading the crowds and even managed to chat with one of the missing women's neighbor.
"Well," asked Micah.
"I'm still not sure," said Ferrel. Though he spoke softly Micah had no problem hearing. "A lot depends on how easily she jacks the sites and what she does with them."
"What about her angle?"
"If she's genuine it's a strong probable. Unless Vinsley doesn't repeat. TLI to know for sure. If she is a plant she would still try to convince us he'd repeat, which he might just to catch us. I'm with you, my brother, I plus-plus wish Vera was with us."
"Truth and pure. What about the other merchandise?"
Ferrel sighed. "It's a shell-sell no blather. I've tracked most of the arrival manifests to various and sundry storage sites around the planet, which you already knew. The problem is that ruddy few of them came out intact."
"So they're switching boxes or breaking and re-shipping using different codes," speculated Micah.
"Or they're just leaving them there until such time as they're needed."
"Rut," swore Micah, "Any thoughts on the alternative option?"
"Just the burns or lock and dock?"
"Just the burns, just a few and just where they'll be noticed."
***
Robin frowned, swatted an errant dog and terminated her session. Duplication and armor presented more of a challenge than actually jacking sites and it took more time. She didn't burn the originals past the outermost node, and that only enough to relink and merge. After a quick soda she jacked and finished the final site. She had half a fan of security cores courtesy of Robert but even they required attention occasionally.
Back at the cabin Robin fixed a quick snack and checked her datafeeds. She had several news services streaming into her scan routines, routines that scoured the stream for any hint of information concerning her list of missing women. So far she had squelch but, since Carl didn't complain, she kept the scanners running. After a quick trip to the fresher Robin saw the terminal blinking. Success! She called up the information and, as she read it, felt a chill.
"He's here," said Robin, "Absolutely, six-sigmas solid and without question."
Carl and Robert returned to find Robin, pale and shaking, working to wrest every last scrap of information she could out of the net.
"Convince me," said Carl.
She showed him the articles she collected. "Look at her." Robin didn't want to. The before holo showed a young, happy red-haired young lady. "Look at her talent. Her expertise." She knew computers inside and out and loved working with them. "L-look at the afterward." Now thin and frail she wore a final, haunted expression along with a too-revealing dress. "Look at the medical report."
"That was an unnecessary risk," said Carl.
"I was careful, burnit! Look at it!" Evidence of neural induction trauma. Traces of sinfire. Cause of death ruled as a blue blossom overdose. "They. Are. Here!" Robin bit back hard on her emotions. Sudden pain as her fingernails dug into her palms. "If you don't believe anything else, believe that." She tried to unclench her fists.
Finally Carl nodded. "Slib. He's here."
"He'll be wanting... He'll want... another one." Hollowness in her stomach.
"Hon," said Robert, "we can't monitor every possible victim."
"We don't have to! Look. Look at where she disappeared and where she was found."
"Yes?"
"How far was I from Primary when you found me? Those are two places we don't have to watch. He might use them for storage but he will be somewhere else. Somewhere as far from either as he can be."
Carl mulled this. "We stick to the plan, Robin. We'll do what we can but stick to the plan. What we do have six-sigma is less tenuous than that."
***
Robin gritted her teeth and willed her programs to run faster. She kept her word and stayed with Robert's plan but now she also worked on one of her own. Using the techniques she'd refined since Echo Bend she now had five solid credit-taps anchored to five very large financial institutions. In her scant free time she AI-enhanced her scan and processing modules.
Eileen Ransey. That name burned within Robin's mind. She was Everett's last victim. Robin knew it!
She also scattered her finances among five different drops and a pair of planet-wide retinally-accessible bank accounts. She had cash. She had access to credits wherever she might need them, at least on this planet. Back at the cabin Robin's readouts flashed. She read the brief then chipped all her data and the current iteration of her AIdaptive routines. Now she had a place. All she needed was the proper opportunity.
"Anything new," asked Robert when he and Carl returned.
"Nothing," she lied, "You?"
"The same and a bit more of it. You look tired, hon."
"I am, a little. Between your projects and mine I..."
"Drop yours," interrupted Carl.
"I'll lose sleep," she retorted, "I'm polar. I also think they will work!"
Carl shrugged. "Just make sure you're alert tonight. We're doing some hot tracing and that may set of some security at one of our sites."
"I'll be alert," she said, "So will the security."
Robert and Carl left before dark. By thirty minutes after nightfall Robin had the polish on their jacked sites. They'd hold a few days at least. Long enough. She carefully and securely erased her data and routines from the house core. She shouldered her terminal, chips and spools. Fast and light. She had her moves planned, careful and quick. She even flipped a coin for several choices. If Robert and Carl held true to form they'd be in late and she planned to be long gone by then.
Robin removed her necklace and chrono and left them beside her organizer. Beneath them lay a folded note. She didn't like not having contact with Robert and Carl but she also didn't want them tracking her.
At the transit station Robin retrieved several packages from a ret-coded locker and boarded her first tran. After a quick trip to its fresher she still carried the packages but few of them contained anything. She wore an extra set of clothes now, hot but ignored with some effort.
As the tran pulled into the station Robin reached into her pocket, shuffled the plastic strips there and picked one. When the tran stopped she debarked, looked at the ticket she'd chosen and headed for that tran. Thirty minutes and two random tran-swaps later Robin lay in a sleeper car. Very quietly she wriggled out of her outer clothes and stuffed them into one of the packages. She applied makeup and dye brushes and then wadded the other empty packages into a single one. That one and the one containing her clothes she stuffed into a large handbag.
Not long after midnight she left the tran, her ticket paid for the full trip just in case, in a small town whose sole raison d'etre was the transit junction where hovertrans and linears swapped cargo and passengers with overland hoverbuses and -trucks. She ended up in the back of a battered and dirty hoverbus, seated beside a younger girl with a distant, fearful look in her eyes. When Robin looked at her the girl shifted and looked away.
Robin cracked the window and lit a 'stick. She felt a gaze. When she turned she saw the girl looking at her. Wordlessly she offered a 'stick.
"Hello," said Robin, passing over her lighter, "Running away?"
"Nak. Just... Just going. That's all."
"For truth." After a few moments of silence Robin reached into her pocket and found a small sheaf of bills. She handed them to the girl. "Listen, hon. You can't run away from your problems and you can't hide, either. You have to hit them square-on and solid hard."
The girl looked at the money then made it vanish. "Is that what you're doing?"
"Plus-plus."



Chapter 11. Setting a Trap
 
Eileen Ransey. Robin concentrated on that name and the young lady behind it. She flitted through half a dozen small towns before settling in Northaven Valley. Nothing set it apart from dozens of others like it. Nothing except close access to transportation anywhere on the planet.
Robin's apartment, neither upscale nor cheap, had three T-alpha pipes along with a redundant slow one for simple comm access. She had a cheap, non-portable terminal for executing the routines she transferred from her portable. She herself intended to stay mobile!
Eileen Ransey! From what she knew of him Everett wouldn't want to stay long without a burner. Most likely he'd want one easily acquired and manipulated and with no prior criminal record. Robin dedicated one of her fast pipes to scanning news feeds for just such a person.
Robin also logged into several chats. She did so to collect raw data and to observe. She didn't bother developing a lot of contacts. She jumped through the popular channels and got a feel for them. Once she had that she designed a chatbot statistics collector. She announced as such, touting it as a trend analysis tool for her graduate work.
Eileen Ransey. Robin memorized every detail she could concerning the lady. She focused on any burn-related information before her disappearance. Then she tried to correlate it with reported instances if i-jacking and other data crimes.
"Assume the cause." Robin told herself this more than once. "Axiom: he is here. Axiom: he lost one burner. Axiom: he will want another burner. Think!"
Finally frustrated with her lack of progress Robin left her apartment. Northaven Valley had its share of shopping plazas and malls. She sought out the closest one and walked through the crowds, simply absorbing the randomness of the individuals flowing through it. She eventually settled in a restaurant next to a tall building she could see from her apartment balcony. The food smelled good and it had just the right size crowd.
"Good evening signora," smiled the waitress, "What would you like to drink?" She handed Robin a menu.
"Coastland Blue Bottle. If you have it."
The lady's smile widened. "Absolutely we have it! My name is Deb and I'll be right back."
Expensive, thought Robin. She suspected Deb would earn a good tip tonight. When Deb returned Robin ordered at her suggestion, not expensive and definitely good! After a pleasant, light dessert she felt some nebulous ideas forming at the back of her mind.
"Thanks," said Deb as Robin handed paid and coded a generous tip. "If you need anything else just let me know."
"Oh, you're closing." Robin focused back on the present and saw members of the staff, who now far outnumbered the customers, starting to clean and tidy up the place. "I'm not really ready to go home." Robin didn't realize she spoke the last until Deb answered.
"Try the Corner. It's across the plaza at the back. It's mellow and smooth with occasional hot flashes." Here she winked. "Several of us are heading that way when we finish here. Will we see you?"
"Uhh... sure," said Robin.
She had one 'stick walking across the plaza and then stopped for another. Her mouth decided to think for itself and Robin didn't know why or particularly like the fact. She didn't know why she slipped. After two glasses of wine she switched to tea. Small glasses! By what Robin uncovered Eileen didn't frequent any bars or clubs.
Robin sat and lit another 'stick. She herself had no desire to socialize. Neither, ostensibly, had Eileen. She wracked her brain for a clue as to why she sat here instead of back in her apartment. Finally she decided to visit this Corner, just for a break. Apparently her mind thought she needed one.
Light, upbeat music drifted out of the Corner and led Robin to the place. Not loud, though; Robin liked the place before she even entered. The inside space was divided into two areas. The smaller had a stage and a band and the decor made it cozier. The other was larger both in size and in seeming and had a dance floor. Robin let her feet guide her; she sat close to the band and ordered a weak ale.
After a long set the band took a break. Robin and about half the crowd stepped to the stage to leave a tip. She smiled at several strangers who promptly smiled back. When she sat down again realization struck!
Throughout the entire evening Robin had felt not a single nerve! The crowds around her were just that: people out for an enjoyable evening and not staring at her or laughing at her!
"Hello hello!"
Robin looked up and smiled as Deb and another lady walked up.
"May we join you?"
"Please," smiled Robin.
Deb introduced her friend as Evvie and no sooner had Robin finished shaking Evvie's hand than two men walked up and sat down. Deb introduced them as Brandon and Terry and the band started tuning up for another set. Robin gave her name as Samantha Taw.
Robin again enjoyed the music. More so with her new friends. When the band paused between songs Terry had a quip or quick joke. After the second crude one Evvie reached over and slapped his hand. He made a sad face which she totally ignored. When the band again left the stage Evvie headed for the dance floor.
"Do you dance," asked Brandon, taking Robin's hand.
"N-no. I... I really don't." Now she felt a trickle of nerves.
"Me either," he said.
Robin soon discovered he lied! He danced perfectly, covered her slips and even held a conversation. One-sided, though, since Robin had to concentrate both on her own feet and on the thoughts now bubbling in the back of her mind.
"I'll be back," said Robin, when the song ended. Brandon winked back.
Robin found Evvie in the ladies' fresher. She offered a 'stick and began adjusting her hair.
"You're after Terry," said Robin.
"What?!" Evvie glanced up sharply. "No! Not at all. We're just... Is it that obvious?"
"No," assured Robin, "It's my job to notice details, especially subtle ones." Again she wished her mouth would stop working on its own.
Relief melted Evvie's concern. "He is plus-plus drooly. Smart, too."
Robin nodded.
"The problem is that everybody who chases him chases him away." Evvie scowled at this.
***
"It isn't easy, you know."
Robin concentrated on her hair and carefully didn't smile. Evvie sounded exactly like Jasmine and more so with Terry in easy reach.
"How so?" Robin knew Evvie, like Jas, would ramble on and let her finish her hair and lips.
"You have to make them want you." Pure Jas! "But you can't let them know you're wanting and willing them to want you. If they think it isn't their idea they run like linkspace. But then, if you don't, someone else will move in on you. Hey. You got a lighter?"
"Sure. Here." Robin looked up as she handed it over.
Eileen Ransey stood looking into the mirror beside her!
***
Robin sat clutching her covers until her breathing slowed. She hadn't slept long but she knew she'd not sleep soon. She pulled on a robe and turned on the lights.
She and Brandon danced until the Corner closed. He kissed her hand as a final compliment and it sent thrills up her arm and down her spine. Then she blushed and he smiled at that, too.
Robin called up multiple pictures of Eileen Ransey.
"What are you trying to tell me?"
She smoked a 'stick. She washed her face and rinsed out her mouth. She brewed a pot of chog, poured a cup and took a sip. She sat at the terminal. Then she rose. Then she paced.
"Think, Robin!"
The sun brightened the sky, not rising yet but not far from it.
"You were perfect. Just what he wanted." Like her. "You were smart, too. You were smart enough to tell me something. What is it?"
The sun through the window cast Robin's reflection off the terminal. Right next to Ransey's.
Then she knew!
***
Kelle Anne Halley. No such person existed on Landsrey's Refuge, Robin knew that for certain sure. Kelle Anne Halley did not exist. Yet!
As the sun climbed slowly toward lunch Robin carefully crafted Kelle Anne Halley's life. Very intelligent and very adept at computers. She stood a bit taller than Robin but with a similar build. After a mundane childhood, barely into her teens Halley blossomed. Not just adept but a true natural talent and affinity. Halley took to computer theory and practice like a bograt to a swamp. Not popular, though, and not many friends. That would set the pattern for her life. Her life had no room for them and her drive to excel allowed no time, either.
Then came college. Halley excelled at computer and data technology. Naturally. She didn't do as well on others. Why bother? She also continued her habit of not making friends. In her junior year Halley received an internship at...
"A large company," said Robin softly, "Never mind who. They wouldn't want it widely known."
During her summers and the year after graduation Halley did well. No surprise there. She didn't do quite as well at first but still received good evals. Then, fast track upstairs. No doubt the company made an excellent choice.
Now for the complications. Robin didn't know, exactly, who Halley's boss would be, just that he was an unscrupulous bastard. His scam of choice: embezzle money from the company and set his underlings up to take the fall. He especially liked to target those who might one day supplant him.
"A plus-plus slimy bottomfeeder. Now, my friend, let's see what we can do."
First the company. Robin picked several, none of which Carl or Robert suspected, from a list of those with unsolved data theft. She considered creating more people but she herself could only observe one town at a time.
"Refuge Major." Where else would a young, single, career-obsessed lady with outstanding skill and obscene drive and ambition go? Now Robin needed a home town.
Small, decided Robin, but not too small. Small enough that crowds of strangers would stick out but not so small that everyone knew personally everyone else. She also didn't want Kelle too memorable. Robin called up a list of such towns. She also decided that it shouldn't have too many ways in or out, no airport if possible and only sporadic hoverbus service. A transit station used mostly for cargo would tip the decision. She picked the town of Tolgos' Bridge: some tourism, mostly agriculture and the linear and hoverway both followed the same line into town.
Cozy in a datamart far from her apartment Robin began her burns, starting with Tolgos' Bridge. This would be chancy. She had absolutely no idea on the security there or, worst case, if they used the CA for it. She saw no sign of the CA as she burned past the tourist information into the municipal system. Cold sweat trickled down her back as Robin worked. Absent though it seemed the CA or any other security would have ample time to trace her. None appeared, though, so Robin continued her work. Birth record, parents, school, biometrics. She felt a touch of pride with the last item; using a fractal imager she wrote along with a set of genuine biometrics she found on the net Robin created a generator capable of producing statistically different biometrics on demand.
The system spiked! Robin started to collapse her tunnels and jack out but something made her hesitate. Dissecting the message packet almost made her yell in frustration but she didn't have time for it. Daily backups! If she could only delay them a few minutes...
Success. By the time the archive warez rebooted Robin had Kelle Anne Halley completed.
Robin stopped for a quick lunch before her next datamart. She lazed over it, spending a glass of tea and a drugstick watching the people bustling about their business. Ingman Trisystem LLC's netsite opened easily to Robin's deft attention. She hoped, abstractly, that someone somewhere would appreciate her accomplishment there, even if it cost them. She worked under considerable time-pressure now. She inferred most of their internal structure and where she operated little security existed but that latter fact could change quickly.
She chose Ingman for several reasons. They had a long record of internships from just about any college in the Federation. They did most of their business offplanet and between them, no matter the office or the planet. They also had one of the lowest Federation Financial Certification Authority ratings possible before mandatory closure and seizure of assets. Robin activated her modules in rapid succession. The first inserted Halley into Ingman's personnel records. The second created a pocket in the company's finances into which Robin slipped eighty-three thousand unicreds. It grated her to lose that much so easily but she had more. Finally she correlated the personnel records with the published CA findings and sifted the results until she found the most suspected manager still employed there. Once the modules completed she cut herself a few cheap doors. She knew she'd need them soon.
Robin considered the rest of her day over an afternoon cup of tea. If all went well she'd have an arsenal by sunset. If not, well, she tried not to think on that. She mentally lined up her modules for her hottest burn of the day and it could go spectacularly awry in at least two dozen different ways. She took the precaution of disguising herself. She had a removable layer of outer clothes covering the one under it. She had a few clothes and a pair of shoes stuffed into her handbag that would drastically alter her appearance. She had glove-seal sprayed on her hands and gum in her cheeks. She lit a 'stick and thought about another...
Stop it! Robin chided herself. She knew what she had to do and now she needed to do it!
***
Deep in the bowels of the Central Authority district office in Akkleford two young burners chatted idly. Eight large holovees dominated the walls with an impressive and complex display of the data paths to and from the fans and fans of CA cores there. Each of the young men had two terminals and a datapad with both standard keypads and dexes and every security module either wanted at their fingertips.
"... and I still say she's drooly," said the first with half a glance to his readouts.
"Like she even knows you're alive," replied the second, "Six sigmas. NEGATIVE!"
"Say it low, nubb. She happens to like me and she is not just drooly she is thermal drooly!"
The other snorted in contempt. "Steff Allson wouldn't even give you the little flick."
"Blather! You're just..."
The second man never found out exactly what he was. Three of the immense screens flashed solid red and began beeping urgently. They showed major penetration in multiple sectors and the stape hadn't set off a single dog! Both of the burners donned their dexes and began working them.
"Sonuva puppy-rutting slut!"
"This stape is good!"
The hair-trigger initial dogz finally roused. Without wasting time cursing the first burner spiked the dogz. They wouldn't do any good now and he needed the processor cycles.
"Got him," said the second burner, "Why the flames is he spiking into the... FECES!!"
No sooner had the trace locked into place than the stealthed worm detonated. The trace and everything else inside hot memory vanished. Abashed, the burner began clearing and rebooting his machines.
"Problem negative," replied the first, "I have a briar patch in place. He won't get past that!"
He began spooling his data syncs. He had no thought that this idiot burner would get away with invading the CA. The CA! There was, after all, a limit to how much one single burner could do!"
"I gotcha now!"
One terminal blinked red, then twice. Then every piece of equipment in the room died.
***
Robin took the first, fastest hover she could away from the datamart. She resented the delay to change her appearance. When she left from it she tried not to scurry. She saw no CA hovers but they might have taken an alternate route. None of the other passengers seemed suspicious but she'd not trust that for a milli. At a random stop she left that tran and boarded another.
The burn started well. She accessed the CA as easily as she expected and found the data she sought quickly enough. She launched the edit module that would take the longest first followed by the permission module and the other access modules. That raised security. Human security, she thought, since machines didn't react and adapt that unpredictably. She spiked several hard traces and fired off her countermeasures.
Then the net itself spiked and she had it completely to herself. The edit module completed before she could spike it and she wasted no time collapsing her tunnels and jacking out. Robin changed trans one last time with none of the passengers from her previous hover following her. Still, she changed three more times before she felt safe.
***
The two CA data techs faced their supervisor. Neither felt particularly comfortable. They never failed! Except that they had. Dismally! It didn't help matters that their supervisor wasn't comfortable either. Two strangers sat in the conference room listening to the reports. They were comfortable.
"... and so the penetration succeeded," said the first burner, "Before we could do anything he launched a vvvvortex and took down our entire net."
"So you said." The supervisor turned to the second young man. "Anything to add?"
"Nak, sir. We have a good idea what the stape..."
The supervisor cut him off curtly. "You both logged your reports?"
"Yes sir." "Plus-plus."
The supervisor keyed in a sequence. "Slib. I have just deleted your reports and the backup archive of them. You will not attempt to file another one."
"Sir..."
"Silence! As for this afternoon, nothing happened."
"But..."
"I said nothing happened!" The man half-rose. "There was no incident. There was no penetration. Nothing happened.
"Now." The supervisor spoke as though around something both sour and bitter. "In recognition of the incident this afternoon that did not happen the two of you are to receive a special award in the form of paid vacation. You each have two weeks with Brilson Resorts, your choice of coasts. Signoras Allson and Reelin have both expressed an interest in accompanying you." This last he spoke through clenched teeth.
Thoughts flashed visibly and very predictably across the men's faces. They exchanged glances and the second spoke.
"Yes sir. Thank you sir. Nothing happened." Then, from the first, "When do we leave?"
The supervisor watched his two best techs leave.
"Good job."
Mentally the supervisor termed his visitors Ice and Weasel. They gave him names but, by the nature of the IDs the words on them meant nothing. Ice had spoken.
"I will be lodging a protest," said the supervisor, "The incident represents a major compromise of both structural security and data integrity. As of now we have a good idea of what happened but as time passes it will..."
"It is of no consequence," said Ice, "My colleague knows far more than do you and about certain parameters of whose existence you are not even aware."
"But we cannot trust our data! Those two..."
"Could just as easily have been transferred," interrupted Ice, "to a place neither pleasant nor appealing. Through no fault of their own. If you wish to press this issue they will be."
"I am not without my own resources. If anything you claim is false..."
Ice sighed. "You personally will be the cause of much unpleasantness in my life. Very well. Take whatever action you deem appropriate. Do not, however, complain in the least when the consequence of it finds you."
***
Robin paced her apartment, uncertain of what to do. She thought she had sufficient authority for her semi-legal equipment, but only thought.
"Feces!" The word still felt good to say so she lit a strong 'stick and repeated it. Then paced some more.
"No choice," she said, "Go with what's certain."
With that she set about her secondary plan. She had all of her data and warez spooled or chipped. She securely purged her terminal. Though she hated to let it go she could acquire more of them easily and legally. She gathered the few things she'd take with her: her spools, several changes of clothes and plenty of hard, untraceable money. She minimally imaged the terminal and jacked it into the net. It had one last duty to perform and she knew it would do so splendidly. She eyed her apartment critically. It looked as though she'd return at any moment. Good enough.
At a convenience store near the southern airport Robin bought a pack of drugsticks, a soda and a magazine advertising Brilson Equatorial. When she opened the 'sticks and took one out the man behind the counter grabbed a lighter and held it for her. She smiled, winked and made a kiss at him. He blushed bright red so she licked her lips at him just to drive home the point.
Outside the store but still within the clerk's sight she commed her apartment. The terminal answered and presented a minimal menu. She entered the appropriate codes for the delay, the module sequence and the final hard purge. Then she waved at the clerk again and blew him a kiss.
***
"Trust me," said Ferrel, "She'll be back. Not too soon, though. I hope."
Micah nodded but didn't turn his attention from covering Ferrel's back. Within thirty seconds the door popped open.
"Very impressive," said Ferrel, examining the place, "Our girl's learning."
"Or showing," said Micah, "No one gave us the vanish that well since training."
"All truth and no blather," agreed Ferrel.
He headed for the terminal and cores while Micah searched the rest of the apartment. By the look of it Robin left recently and planned to return soon. Micah had a single spider planted when he heard Ferrel swear from the other room.
"Remote spike," said Ferrel, "She won't be back, Micah. She just script-burned the CA by remote. I don't mean she tapped them, either. I barely caught the last of it before the machine started a thermal purge!"
Micah and Ferrel left instantly and none too soon! Several residents saw them but no help for it. They could change appearance easily and needed to do so quickly. They'd barely gone a block when the CA hovers converged on the building and began searching the area around it. The two of them faded into the terrain and after a harrowing half-hour rat path Micah deemed their backtrail clear. They did indeed change faces, again, and headed back to their apartment.
"Fact," said Micah, "she got rid of us like yesterday's nibblers. Fact: in so doing she burned the CA, remotely, with incredible skill and accuracy. Fact: she spiked her cores before you could access them. Fact: upon our discovery of her lair she very nearly pulled that selfsame CA down upon our dainty necks."
"Agreed on the first three," said Ferrel, "but the fourth might have been coincidence. I don't know for truth that she knew we were there."
"Conceded," said Micah, "Mark that one as testable. Any luck with the financial traces?"
Ferrel shook his head. "She's plus-plus sharp, my brother. She's routing through several sinks before accessing anything, not siphoning off much and continuing the cycle through a very complex transfer web. For truth, that might just be a distraction. Or misdirection."
"Slib." Micah chewed on his thoughts. "Anything new on the attacks against our sites?"
"A treasure ship of platinum, my brother." Absent for too long, Ferrel's grin returned with backup.
"So what do we have and do we still need to concern ourselves with Robin?"
"Just judging by what we know for truth," said Ferrel, "I have cracked their cargo splitting and reconstitution algorithm. It's almost like sewer-swishing but with internal paperwork. As to the latter, my brother, yes we do. It may be coincidence that our sites were attacked the very evening she left. I choose to believe otherwise. I also believe, call it four sigmas, that the narstiest series of attacks originated with Rugger."
"Polar," said Micah, "Two for one?"
Ferrel nodded and his grin turned predatory.
***
Robin settled in for the evening with a nice cup of tea and the holovee set to local news. Her rooms, half a house rented from an older couple, overlooked Tolgos' Bridge's main attraction and link to the outside world. And its transit station. The town itself was a lot smaller than St. Gore-Wharton and its residents liked it that way. It didn't have many datamarts but Robin didn't need many. What she needed was eyes and friends.
It didn't take her long to establish a routine. She touted herself a data consultant and after she repaired a few terminals and set up a centralized site server for some of the small businesses around the main circle people accepted her as such. Robin herself mostly monitored newsfeeds. She did some work on her way to Tolgos' Bridge and before long evidence started surfacing.
Kelle Halley became a rumor of a scandal, albeit tightly suppressed. Her name and rets popped up in several places around Major. The unicreds she allegedly swindled appeared in her supervisor's account. Minus a few thousand she managed to tap for herself. So said rumor. Then her rets appeared outside of Major. The CA wanted her but couldn't seem to find her. So said the rumors. Frightened, alone and friendless Halley's path led, circuitously, toward her home town.
Within a week of Halley's 'escape' from Major Robin noticed an increase in traffic to Tolgos' Bridge. The local CA office and the smallest she'd yet seen doubled its number of hovers overnight. Other folk who claimed to be tourists filled the hotels, motels and boarding houses. Robin didn't know nor particularly care how the locals would handle questions about the fictitious Halley. Her bait was set.
She did fret over surveillance. To purchase what she wanted would require her CA-accessed authorization and she didn't trust it. Fortunately she did score a treasure ship in the form of a box of well-outdated PRIS chips, blocks and bricks. She had a three-hour layover on her way to Tolgos' Bridge; at first she fumed over it but after she found the dusty carton in a dustier software boutique she revised her feelings.
Building image traps now only required small cameras which she had aplenty. Only six of the PRIS chips and blocks had enough memory and processor for the software, though, so she had to pick those locations carefully. The rest she simply programmed to record images and transmit them.
For a very reasonable fee, at Robin's insistence, the man who owned the datamart at the transit station reserved Robin a booth in the corner. His name was Lee Caulder and he had chog brewed when Robin showed up each morning. Under guise of inspecting his cabling for breaks she managed to tap into the station's security 'casters.
Slowly, slowly her image collection grew. She also took occasional walks around the town surreptitiously taking holos of the people there. As yet she hadn't seen Everett, Robert or Carl but patience! She was in no hurry at all.
***
Ferrel terminated his connection and swore. Foully, as he did when thwarted. He and Micah had multiple backup plans for dealing with Robin, genuine or enemy, but most of them hinged on her being present or at least accessible.
"Hindsight, brother," said Micah.
"Truth and pure, if not a comfort. I have a seventy on one of our missing packages."
Micah looked at the terminal. "Three relabels and it's just now surfacing? I wonder what's in it."
"Not just relabels," said Ferrel, "I'm at least thirty-seven-five that it was split from a larger crate. That makes it even more interesting."
"Is it legal all the way?"
"Six-sigmas solid. It's also definitely light in the inspection department." Ferrel scrolled down the data. "It's scheduled for shipment tomorrow. To a Rugger warehouse."
Micah nodded. By his and Ferrel's theory Vinsley's illegal goods changed boxes and labels mostly in Rugger facilities. As yet they had insufficient evidence to prove either way but they also had more than a few crates full of less than legal goods, all taken from the cargo Vinsley shipped from Echo Bend.
***
Outside a nondescript warehouse in the commercial part of town a security guard dutifully walked his perimeter.
"Feces!" The guard swore suddenly and grabbed at his ear. He pulled out the comm and its volume increased when he did.
"You say something, Fred?" Another man's head popped out of the guardroom.
"Yeah, Jake. Hellfrosted comm's squawking again. Bloody near took out my eardrum this time."
"Phase down and toss it here," said Jake, "Not the first one that's blown tonight. Must be something exciting in one of those boxes. Whatever it is it's torquing up the externals, too. Hope they ship it away soon."
"No blather there." Fred took out a 'stick. "I'm gonna check the loading docks. Have it ready when I'm back?"
"Plus-plus."
After Fred left and before the door could close a swatch of darkness detached itself and entered the building. By the time Fred turned toward the loading docks another patch of darkness entered the building.
Micah and Ferrel moved quickly. They didn't have a lot of time but neither did they want to botch the job. Within two minutes Ferrel located the security monitors he compromised earlier. None reported anything out of the ordinary but Micah wanted certainty. Now he had them totally owned and reprogrammed.
As Ferrel worked Micah began searching. Before long they both did, each careful to avoid Fred when he passed close. They knew within broad tolerances what they wanted but not where. By Fred's fourth patrol Micah found what they sought.
A shadow followed Fred to Micah's position. When the bored guard passed Micah pointed Ferrel to the crates. Ferrel hooked a dex into his datapad and before long they had newly-scribed routing label patches. Micah placed them carefully over the ones there.
***
"Far too easy," said Ferrel over nibblers.
"If it works," said Micah, "It might still misroute."
Ferrel waved his hand dismissively. "Might isn't. Eighth Rule of Information, my brother. As soon as they begin their daily duties tomorrow their system will crash beyond belief. With the warehouse in such chaos they'll be doing well to get the deliveries out, much less verify the addresses. By the time they repair my damage their precious cargo will be truly vanished and gone."
Micah forbore argument in favor of sleep. Ferrel puttered on his terminal a bit longer before deciding likewise.
The next day Micah and Ferrel, attired as common laborers, waited to receive their shipment. When the cargo hover arrived, late, they set about moving the boxes into their rented storage unit. After offloading his cargo the hover's driver confessed to massive confusion at his warehouse, gratefully accepted a tube of chog and left in a better mood.
As soon as the delivery hover turned the corner Ferrel pulled their hover up to the bay and he and Micah loaded the boxes they'd just stolen. Not long afterward they had them in long-term storage along with the other of Vinsley's goods they managed to acquire.
"Well?"
"Patience, my brother." Ferrel swore much less after a successful op. "I am certain they've discovered the thefts. I'm trying to deduce what they plan to do with that information and that is no stroll through a slow link."
Less patient at monitoring datafeeds, Micah moved to the middle of the room and began working through some combat routines. This operation whetted his appetite and he mentioned some possibilities to Ferrel.
"What about Robin," asked Micah.
"I have plans for her. She'll know we trap anything we do and will suspect it of her. If she's half as good as she really is she'll spot most of them. I do have some stealthed and ICE'd surprises she hasn't seen and a few other... interesting things... attached to the stuff she helped us find."
"What about some more hijacks?"
"Again patience, Micah. I want to do as much as I can, all within a small window. Tweak their noses. Then steal their data out from under them. Even if Robin keeps her temper I'm wagering her bosses won't!"
***
Robin carefully updated, encrypted and chipped her latest dataset. She now had images of over two hundred townsfolk and at least seventy tourists. None of them resembled anyone who interested her but she kept them anyway. She also had a deadswitch trigger that would send a message to Robert's server and sites if she didn't reset it every day. She wanted to send the message herself, just after she drew Everett into her trap.
The AI routine hooked into the station monitors beeped. A chill swept through her as she looked at the image it tagged. Possibly... She isolated the image trap's last minute of recorded activity and advanced it slowly. There! She zoomed in as closely as she could without losing too much resolution.
She enhanced the image as carefully as she could. She deleted the others around him and centered the high-probability zone where it would do the most good. The enhancement faded slowly into place.
Robin lit a 'stick. He didn't look the same as before but her routines relied on more than surface appearance. Everett! Here!
"Steady, girl." She took a deep breath. "He doesn't know you're here. He hasn't seen you. He just arrived. You have his image. He can't trace you. There aren't many places for him to go."
Robin felt elation warring with terror. Everett was here and soon Robert and Carl would be too. She did it!
Robin composed her message carefully. After disguising herself thoroughly she took a walk. She spotted Everett and a trio of men outside Tolgos' Bridge's finest hotel. Hardly a surprise, she checked it first. She carefully holocast the four men and made her way back to her rooms. Once there behind locked doors she collapsed in a chair and shook uncontrollably a while. It shamed her that Everett could still terrify her but that would soon end!
"Almost there, girl."
The terminal beeped. Message sent. She smiled and took a sip of tea.
Then choked on it as the message returned.
"No!"
She powered up her hottest terminal and sent a query. Nothing! She sent several more in rapid succession. Still nothing! All of Robert's sites, including the music server, were gone. She tried the sites she hijacked and armored for them. Gone! The sites responded but all her work had vanished. Finally she checked their house server.
Their former house server, apparently. By what she could find Robert and Carl left the place not many days after she did.
A column of ice froze Robin's spine. She'd counted on having Robert and Carl, especially Carl, present to take care of Everett. Now... Now...
"Now I leave," she said, voice weak and shaky, "I've done what I can. I don't have any backup. I can't take him by myself. I... It's time to leave!"
She started to do just that but stopped herself. She could leave now, true, but she could leave better after nightfall and some careful planning. Len Clayson, a farmer who lived far out of town, would gladly give her a long ride. She customized an accounting system for their business and Len and his entire family were grateful for it. A quick call to Len secured not only the ride but some of his wife's excellent cooking for the trip. Polarity!
With that plan in place Robin worked beyond it. She duplicated her critical data, packed it securely for a long trip and addressed the package to Robert and Carl as Ralph and Jake. She would post it for signed delivery so it would go into indefinite storage when delivery failed. She gathered her spools, chips and other equipment she planned to take with her. She had money. She had clothes.
The postmaster at the transit station accepted the package with a smile, stamped it and took it into the back. He handed her the receipt and wished her a good evening. Robin walked to a public comm terminal and fed it some money. Refuge's most popular newsmod wanted an obscene price for short ads but she paid gladly.
'Dear Robert and Carl:
'I loved the time we spent here and I'm sorry about what came between us. I'll never forget SS, the dances we had and the play we saw there. I wrote you a letter and I hope you get it. I saw an old friend in Tolgos' Bridge but we didn't have a chance to chat.
'I'm going home now. Tracy G.
Robin read the text carefully. She didn't think anyone but Robert or Carl would understand it. Perhaps they'd see it, perhaps not. Either way it was time for her to leave. A quick call confirmed that Len would be outside the station shortly. Robin gathered her things and walked that way.
She hadn't walked half a block when the world exploded behind her.
***
A harsh, regular thunder woke Robin. Her entire body felt strange. Loose. Like a winter coat two sizes too big. Not totally connected to her. She tried to move her arms and after a thousand pinpricks of pain they finally obeyed. The thunder turned into blood pounding in her ears.
Robin tried to open her eyes and a few seconds later both did. A good sign. She lay crumpled against a building. A building not far from the transit station, in fact. When she finally managed to focus her eyes she wished she hadn't. The piles of rubble that had been the transit station filled most of her vision. The far end had collapsed completely and flame and smoke billowed through the remnants. People milled about, some screaming, some helping, some merely wandering.
After an exhausting effort Robin managed to sit up. Her arms and legs still hurt, as did most of her body, but none took as long to obey her now. She tried to stand up but changed her mind quickly. Not a good idea. CA hovers and Tolgos' Bridge's few medical workers finally began to arrive. Robin knew she should hail them but right now just sitting and breathing felt too good.
After a few eternity-sized minutes the chaos finally began organizing itself. Robin decided she was mostly shaken and possibly a little burned, but overall she was good. The raging fire tried to bring up thoughts and memories but she had no time for them now.
"Hey, signora. Are you all right?"
Robin tried to focus on the voice. After some time and effort she traced it to its owner. It sounded mushy and indistinct; the man really should speak more clearly.
"I'm polar. Just shaken," said Robin. Well, at least she understood what she said.
Before Robin could reassert her wellness the stranger had one of her arms over his shoulder. He was handsome, she thought. And strong! He lifted her as easily as he would a child. When she finally tore her eyes away from him she saw a hovervan ahead of them. One man was already there getting his ribs taped and braced.
"Heaven's flames!" The man ministering to the injured man looked at Robin. "Lay her down here. Now. Now!"
Robin's world shifted and she saw the hovervan's ceiling above her. The medic extruded into her field of view. He was, she decided, more handsome than the last man.
"Thank heaven," said the medic, "Not nearly as bad as it could have been." He smiled. "Don't worry, Robin. We'll have you fixed in no time at all."
She smiled muzzily up at him. Definitely more handsome. She felt the prick of a hypo. Something about what the medic said puzzled her but she surrendered it to the warm darkness enfolding her.



Chapter 12. Old Friends, New Enemies
 
The weak-chinned man paced the room. Slowly and deliberately. Eight steps, turn. Eight steps, turn. The burner sat at a table bereft of nibblers and soda and watched. Neither spoke.
"We'll find them," said the burner finally.
The other nodded, not stopping his pacing. Anger iced each step. Almost never had any quarry slipped his grasp twice. Twice! His plans might take time to develop but when he closed his fist he brought it back full.
The door whooshed open and two men entered with a large box.
"This was all we could find sir," said one as they dumped the box.
The burner examined the detritus eagerly. Tattered and burned clothes. A handful of dataspools and chips, some of them charred. The shattered remnants of a terminal. Bits and pieces of twisted metal and plastic that could come from any of the thousand things present in any home. He gathered the spools and chips.
"This also came for you, sir," said the first man as he proffered a chip.
"That will be all," said the weak-chinned man, "For now."
The blue-garbed men nodded and left.
"This is not good."
The burner looked up from his terminal and regarded his superior.
"I've been officially summoned." He thought around this complication and reached a decision. "You will continue on this track. Find her."
"But..." protested the burner, "No! Not my job! I'm..."
"Do it! Find her and we'll find the others as a matter of course. I'll rejoin you as quickly as I am able but we must not let this trail cool. It holds the keys to more problems than the one we were given."
The burner thought to protest but the other man had already reached the door.
"Slib. I will." Then, after the door closed, "Nubb!"
***
Robin woke slowly. She ached in several places specifically and all over in general. She had fuzzy memories of a long trip and a man with an aid kit but the fine details escaped her. Something disturbed her, vaguely, but she couldn't recollect what. When the aches abated a little she opened her eyes.
She didn't recognize the room but she felt certain it didn't belong in a hospital. A hotel, perhaps, used to contain the overflow. She didn't know what overflow but the explanation felt reasonable. She yawned and her stomach growled at her. Thoughts of food diminished all her other aches to mere annoyances. She found a nice robe draped over a chair, donned it and left the room. The door led to a hallway with several other doors. None to the left opened so she headed the other way. She heard the vague murmur of conversation ahead of her and as she walked she began to smell food. She walked onward and into a nice dining room with a group of men talking. When she entered one of them turned to face her.
"Robin! My darling! It's wonderful to see you. I've missed you so."
Robin felt her jaw drop as numbness washed over her. It permeated her body, her mind and her soul. She tried to keep her legs under her but succeeded at only half-collapsing against the wall.
Claud Everett sat before her! He smiled as though greeting an old friend and terror replaced the numbness she felt. Stark, abject, absolute terror.
"I'm glad you're finally awake, my heart," said Everett, "We've so much to discuss. Oh." He gestured and three men approached her. "These are Donnel, Jack and Nels. I'm sure you'll make friends of them."
Robin felt the beginnings of paralysis as the first man, Donnel, reached for her. Not for nothing had Carl drilled her without mercy, though! Even as her mind gibbered Robin found her strength and lashed out. Her first kick lacked full force but his knee still crunched and buckled. He grunted and stumbled and Robin darted past him and toward the other two.
The second man, Jack, blocked her kick and moved in to attack. Robin took a punch in order to land one, blocked a second and snapped a kick at the last man. She fought hard and with all her heart and soul but her opponents were just too skilled. Robin ended up off-balance with both arms painfully locked as the first man, standing now, unrolled something and wrapped it around her neck.
Fire and agony pulsed through Robin's body as the nerve lash activated. The man deactivated it, pulled it tighter and activated again. Before long she collapsed to the floor.
Soft steps. Everett. A hand in her hair pulling her up.
"Robin, Robin." Disappointed. "You really mustn't do that, my darling. Donnel truly does enjoy causing pain. Much more so than receiving it."
Agony again washed through Robin. Then Donnel began pulsing the lash. Again, and again, and again. Unable to stop herself Robin screamed. She screamed and screamed until her throat was raw. When the induced pain finally stopped she saw Nels - and recognized him as the medic in the van - tending Donnel's knee. Jack helped her to the table and handed Everett the lash.
"There now." Smiling. "Won't you have some breakfast, my dear? We have so many things to discuss."
When Robin refused he held up the lash. When she still made no move he activated it. She bit down hard but didn't scream. Nor did she collapse when he finally released it.
"Oh my precious Robin," said Everett, "A surprise for me! How... wonderful."
He moved the setting up a notch. The pain was ten times worse. Robin's determination wavered and she started a whimper. Before she screamed Everett deactivated the lash. Then, when she caught her breath he switched it on again. The agony washed through her and again he stopped her just short of screaming.
After an eternity Everett stopped. Tears formed wet tracks down Robin's face. Obscenely, Everett kissed one away and dried the rest. Robin wanted with all her soul to vomit but she didn't have the contents for it.
"There you are, my heart," said Everett, pushing a plate toward her, "Now eat. I treasure every moment with you, darling, but I have other matters to attend as well. Eat."
She managed a few nibbles which satisfied him.
"She better be worth this, Everett," said Donnel coldly, "The last whore that hit me... Let's just say she begged on hands an knees for me to kill her. I finally did."
Robin put down her fork and pushed her plate away.
"Enough, Donnel," said Everett sharply, "She is worth that and more. Certainly more than your miserable self. Her beauty pales to nothing compared to her talent and skill. Do you recall Eileen?"
Donnel leered and nodded.
"Her talent was insignificant compared to Robin's." Everett faced Robin. "Tell me, my darling. Did you create Kelle Halley for me?"
Robin thought fast. "Who?" She tried to sound genuine.
Everett reached for the lash.
"Yes," said Robin, "Yes. I did."
"You see," asked Everett of a disbelieving Donnel, "She is truly amazing." Ice infused his voice. "And make no mistake. She is mine!" He smiled at her. "Until she disappoints me. Now come, my heart."
Robin walked in despair and misery. The little food in her stomach lay like leaden lumps. She tried to cheer herself that she could contact Carl and Robert but that seemed unlikely. At least not in the very near future. Everett led her to a door not unlike any of the others in the hallway. He opened it and led her inside. Two figures sat, bound and gagged, on a hard cot against the far wall. She didn't recognize the distinguished-looking man but the woman...
Lorna Gallaway stared at Robin. Her eyes widened but Robin shook her head microscopically. Everett removed Gallaway's gag.
"Now you behave yourself, Lorna," he said, "We'll talk now."
Everett moved to ungag the man but stopped himself.
"You know these people, dear Robin. Yes?"
Robin hesitated. "I've never seen them before."
Everett reached for the lash. Robin let her eyes widen but held her silence. Once again he took her just to the point of screaming before releasing it. She held her eyes wide and shook her head again. This time Everett let her scream several times before deactivating the lash. He pulled her to her feet.
"Interesting. I suppose that is settled." Here he smiled. "Since you don't know them they are of no use to me."
Everett drew a blaster and pointed it at the man. He tried to wriggle away, mewling past the gag, but Everett merely pulled the trigger. The man's body slammed back against the wall then slid bonelessly to the floor, minus the parts of his head that splashed the wall behind him.
Gallaway's jaws worked as Everett pointed the blaster at her. Her face turned ashen and her eyes widened. Everett centered the blaster on her forehead and increased the pressure on the trigger.
"Wait," screamed Robin, "Wait! I know her! I know her! Don't... D-don't..."
Everett held his position a moment longer before putting away the blaster. When he turned to face Robin his face held a sadness-tinged smile.
"I know you do, my heart. Do you not remember, my darling, what I said about lying to me?"
The pain hit before Robin could think to speak. He took her to screaming, stopped and set the lash even higher. She thought she heard another voice but only pain filled her reality.
Robin took a desperate breath. Then realization. The pain had stopped. A strong hand lifted her into a chair. Her eyes focusing on Everett as he removed the lash.
"Still awake, dear Robin." He spoke with certainty. "Here is the key to Lorna's shackles. I'm certain the two of you have things to discuss. I'll give you until lunch. Afterward you will come to my computer room. Sadly, Eileen was prettier than she was talented. You know what I want, my heart, and you will deliver it to me." He turned to Gallaway. "Otherwise... Let us not dwell on that. I may lash you. I may lash her. I may kill her. I may just give her to Donnel for... amusement. Give me what I want and I shall allow you to visit her."
Robin nodded. Everett rose and left. She wasted no time in freeing Gallaway. Robin didn't want to touch the body on the floor but Gallaway took the thin sheet off the bed and gently draped it over him. She looked at Robin.
"I take it you really were i-jacked."
Robin swallowed hard. "I wish it was that simple." She looked down. "Who... Who was he?"
"Richmond Garry. He worked for me, occasionally. He was a good man." She spoke with difficulty. "He received a message you were offplanet."
Robin felt a heavy weight settle on her. "You came for me?"
"I thought you were either in grave trouble or in league with... with..."
Robin buried her face in her hands.
"Who is he," asked Gallaway.
Summoning strength she didn't know she had Robin began talking.
***
Micah and Ferrel relaxed over a well-earned meal. A delectable dessert put the perfect finish on an incredibly busy day. No less than eleven mis-routed deliveries arrived at their latest warehouse. Receiving them, vanishing them and covering trails afterward easily filled the entire day.
"Will they notice," asked Micah.
"Six-sigmas solid on the beam, my brother," exclaimed Ferrel, "We acquired information, money and merchandise and subsequently erased both the information we slirped and all traces of our own selves. I hope to tell you they will notice!"
"Slib, then," said Micah, ignoring Ferrel's bombast, "Make that when will they notice?" He signaled the waiter for another ale. "I strongly doubt we should try this technique soon, otherwise we may be the ones noticing things."
"Ahh. In my amazingly accurate opinion it will probably take them a few days to discover the extent of what we've done. During that time and for a bit afterward we should stay low and slow. On that I wholeheartedly concur."
Micah nodded. "Robin, then?"
"We are of one mind, my brother!"
***
"Sammi Taw?"
"Truth pure and pristine," said Ferrel, "I couldn't find a picture but the rest of the data is too ruddy accurate not to be her."
Micah reviewed Ferrel's findings: Samantha Taw, data and computer tech specialist, recent resident of Tolgos' Bridge, missing after the explosion there. Ferrel burned past the initial news reports to extract every particle of information available on one Samantha Taw.
"There is no way she could not know we'd know," said Micah, "So she obviously meant for us to find it."
Ferrel nodded.
"She knows we'd know." Micah ticked off points. "She planned on it. It stands to reason, then, that she wants us to try to find her."
"But why?" Ferrel ticked off points of his own. "Hypothesis: she is aware of what we're doing and she wants us to stop it." Another finger. "Hypothesis: her superiors are, at the very least, aware of our less recent exploits. Hypothesis: they want us and badly. Fact: we have managed to evade them quite adeptly. So far."
"Conclusion," finished Micah, "dangle a bait we'd love to take. Then, when we show up..."
"Unpleasant consequences," said Ferrel, "Pious question: ignore or go?"
Micah re-read the news reports. "They're still not sure what caused the explosions." He quieted and Ferrel didn't break it. "How fast can we get there? If they haven't found our latest rounds of chaos and we can beat their reinforcements then I say go."
Ferrel powered up his terminal and downloaded some travel schedules.
"We can be there by midday tomorrow," he said, "IF we leave now."
Micah pondered a moment.
"Let's go!"
***
Robin knocked on Gallaway's door and entered with her tray. Gallaway now occupied a room almost as luxurious as Robins courtesy of a pair of very hard-to-burn targets. Thanks to a third Everett also allowed Robin to take Gallaway her meals. Both of them now had brown hair, Everett's favorite, along with too-revealing clothes.
"Anything," asked Gallaway.
Robin shook her head. "Either he's got me on easies or I've gotten better." She mouthed the words 'No friends.'
Gallaway nodded and swallowed. "I'm sorry you have to do this." Then she mouthed 'Sloppy burn?'
"It's not that bad, really. At least he lets me work without constantly hovering over me." Then 'Tried it,' silently. Her involuntary flinch at the memory let Gallaway know the result of that.
"Bottomfeeding bastard!"
Robin grimaced and cut her eyes toward the suspected audio pickup.
"Well he is," said Gallaway around a mouthful of food, "I just wish I could help."
Robin forced a chuckle. "How fast can you learn how to burn sites?"
"Not fast enough." Gallaway worked on finishing her meal.
Robin took out a 'stick and handed Gallaway the pack.
"But maybe I can help," said Gallaway unexpectedly, "Let me tell you something about Richmond."
Robin winced and gave the other woman a hurt look. After that first evening they reached an agreement: Gallaway not to talk about him and Robin not to feel guilty about it. At least Gallaway kept her side of it.
"We didn't visit socially very often," continued Gallaway, "but when we did he usually gave me good advice. One of his favorites was 'Don't ignore the obvious.' He said he found over half the skips he was assigned by visiting their homes first."
"Please, Lorna. I feel..."
"Me too!" Then, lightly, "I wonder if my office has decided I'm not coming back soon."
Robin shrugged. "I hope the CA decided that about me."
"Didn't I tell you?" Gallaway looked genuinely puzzled. "They cold-sevened your case. They did a full disclosure on me and I filed counter-motions to suppress all related information. For you that was basically everything in your file. They granted it. That means they can't charge you with anything now, at least not related to your original arrest."
"Polar. But why?"
"I didn't ask and they didn't tell. The CA doesn't invite me to their Declaration Day parties. I think I beat them once too often."
"Good! They deserve it!"
Gallaway smiled and the door beeped.
"Feces," said Robin. She checked her chrono. "I guess it's time for me to leave."
Gallaway rose and gave her a hug. "Stay tough, Robin. We'll make it." Then, with a touch of mischief, "And if you're going to swear you need to learn how to do it right."
Donnel waited outside Gallaway's door. Apparently Everett had listened to their conversation and chose to show his displeasure. Donnel glowered and Robin glanced at his knee. His expression hardened and he gestured toward her door. Before Robin could enter her door Donnel leaned against it, blocking her.
"Y'know something, sluttie? I figured out your problem. You never had a real man. Maybe we oughta fix that."
"Maybeso," said Robin, "Let me know when you find one."
She spoke around a paralyzing fear but those paralyzed her less now. Donnel's face darkened and he hissed a short breath.
"Now get out of my way," said Robin.
He didn't move but when she brushed hard past him he didn't resist or strike back. Once inside the room she sagged against the wall and let the fear wash out of her. When her legs steadied she sat, lit a 'stick and had a good think.
The next morning Robin sat at her terminal, mind focused on her plans. She had her favorite music browser playing and Everett's list of objectives for the day. Now she had several more of her own, though. After a few probes she put her objectives into good order. Before she began her burns she turned to her slow terminals and started some downloads. Nothing unusual there, Everett's logs would show her hitting her favorite warez sites.
Her first, second and third burns went well but the fourth heated up. She got most of what he wanted but she'd need to return later. No matter. She spiked her tunnels, killed the net software and jacked out of the net entirely, something she did occasionally.
This time she planned more. She knew that all of Everett's monitors centered on the netjack and hard-splices. He knew she couldn't burn hardware with the tools he allowed her and similarly that she would own everything inside the terminal and connections. Correct on both. Now, with time to wait until the traces from her last burn cooled, she slirped her downloads into her main terminal and started working.
Robin thought hard about what Gallaway said. At first she thought it a misguided attempt to cheer her, then she considered the words. Then what to do about them. With not too many minutes until Everett would appear for lunch Robin finished most of what she needed.
"Well, my dear," asked Everett.
Robin set aside a dessert as extravagant as the meal before it. She summarized what she did and gave details on the tricky parts.
"That is not the way I'd have done it, my heart" he said.
"Then you do it," she snapped, "J-just let Lorna and me go and do it however you want."
Everett shook his head, rose and moved behind her chair. Robin tensed, then flinched as he started tracing a scar. Amazingly, the first time he did that she had to remember to jerk away.
"Darling Robin," he said from far too close, "You know that will never happen." Another scar. "The only way you'll leave me is dead."
Of course she suspected it, distantly, but to actually hear it sent a wash of despair through her. She tried hard not to show it.
"Dear, darling Robin," he said softly, intimately, "That is not the tragedy you think, my dove." He moved his hands down to her shoulders. "The old Robin is dead. I can offer you things she never would or could have dreamed." Then, barely a whisper, "Think on that."
Robin powered up her terminal and jacked into the net. One of her slow terminals had the music browser now. It couldn't stream but it could download one song while another one played. Robin decompiled and modified the browser, though. Now it could, if so configured, act as a passive server. Robin so configured it. She knew her fast pipes would resit traces. The few times she allowed one close the connection terminated itself and Everett knew. She also knew she had a hard-routed jumping spline at least four links long, possibly more. Elementary preparation for a serious burner with ready funds.
The slow pipes were less trace-resistant but also much less capable. Everett explained their purpose as download only, not burning. Then he lashed her for testing that.
Robin started her burns. She bounced a few probes around and finally connected one to her passive server. She now had a loop from her fast pipes to the slow one. She increased the load to eighty percent of the slow pipe. When no one came to punish her she allowed herself a small, tight smile. She keyed in one of her bandit apps and let it run.
She completed two burns before returning to the one she abandoned that morning. All went well and soon she had Everett's data, safe and chipped. She jacked out of the net again. One trace almost hit her outermost link but she allowed it. She didn't think she'd be punished but if so she would take it.
Robin carefully encrypted and chipped the data she retrieved from the slow terminal. Then she hard-purged the machine and reconfigured the music browser. Unlikely that Everett would find the passive server, she thought, but why risk it? She moved the chip to her fast terminal and began dissecting the data there.
"I've been thinking about what you said," said Robin.
Gallaway looked up but didn't stop eating.
"Claud talked to me at lunch today." Robin didn't need to fake her reluctance. "H-he said he could offer me things. Things I couldn't have dreamed of. Before."
Gallaway's eyes widened in surprise and she hurried to swallow.
"I thought... M-maybe... If he let you go... I could... I could..."
"No! Absolutely not!" Then, silently, 'Serious?'
Robin shook her head and scratched her ear.
"If you think for one millisecond I'd take that..." Gallaway looked relieved but spoke harshly. "You say you felt guilty about Richmond. How the hades do you think I'd feel if you... that!"
"Just a thought."
Robin let the silence grow. Gallaway gave her a quizzical look which she returned with a wink. She took out a 'stick and gave Gallaway the pack. She accepted automatically, her eyebrows rising when she felt the small piece of paper Robin handed her.
'Inverse tracing this location,' wrote Robin, 'Will tell you when/what I find. Should know in a few days.'
Gallaway shielded the paper with her body. Robin lit her 'stick, then Gallaway's and then touched the flame to the paper. Gallaway winked back at her.
"Robin, hon, don't think that," said Gallaway when the door beeped, "We'll make it! We'll think of something."
They rose and hugged. This time Jack waited at the doorway. He was neither overtly friendly nor antagonistically hostile. He gestured, she walked and neither spoke.
***
Micah waved at Ferrel and moved his holocaster across Tolgos' Bridge, the structure and not the town. Ostensibly the two of them were historical architecture majors from The University. Given the disaster that recently befell the town Micah doubted their cover but Ferrel convinced him. Ferrel also won the bet: the townsfolk didn't turn a hair.
Ferrel waved back and motioned Micah to another location. Micah moved, followed closely by Clay and Scott, two local teenagers who volunteered to help them. That irritated Micah a bit since it meant the two of them must needs act like genuine students. Still, the two boys gave them credibility and they knew the best places to eat.
"Last set for today," said Ferrel.
He zoomed his holocaster to full gain. The bridge faded away but he did get a very good view of the remains of the station. When he finished they gathered at the 'caster.
"We done," asked Clay.
"For now," said Ferrel, "Are you hungry?"
Foolish question of the week! They packed their gear and headed into town.
Micah and Ferrel waved at the locals who knew them. Clay and Scott also helped immeasurably in obtaining interviews. Not for the first time Micah wished for Vera Kidwell to magically appear. She would have every atom of information from the townsfolk, their secret family recipes and standing invitations to dinner forever. Still, the two of them did a credible job. They amassed a fair amount of information about the town and its inhabitants but as yet nothing about Robin. After the four finished their meal and the inevitable after-meal conversation Micah and Ferrel made for their room and wasted no time pulling up the holos.
"Demo charges, six sigma," said Micah after a moment of study.
"Whyso?"
"Notice the explosion patterns, the striations and the debris scatter." He switched to another view. "In fact I'd even say the people placing them weren't quite professional. That or they just didn't want maximum efficiency. My money's on gifted amateurs, though."
"Sigma line?"
"The blast was deliberate," sighed Micah, "The which we already know. Burnit!"
"Do you want a closer look?"
"Yes but I don't really need one. Not unless there's a hidden body with a cargo ton of evidence the CA missed. Any new ideas on burning the municipal net?"
"Yes, and I should kick myself for not thinking of it sooner. I know I've been griping a little about how primitive their gear is."
"Once or twice," said Micah dryly.
"Well," said Ferrel, ignoring Micah's sarcasm, "I figure I can bounce a connection on the first external splice from the datamart here. Commercial pipe's a lot higher quality and I can spoof the backtrace for extra security."
While Ferrel worked the terminal Micah wandered around the datamart examining the terminals, warez, streams and other gear. Not long out of date considering Tolgos' Bridge's distance from the nearest large town.
"Can I help you?"
Micah turned and smiled to the older man standing there.
"No thanks. I'm just looking. Well, looking and waiting for my friend to finish."
The man chuckled and offered his hand. "Lee Caulder."
"Mike Flint. He's Rick Creel and we're students..."
"... from the University," grinned Caulder, "Word spreads. You need something just let me know."
Ferrel showed no sign of finishing so Micah kept wandering. He saw the station through the corner glass so he wandered that way. A small plaque attached to one of the booths caught his eye.
'In Memory of Samantha Taw. We miss you.'
Bonusjack!
Micah turned to Caulder.
"Excuse me, sir. Who is this? I've never seen it in a datamart before."
Caulder poured himself and Micah a cup of chog and motioned him to sit.
"She was a very nice young lady," explained Caulder, "Always pleasant, well-spoken, friendly, smart as an astrogator and good-looking too." He winked. "That was her booth. I don't know exactly what she did but she always paid for maximum pipe. Said she was a tech consultant. I don't think she liked hardware much but she sure did have a gifted touch setting up servers." His smile turned sad. "Shame what happened to her."
"What," asked Micah.
"She's one of the ones came up missing after the explosion. Nothing missing from her apartment but her, so I heard. She didn't turn up around town and nobody saw her leave." He reached out and patted the booth partition. "We'll miss her. She was a nice one."
"I'm so sorry," said Micah.
"I got it," said Ferrel when Micah wandered back his way.
"Conclusion?"
"I got most of what you did. Date of arrival, basic information, missing and presumed dead." Ferrel's expression turned smug. "I also managed to extract a few more tidbits. Whilst you had Master Caulder distracted I owned his cores and grabbed everything I could that touched on her. I haven't had time to analyze it yet but she was here, six-sigmas, and she did some heavy sniffing. She hid it well but only from children. Did you happen to notice what she had perched on the corner of her special booth?"
"Imaging caster?"
"Top-end for open legality, my brother, and unless Caulder moved it, perfectly placed to observe traffic within the station."
Micah digested this. "Interesting. How long will it take you to analyze the data and do you need some help?"
"Pay for some pipe and fire up a dex, my brother."
***
The young burner frowned and killed some of his apps. They gave little success but he didn't expect much. Sometimes the low-probability bets paid of but usually they didn't. He could feel Robin Macy on the net he just couldn't find her. Yet! No matter, he found her several times before, he'd find her again.
One of his image traps beeped. He hadn't left Tolgos' Bridge yet nor would he without ample reason. He had plenty of equipment and plenty of pipe, all he really needed. As a matter of course he left his image traps active. To do otherwise would be foolish and he was not that. He examined the flashing screen and started to cancel it, stopping himself at the last second. The recognition algorithm fired at thirty-eight percent, not bad but not orbital either.
The young man enhanced the image, filtered it and enhanced again. He wished his superior was here but as well wish for Robin Macy in a holovee swimsuit.
"What do you want," he asked the silent image, "Why are you here?"
He had time. He could find out.
***
Robin terminated her warez and disconnected from the net. She turned her attention to her brand new bank of secondary processors. Everett didn't want to get them for her but after the third trace almost made it to her links he acquiesced.
He lashed her, of course. Her shoulders twitched and her stomach twisted at the memory. He made an ordeal of it, horrible and almost intimate. The obscene glow in his eyes made Robin sicker than the lash itself. When she woke up she showered as hard as she could. But she got her equipment.
Now she put it to use. She knew the locations of most of the links in her jumping spline. Even though they rotated from time to time the spline had a finite number of them and now she knew each one. She also started saving her own copies of Everett's data. She paid attention not only to what each was but also from whence each came.
"Well, my dove?"
"Still running. They'll finish after lunch."
A finger tracing her scars. She remembered to flinch.
"A pity, that. I suppose you weren't hungry after all."
Robin's stomach growled at the thought of food. She imagined a large, hot, simple meal with Robert and Carl and it growled even louder.
"I guess not," she said.
His fingers in her hair. A sharp tug pulling her head back. His face close to hers.
"You do make my life rich, my darling. Come. I'm sure your machines will run perfectly well without you. Besides, I have a surprise for you."
Robin steeled her self all the way to the dining room, but needlessly. Lorna Gallaway sat at the table waiting.
"I thought we might have a guest for lunch, dear Robin. After all, you have been doing very well lately."
The meal was one of the worst Robin ever had. As usual Everett made light conversation. Robin was used to it but not so Gallaway. Before long her strain showed, though Everett feigned not to notice.
"Heaven's holy flames," said Gallaway when Robin brought in her evening meal, "Is that what you go through every day?"
"Yes, but..."
"That is obscene! Horrible!"
"Lorna, I'm used to it. It's not that bad."
"No! It's disgusting and revolting!" A pair of tears slid down Gallaway's cheeks. "I've... I've defended cases against scum like that. He needs to fry. Slowly!" Then, on seeing Robin's mortified expression, "And I don't care a flopper-flick if he hears me say it!"
The door opened and Everett, Jack and Donnel walked in.
"Yes, Lorna," said Everett, "Something you wanted to tell me?"
Gallaway launched herself at Everett and several things happened at once. Everett caught her nimbly and locked her arm so she couldn't act. Robin tried to help but ended up in Donnel's brutal grasp. Gallaway hissed, kicked and tried in every way to do harm to Everett, who avoided her easily. Jack finally looped the lash around her neck and she stopped struggling after only a few seconds.
"Shameful and ungrateful," said Everett, "Is this how my kindness and generosity are rewarded?" He looked at Robin. "Dearest heart, I shall grant you a favor. Shall I set the lash low for a long time or high for a short one?"
When Robin didn't speak Donnel's grip tightened.
"Set it high," she final gasped.
"Low it is," said Everett, "Loosen your grip, Donnel. I don't want her to miss a second of this."
***
Robin picked and nibbled at breakfast. What she saw haunted her dreams and hurled her from sleep again and again. Strangely, Everett didn't force conversation until she finished.
"Robin, my dear, I have something for you to consider." He gave her a 'stick and held the lighter for her. "As pleasant as this place is there are other places to go and other pleasures to sample." He moved behind her and began touching her neck and shoulders. "The question to ask yourself, my darling, is how you plan to sample them." He turned her face toward his. "Think on it, my sweet."
Robin burned hard and fast throughout the morning and worked even harder while she waited for the net to cool off afterward. She meticulously logged her actions, the data and her conclusions. Fear lent her fingers speed and knowledge grew within her.
She would never leave Everett alive, of that she now had no doubt. Oddly, that didn't bother as much as the certainty that he would kill Gallaway when they left. The thought of her own death, once something that terrified Robin, bothered her less and less each day. All the lashings she took paled to nothing against watching Gallaway receive one. With Garry's death already on her shoulders Robin didn't want to contemplate how Gallaway's would feel.
Robin handled lunch. Though attentive as always Everett also seemed a bit distracted. Something upset him. She didn't know what but she cheered it.
After lunch Robin encrypted, compressed and chipped her data. She worried over the crypto; she wanted it easy enough for a good burner to break but impossible for Everett. She made several copies.
Robin prepared for her major afternoon burn. If all worked properly she'd finish before supper. If her plan worked... She didn't think about that. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath and started the burn.
Her target was the Landsrey's Refuge branch of Federation Financial Trade and Trust. Their first layer of security offered no problem whatsoever. She almost chuckled at a fleeting thought: a year ago she couldn't have accomplished this nor would the desire or need to do so ever cross her mind. She gooey-grappled the data she needed and started the transfer. Occasionally a dog locked onto her connection but she had no trouble placating them, nor did she need her newly-potent rotten fish generator. Things wouldn't really spike up until she began the second phase of the burn. Everett's data transfer neared completion. Robin located the bank's salami account and fired a blatant, un-stealthed probe into its structure.
Enough security to last Robin a lifetime sprang up around her! She smiled. Her first hard link reported proximity penetration. She launched sever mods against the strongest and most aggressive traces following her and fired choke and destroy at the rest. Most versions of choke used large chunks of random data to foil countermeasures. Her data wasn't random!
The first link went down and the second reported proximity. It wouldn't last long; Robin searched furiously for what she wanted. A bead of sweat crawled down her back, soon followed by another. Almost...
"Gotcha!" Robin fired her hottest and most potent choke and destroy against the CA dogz trying to track her. When her third link reported an alert condition Robin collapsed her tunnels and jacked out of the net.
"I hope it was worth it, sluttie," said Donnel when he burst into the room
Visibly ignoring him Robin popped Everett's spool and cased it. She then carefully powered down her machines, tidied her workspace and arranged everything just so. Finally she lit a 'stick. When she did stand he looked ready to burst.
Robin took a double draw off the 'stick, walked over to Donnel and exhaled in his face.
"It was," she said.
By the time Everett arrived Robin already had food on her plate. She hadn't started eating, she knew better, but she had it ready. She was also hungry.
"You've upset Donnel again, my sweet."
She slid the spools across the table. "I wasn't caught. I got your data. I got all your data. If you give me armored and secure targets you can just expect a little heat from time to time." She spoke carefully, edging tiredness with just enough defiance to make it believable. Then she turned her attention to her food.
After a short silence Everett reached across the table, took her hand and kissed it.
"Dear, darling Robin. You do so manage to cheer me."
After dessert Robin prepared Gallaway's tray. Everett coughed when she finished.
"Yes," asked Robin.
"I don't believe, my dear, that Lorna's punishment has ended."
Robin went to the drawer where Everett kept the drugsticks and took a pack.
"I think it has," she said, "In fact..." She added second helpings. "I doubt you fed her today. You can stop me or lash me but unless you do I'm taking her this meal."
Gallaway did look as though she hadn't eaten or slept for a long time.
"Robin... I can't."
"Shall I feed you?" Robin smiled and spoke softly but firmly.
Gallaway bore her stare for a few seconds before she started eating.
"I'm sorry," she said.
"For what," asked Robin.
"I got you in trouble."
Robin swallowed hard. "I should be the one to apologize."
"Feces!" Gallaway paused for a few more bites. "I... No. I'm not going to say it. I don't want either of us lashed again."
"We won't be," said Robin, "I made a really tough burn today. I don't think he'll punish me after that."
Gallaway coughed, chuckled and almost choked on her drink. "Do you know why I became a solicitor?"
"Why?"
"Because I always liked helping other people more than I liked them helping me."
Robin chuckled. "You sound like a friend of mine. A chat-friend." How long ago? She bit down on the pang trying to form. "MoldyGrape. He's a teacher and I think he's a good one. That sounds like something he'd say."
"Maybe you can introduce us," said Gallaway, willing to let the conversation lighten.
"Deal! You'd be amazed at the people you meet in chat. The things you can do there."
Gallaway nodded. "I remember you talking about it."
Robin recounted some of her other chat experiences while Gallaway finished. When she did Robin handed her the 'sticks, a chip and a note.
'Hide this but keep it with you,' wrote Robin, 'It's all the data and conclusions I have. Make sure the CA gets it.'
Gallaway nodded. She held her 'stick and the note up to Robin's lighter.
Everett waited outside Gallaway's door tonight. Unusual. He slipped his arm under Robin's and walked her slowly back to her room. She thought of more than one unpleasant conclusion but determined to deal with whatever happened when it did. Everett released Robin's arm outside her door but followed her inside. Robin's stomach hollowed and filled with dread.
"You did well, my darling. I'm so proud of you."
He reached over and kissed her forehead.
"But you were also careless, sloppy and far too defiant."
He let the lash uncurl.
"I could call Donnel, my dove, but I think this is best handled... between us."
Robin's stomach turned to ice and it spread. She felt a shameful tear trickle down her face.
"Very good, my darling." He slowly unbuttoned her shirt.
Robin lay on the bed and buried her face in the pillow.



Chapter 13. Burned Bridges
 
The young burner worked his terminal furiously. Several things were happening, the net was hot and he was in the solid middle of it. Two men stood in the corner, silent, awaiting his instruction. As a rule he didn't raise his voice often, he left that to his superiors. Now, however...
No! He wouldn't think back on it. He had part of Macy's data broken with no interesting results. Yet. Now this. Her two fellow travelers were making some interesting forays into the net. He couldn't quite deduce their target but he liked a challenge.
No sooner had he formed an idea when all chaos broke loose with Fed Financial. The severity of the incident overrode his current programs with a high-priority request for help. A request that he, by duty, could not ignore. He joined the fray just as the hottest CA countermeasures got blasted off the net. Including him! Intolerable!! His secondary terminal, programmed to stay one step behind its primary, stepped forward just as he switched over. He did catch the last few fragments of the intruder's data just as his tunnels collapsed and vanished.
"Pyro burn!"
The other two men jumped. Perhaps, he thought in retrospect, he had spoken too harshly when giving them their orders. They should have known most of them, though! No matter, he had another situation to attend.
The situation at FFFT required immediate attention. Grudgingly the burner connected to it, reset what he could and terminated everything else. They hadn't lost any data and what matter if the salami lost a few slices. He grabbed all of the intrusion logs. He scanned them quickly and soon had them reduced to just what he needed. Then he sat back, puzzled.
"Choke and destroy?"
"Pardon," asked one of the other men.
"Effective," said the young man, "but why that when you have something better?"
The other men shrugged.
Curiosity burning his guts now, the young burner started a low-level examination of the event logs.
"They're all the same. Why? Why should they be the same?"
The man at the datamart fired off another query. The burner logged it for later and turned to his other data. Breaking the encryption took most of the building's computer power but they wouldn't complain. Again.
"Of course! Clever! Clever, clever, clever girl!"
The burner read and reread the data, stunned. He felt a thrill of triumph suddenly tempered by reality. He succeeded, but what to do about it? As yet he had no word from his superior and he nursed no delusions about his ability in that world.
"Choke!" Realization dawned. "Choke, choke, choke..." He knew he had it. He had every flavor of burnware available, legal and otherwise. Somewhere. Finding it only took time.
He turned his attention back to the datamart connection. Still active. Good. He repackaged Macy's data as quickly as he could, conscious that the connection he watched could terminate at any second. As he worked he slowly synchronized with the datamart and its connections. His smile grew. Even sweeter than a challenge was besting one of his own kind.
***
Micah sat in the datamart drinking tea and chatting with Caulder. Ferrel sat at a terminal looking for more data. He found precious little past what they already knew and Micah was ready to call Tolgos' Bridge a dead end.
Ferrel tensed up and swore under his breath. Micah saw it and started considering options. Then all the server cores beeped in alarm and started shutting down.
"What," yelled Ferrel with surprise genuine to anyone but Micah.
"Oh flames," said Caulder. He dropped his tea on the table, spilled most of it and rushed to the system terminal.
"What is it," asked Micah sharply, aiming at Ferrel.
"Line spike," answered Caulder, "Bloody things always hit at just the worst time." He brought up the terminal and began working it. "Sorry, guys. I won't charge you for the last hour."
"Negative problem," said Ferrel, "I got most of what I wanted."
"Can we help," asked Micah.
"Nak," said Caulder, attention elsewhere, "Wait. You mind changing the door to 'Closed?' This is going to take a while."
"What happened," hissed Micah, attention on everything but Ferrel.
"Well, I'm the one that spiked the servers. Something strange happened and I don't know how."
That chilled Micah! "What was it? Do we need to worry about the CA? Something worse?"
"I don't know, I don't think so and probably not," said Ferrel, "I got some data but I'm not sure how."
Fully alert, Micah combed their rooms thoroughly before he let Ferrel enter.
"I wasn't traced," continued Ferrel as though nothing had happened, "I'm just not sure about a few details. I am ninety-five certain, however, that I just slapped a query into the CA here."
"What?! I thought you were going to avoid that!" Micah barely remembered to keep his voice low enough for the garble to cover.
"I did, Micah! I absolutely and expressly did not burn the CA." Ferrel collected his thoughts; something he didn't need to do often! "I think the bounceback hiccuped. The CA and municipal systems communicate frequently. Logical. The muni server cores aren't that pyro and there was a lot of traffic going through them. I think they choked. That's logical, too. When the CA net reset the connection it slirped my query into its own archives. I think."
"You think?!"
"Micah, I don't know everything! I realize that's contrary to doctrine but still truth."
"Did you get your data?"
"Plus a lot more. Yes."
"How soon can you have it analyzed?"
"You know not to ask, my brother."
Micah thought hard.
"Slib. We're taking the late-night out of here. We have enough data and I don't really want to stick around. Things like this upset me."
"Me as well, my friend. I'll crack the rest of it during the trip."
***
Micah glowered at Ferrel. After several tran changes they settled in Northaven Valley. Ferrel spent most of the time with his terminal. Now this!
"It makes no sense," said Micah.
Ferrel shrugged. "I can only tell you what the data is. It appears to be a message from Robin Macy concerning her current whereabouts along with a plea to the CA to find her."
"The which was dated very recently," said Micah, "and, if your hypothesis is correct, logged in the archives of that selfsame CA."
"It was encrypted," said Ferrel, "but not very hard. A quarter-credit clickpuppy could break it."
"So it's a fair assumption that they have."
"Truth. But it was plaintext and there was no link to or from it. I'm at least four-sigma that I got all the information and that they had a low priority tag on it."
"Charles, this feels to me like another dangle or a delay. Or a trap."
"It does, save for the source. I can think of one option."
"You want to burn the CA?"
Ferrel nodded.
"Slib. What about our other operations?"
"Still too spiky to touch. I've been monitoring, my brother. It hasn't been that long since our big snatch and quite a few companies are still torqued to orbit over it."
"Can't understand why," said Micah. Then, after some thought, "We go tomorrow. I want at least a little sleep."
***
Robin woke slowly. Reluctantly. She relived Everett many times after he left. She headed to the fresher and a good shower. As she stepped under the water she noticed something disturbing: this time he left marks. The hot water stung mightily but she held herself steady until she felt clean. When she wiped the steam off the mirror she saw a hard edge to the eyes staring back at her.
Robin planned her burns carefully. She had a stack of them with no easy ones. She had no doubt Everett wanted an excuse to lash her again; he enjoyed finding new ways to cause her fear and he wanted to savor them when he did. She determined to deny him whenever she possibly could.
While she burned with her main terminal Robin had the slower ones re-encrypting her data. Choke programs never used the same data more than once so neither would hers. Rather than change the raw data, though, she elected to change the encryption. Some versions would be harder to break, some easier but all would be different.
For a pleasant surprise Everett didn't join her for lunch. Less pleasant: Donnel and Jack did. Donnel alternated crude innuendo with outright bullying threats while Jack remained silent. He neither came to Robin's defense nor helped antagonize her. No matter, though; Robin simply ignored Donnel and refused to rise to his barbs. At first she tried to sink some of her own but she soon found that her silence irritated him more.
The afternoon burns went well. She used her modified choke and destroy eight times with five of them going directly against CA countermeasures. She tried hard to keep any traces from passing her second link and only failed once. For some reason her links felt slower. She didn't dare hope, instead she attributed it to nerves. Doubts still plagued her, though.
"You've been busy, my dear," said Everett as he finished his wine, "I trust you have something for me?"
She handed him the spools. "All but two. I should be able to take them down tomorrow."
"Perhaps, my dove."
Everett seemed distracted as he talked. It bothered Robin that she knew him well enough to sense it. When she prepared Gallaway's tray he waved absently.
'I think something happened,' mouthed Robin as Gallaway ate, 'Something was definitely bothering him. I have another chip.'
Gallaway nodded and Robin carefully kept the conversation light after she finished eating.
***
"Nothing," said Ferrel. Again. "Not only nothing, but no links to nothing. They've cold-sevened the case and don't even want any new leads."
"The which means one of two things," opined Micah, "Either they have her or someone with the authority to do so squelched the investigation." He stood, moved to a different chair, sat.
"The report didn't even mention any follow-up," said Ferrel, "There were some notes about legal suppression during adjudication but that shouldn't affect the records themselves. There should be something active."
"Unless they want accomplices," said Micah, "More specifically, accomplices who might be able to burn into their records. "Is there any quick way to trace other data that links into hers?"
Ferrel merely lifted an eyebrow. "I'll pretend I didn't hear that. No, my brother. Not without examining every single link in the archives. Not feasible. Their records are deliberately structured that way. You know that. Are you mining the parking orbits?"
"Yes," sighed Micah, "I'm less than ecstatic about our other projects. Our targets are still trying to pull hydrogen out of a hypermass, meaning they don't just want the insurance money."
"I concur," said Ferrel, "But it was always low-sigma that we'd find any deep data there."
"All truth and no blather," said Micah, "but our best alternative still isn't that certain."
Ferrel shrugged. "We can be in place tomorrow."
***
The young burner concentrated hard on his terminal, trying to merge his own brain into its circuitry. Reluctantly he changed his location to Hibson, the purported location of Robin Macy. He left his boss a message. He left detailed instructions for the brief time he'd be incommunicado.
"Come on," he exhorted the terminal, "I know you're there! Just show me where you are."
But his quarry didn't listen. No problem. Within three to five hours he'd have a satellite in position and dedicated to his needs. More than a few people wouldn't like that but his need outranked theirs.
***
"I don't like this," said Micah.
"I concur." Ferrel shifted slightly for a better holocaster angle.
The two of them lay concealed less than a hundred meters from a nondescript house in the back part of nowhere. Ferrel's data showed the house rented but unoccupied. They'd spent the better part of the night watching the place and morning would break soon. The lights came on and off irregularly but neither saw any sign of occupation. The lawn needed tending as well.
Micah hated not having League mercury suits or at least noseemes. Ferrel devised some clever local improvisations but they felt kilometers away from League tech now! The apparent lack of activity also bothered him. Any person with half a brain cell could program lights to go on and off randomly. No apparent motion behind the windows didn't make the house deserted. Nor did the unkempt grounds.
Micah reached a decision. "Stay here and keep me in view."
Using every bit of cover and concealment available and every milligram of stealth, caution and just plain sneak he possessed Micah crept toward the house. He scouted carefully for traps and alarms and he hadn't gone far when he found them! Edging cautiously back he moved a few meters to the left and advanced again. Then back and to the right. He located at least four signs of buried mayhem, no doubt anchored to a console within the house. He didn't try to disarm anything. Rather, he traced them in a long line to and including the road leading to the house. He worked his way back to Ferrel.
"They are not hospitable," he said. Then he described what he found.
"So it's a trap," said Ferrel.
"Pious question," said Micah. He and Ferrel now sat in their room, occasionally checking the spider they left behind. "who set it and why."
"I have an idea," said Ferrel, "It might be hard to test but it would be conclusive. Vinsley might be using it as a dedicated relay or a single link in a jumping spline. They don't have to be small and they're ruddy hard to detect if they're using hardwired hardware."
"So how do you detect one?"
"From the outside, of course. The crudest relay is nothing more than two comms taped speaker-to-mic. If you cross-connect them you get a galaxy more options."
"I understand. How do you detect it?"
"With a simple terminal or datapad," continued Ferrel, "one that isn't even that smart, and a little bit of pipe you can increase the capability tenfold."
"How do you detect it, Charlie?"
"That's the basis for a hardlinked jumping spline, too. At least five nodes for a three-node spline. Best performance uses at least half the number of active nodes as a reserve. Elementary burn-wisdom, my brother."
Micah growled.
"The which our dear Robin will know! That makes that house of ill welcome either the first or last link in a chain of them. The way to trace it is to determine when the link to that particular house is active."
"And?"
"And we perform basic traffic analysis on it."
"That easy," asked Micah sarcastically.
"Plus-plus, my brother. That easy and easier... with proper preparation!"
As evening descended and closing time approached, Hibson Central Data & Communications began disgorging people from its buildings. Administrators, managers, marketing staff, accountants and myriads of others left their daily work for their daily after-work. As they did they swapped a few words with those just arriving: tech support, cleaning crews and evening maintenance.
Micah didn't like the haste with which Ferrel inserted them into the cleaning company's roster. Hibson felt small enough for people to know who belonged where and who didn't. Ferrel blathered that, burned in and forged IDs '... good enough to draw a salary!' Once they made it past the perimeter gate, two guardhouses and the building entrance Micah conceded Ferrel's point. And paid him his five credits.
"Now make yourself busy," said Ferrel dismissively, sitting in a comfortable chair and jacking in, "Oh. Do a good job, too. I don't want a bad rep."
Micah forebore a reply and busied himself cleaning the office. Easier to juggle spine vipers barehanded than to separate Ferrel from a datajack. By the time he finished it and three others Ferrel had a full spool of data and a wide smile. Success! They finished the rest of their cleaning quickly and headed away.
"Now this I believe," said Micah.
"No blather! It was not easy to find, brother mine."
Ferrel not only pegged the links from the first house, he also managed a complete link analysis on all the recent traffic to or from it. Micah thought it strange that all of them lay within Hibson's service area but Ferrel explained it.
"Links outside the service area, especially regularly-used ones, would draw more attention. Not good if you're trying to avoid attention."
The final link in all the possible chains was a large estate even farther out of town. Rented, paid on time and occasional food deliveries. Nothing whatsoever to arouse attention.
"Unsurprising," said Ferrel.
"Truth," replied Micah, "Perhaps too much so."
***
Robin began worrying. Everett gave her more and harder assignments and she fell further and further behind. More disturbing: he hadn't punished her for it. She didn't mind not being lashed but it disrupted Everett's predictability. She also noticed more people around the house. She didn't have full run of it but she could and did look out the windows. That plus Everett's distraction led her toward conclusions she didn't really want to consider.
Some of Robin's mood spilled over to Gallaway. They didn't quite come to an argument about it but Gallaway did detect Robin's tension. She tried to help, and Robin appreciated that, but their limited communication plus the fact that Robin just didn't want to relate her feelings kept it from happening.
"We'll make it," said Gallaway, "Somehow."
Robin hugged her hard. It wasn't easy to believe.
***
"Even more inhospitable," said Micah as he swept his caster across the grounds, "A hasty man might even call it hostile."
"I concur," said Ferrel, "but also more to my liking. Five credits says he's there."
"Taken," said Micah, "Pious question: how to crack it."
"Same as before?"
"Charles, my friend, I dislike repeating myself too often. Leads to pain and injuries."
"So how do we take it," asked Ferrel, the two of them back in their room.
An investigation of three of the other sites Ferrel found showed them as empty, and armored, as the first one.
"Same as before," replied Micah, "but with a major modification. Vinsley went to a lot of effort to set up his anonymous links. It would be a ruddy shame to waste it." He called up some data. "Here's what I think..."
***
The weak-chinned man scowled. His young associate, though now silent, had done enough damage already. He started a full report before he could be shushed and had given away far too much information.
"You could just not tell them," said the burner.
"If only it were that easy. No, my friend, I must dutifully report all that I know." He considered his next words very carefully. "See to it that I will not be reporting anything more... detrimental."
"You could send it over the net," suggested the burner, leaving unsuggested a great deal more.
"You're learning. But no, I cannot permit that either. When you walk where I do you will understand more. I hope by then you will also have learned."
"Ahh. Slib. I guess I'll get some sleep now."
"Good. You do understand."
***
Robin powered down her terminals and waited. Lunchtime came and passed and Everett hadn't shown. Puzzled, she gathered her spools and started out the door.
"Ahh, my darling. There you are. Come along, then."
He met her in the hallway. Instead of going to the dining room he took her arm and escorted her to her room. A large suitcase lay on the bed.
"Pack a few things, my heart," he said, "No more than a week's worth."
"But... Why?"
"Shhh..." He placed his finger across her lips. "Don't question, my darling."
"Can... can I say goodbye to Lorna, then?" Robin felt a pang of dread.
"No, my dove. You must think of yourself. Lorna... Lorna need no longer concern you. Hurry now, my sweet."
Robin held the tears until he left, then let them go. They fell gently as she packed. When she finished she dressed herself for quick travel and, as well as her wardrobe allowed, for an easy change or two. When her door opened again Nels stood there. He offered her the choice of the knockout spray or a hypo. She chose the latter.
***
Nightfall found Micah and Ferrel again observing the mansion at the end of the chains.
"Looks like twenty to thirty," said Micah, "Based on the number patrolling times at least three rotations. They know we're here."
"I don't see how," replied Ferrel, "We didn't even know until recently. I also checked hard for security and watchers when I ran my burns!"
"Something or someone tipped them, then."
"Abort?"
Micah considered options. "No. Stay with the plan. We need the information in there, rather badly. I doubt Vinsley's there but something sure as hades is. Besides, it's only twenty to thirty."
With live guards patrolling the grounds Micah worried less about alarms or deadly traps. They found several and Ferrel neutralized them but nothing like the relay houses. Working around the guards and within the darkness he and Ferrel planted some surprises of their own. Then they waited.
Micah nudged Ferrel. It was well after midnight and all the guards on patrol gathered and started for the back door. An equal number met them coming out. Micah took a breath and raised his rifle.
Thwipp! Thwipp! The two guards farthest back might have gasped as the blackout-laced needles hit their necks but they had time for nothing more. One of the other four turned to look but by then Micah needled him too, followed in quick order by his three fellows. The sedative would keep them all unconscious longer than Micah planned to stay around. As he broke down the rifle and stowed the parts Ferrel did a quick search of the bodies. He found IDs, keycards and comms. He and Micah each took one of the latter.
The mansion spanned three floors and a basement. Unless Vinsley changed radically he and his guests would be on the top floor with guards and others on the lower ones. Ferrel opened the doorway into a small anteroom. No one occupied it but three of the just-relieved guards sat in the kitchen beyond it. Micah needled them before they could even register any surprise.
Silence!
Micah's combat training took over and his world narrowed to threat, target, fire. He felt Ferrel behind him and his needler as a part of him. They swept the first floor and basement easily. Against civilians, police or rookie Marines the guards might have had a chance. Against Micah they had none.
Clearing the second floor took a bit more time but offered no challenge. Toward the end, though, one of the guards managed to raise the alarm. The comms noised up as someone began gabbling orders to others.
Ferrel raised his comm and hit a button. Bright light reflected off his eyepiece, he winced and then nodded to Micah. Success! Every antipersonnel device Micah found at any of the relay houses detonated. After a second the voice on the comm took on an anxious tone.
The doorway at the top of the stairs to the third floor burst open and six figures ran through. Unarmored, still, so Micah and Ferrel continued with their needlers. Micah fired three times and Ferrel four and six unconscious guards rolled flaccidly down the stairs. Micah raced up to plant a demo pack against the door.
An explosion rocked the house, sending Micah tumbling off the last step.
"Comm package," grinned Ferrel, "They tried to call out on the house line!"
This floor had an outside balcony on several rooms. Ferrel scanned upward, looking for exterior electronics. Negative. Micah lifted him up long enough to plant a cable and anchor. Ferrel hoisted himself the rest of the way, planted a second anchor and unfolded a thin optical probe. He looked around carefully and motioned Micah upward.
Using anchors and excessive caution the two of them moved sideways. The only third-floor balconies lay on the other side of the house but this side had plenty of windows. Ferrel located one without any major alarms, neutralized the simple ones there and opened the window.
Bedroom. Dark. Figure bound on the bed. Before Micah could register more the doorway opened and a guard came through. Micah fired his needler.
"Rut!"
This man wore armor! The needle bounced off and he pointed his blaster at Micah. Micah thumbed the needler to full auto and fired on the man's hand. None of the small projectiles penetrated but they threw the hand back long enough for Micah to draw his blaster. As the corpse fell he pulled Ferrel into the room.
Motion in the hallway! Micah and Ferrel moved to cover it and, after a brief battle, darted out and finished clearing the floor. Micah slapped a demo pack on the doorway leading downward, just in case. By his calculation he, Ferrel and Robin were the only ones conscious or alive.
Ferrel regarded the bound, gagged and hooded girl on the bed. At Micah's nod he began freeing her.
"Well, luv," he said, "This is turning into a full-time..."
Ferrel's breath hissed as he removed the hood. Micah had his blaster drawn and level before the sound died.
A total stranger stared up at them!
***
Lorna Gallaway stared at the men, her mind numbed and saturated with terror. The tubes on their blasters looked big enough to pass a hoverbus and no emotion whatsoever crossed their faces.
Her first indication that tonight would be different came with dinner. Donnel appeared instead of Robin and tossed a mealpack on the floor.
"Eat fast, sluttie," he'd said, "I'm going for shackles now."
He returned soon, leered at her then bound, gagged and hooded her.
"Nar," said Donnel when he returned, "Ruddy shame wastin' good food on you, sluttie. You won't be appreciating it or needing it either. Flames, I oughta make one good use of yer, though."
She'd flinched away from his hands forever before Everett's voice called him away.
"Don't worry, sluttie. You still got one use left in yer." His parting words.
In the eternity that followed Gallaway tasted every possible flavor of fear that existed. Worse than any she had ever known before. It suffused her and numbed her, draining the life and will from her.
Then something happened. The voices outside the room jabbered and yelled. She heard the door opening, gunfire and things falling. She focused her concentration on breathing.
Only on breathing.
Only breathing.
Rough hands ripping at her binds.
Two strangers. Words. She tried to hear them.
***
"Burnit," said Micah, slamming his fist onto a table, "Burn it to hades!"
"Steady, my brother," said Ferrel.
Micah took a sharp, calming breath. "Bind her hands and bring her along. This cannot be coincidence."
Ferrel did so and finally managed to get the fearful lady to her feet. With a sharp glance at Micah he prodded her ahead. It didn't take long to find the computer room; it took Ferrel longer to neutralize the door.
"I doubt any value here," he said, "If Vinsley trapped the door that hard he won't have left anything."
Surely enough, once Ferrel finished disarming the rest of the room they found nothing.
"Terminals securely purged and thermex set to melt them," said Ferrel, "Blank chips and spools with other nasty surprises awaiting an unwary soul to move them. There is nothing here."
"Then we need to leave."
Micah drove in silence. They didn't return to their room, instead they rented another one. The lady looked similar to Robin. Too much so to be coincidence. When Ferrel had the room secure he sat in a chair squarely facing her, blaster close to hand.
"Who are you and what were you doing at that house?"
***
With death only close and not imminent Gallaway finally found her tongue.
"L-lorna Gallaway. I was a prisoner." The weakness of her voice shamed her.
"By whom?"
"I-I don't... don't know. Everett." Robin's description fell far short! How could she possibly have deemed either of these men warm or friendly?
"Everett who?"
"I... I don't..." She tried desperately to gather her wits. "Are... Are you Robert and Carl?"
***
Micah held his reaction hard, not showing any of it.
"Who are they?"
"They're f... They're friends."
"Friends of yours?"
"N-no. Hers. Th-they..." Her head dropped. "P-please don't kill me. P-Please... don't..."
"Look at me!" Micah cupped her chin and forced her to meet his eyes. He looked hard. "Slib. Don't give me a reason and I won't kill you." He put away his blaster. "Now. Talk."
Gallaway took several breaths. "I... I have a friend. Robin. Macy. She t-told me... she wasn't guilty..."
She felt like a limp, wet cloth. The man wrung her story out of her without pity or mercy. He pressed for details and brought out information she didn't even know she knew.
"Slib," said the man finally, "You're right. I'm Carl and that's Robert. We're Robin's friends and we're really trying to find her."
"Tell me about those chips," said Robert, "Do you still have them?"
"Yes," she said weakly, "Both of them."
"Where are they?"
"I swallowed them."
Micah scowled at Ferrel. He could see the grin just short of popping out.
"I'll go," said Micah, "You see if she checks."
"Ch-checks," asked Gallaway weakly.
"Not to worry, luv," said Robert, "If you're genuine I'll find that missing person report."
***
The young burner returned to his room but not to sleep. He checked his current monitors, nothing, and switched to the net overall. He knew within broad tolerances where action might happen, now he only needed to find it when it did. As he observed he began working out probabilities in his head. Two of them had optimal outcomes but data pollution might corrupt them, or even prevent them. If so, what course should he take? One of his monitors triggered and then another. He switched to them and took in the data.
"Interesting," he muttered.
The next chain of events terminated at a very low-probability place. Or not, given what he now knew. A curious query routed its way through the net. Tracing it took no effort and he set his loggers to record the information it found.
His superior gave him a list of trustworthy people. Now was the time to use it!
***
Gallaway jerked awake when Carl slammed the door. He tossed Robert a bag and walked to the fresher. When Robert dumped it she saw tubes of meal paste, bulbs of juice and some medicine packs.
"What are your plans for that," she asked.
Robert grinned at her. Robin was wrong! His smile was not warm or welcoming at all!
"Well, lady," he said, "I fear our first evening together will be less than pleasant, for truth. I'm going to get those chips out."
All the blood left her face. "Y-you're not... not going to... cut them out... Are you?"
He chuckled. "No, Lorna, we're just going to help nature take its course."
Robert pored over the chips, occasionally taking notes or correlating them with something else. Carl napped on the bed closest to the door. Gallaway lay back in a chair drinking juice to rehydrate herself and concentrating on not being miserable. It could have been worse. She tried to convince herself of that. Robert didn't start cutting and the chips hadn't worked past her stomach. She cracked another bulb of juice and started sipping.
Robert mumbled something to Carl, who woke instantly. Then they both gathered over the terminal. To her it seemed Robert tried mightily to convince Carl, who didn't want convincing. Then Carl sat in front of her again.
"Just how well do you think you know Robin Macy?"
"I was ready to defend her." Carl still scared Gallaway but at least quick answers mollified him. "I was convinced she was innocent and that's not easy to do. I know the CA wanted her, and very badly."
"Did you check her records before her arrest?"
"Of course! Top of her class, high marks in everything, very high in technology. No juvenile record, no incidents at school. She didn't deserve that accident!"
"What about her aunt?"
"I tried to contact her. The CA gave me a desist order."
"Her employer?"
"Wrighten? High marks and good evals there. She was fast-tracked for advancement. Why are you asking me this?"
Carl paused before answering. "Bluntly, we're not convinced she isn't working along with Everett and his group."
Aghast, she looked at Robert.
"He's right. Until your claim checked out we weren't sure about you, either."
She felt an icy chill at this. "Are you? Sure, I mean."
"For now," said Carl.
"Help me understand this," said Gallaway, "You thought Robin was... was working with that... bastard?"
"Basically true."
Are you CA?"
"No," said Carl, "Or yes. Whatever you want to believe. What matters is this: we have a good idea where she and Everett might be. We intend to find them."
"And?"
"The problem is this," said Robert, "You'll be with us. If Robin is as she claims then she really is in trouble and lots of it. We'll have a decent chance of rescuing her and taking Everett. If not we'll be walking straight into a trap. That's we as in the three of us."
"But..."
"You're going," said Carl flatly, "As of now we mostly believe you. That is irrelevant, though, because I'm not going to kill you and we can't afford to let you go. So. Anything you can tell us might well save your life."
Gallaway swallowed hard. "I still say she's innocent."
"Fair coin."



Chapter 14. Under Arrest?
 
Micah dumped the last of their equipment into a bag. He went to their other room to gather their things and abolish all traces. Ferrel worked on the details and Gallaway... Gallaway represented an unknown quality. Micah believed Ferrel and Ferrel believed her. That meant Robin was in a lot of trouble. He finished carefully. They needed to go to Refuge Major soonest and that meant a long trip. Still, the one detail he missed might be the one that caught them.
Though he broke no traffic laws returning Micah did bend a few. Ferrel and Gallaway sat facing the door.
"FREEZE PERP!!!"
Four CA officers stepped out of the fresher and more charged Micah from behind. He gave a good account but their numbers plus his reluctance to kill them turned the battle against him.
The uneven ride of a fast-moving hover woke Micah. He hurt in sundry places but no worse than he had before. Of greater concern: what happened and how to escape.
"What happened?"
"Our guests arrived not long after you left," said Ferrel, "They swept the room with stunners. Lorna and I succumbed. Once they had us shackled they convinced us to be awake."
"W-what he said," said Gallaway when Micah looked at her.
Micah looked toward the cab of the hover. It had a small window but it and the wall between were both armored. Even if he could escape the shackles he had no way to breach that barrier.
"Slib," said Gallaway after a while, "You two aren't CA. Just who are you?"
"Best not to ask," said Ferrel, "Just plead ignorance as hard as you can."
After another silence he nudged Micah's foot.
"Carl. Am I hallucinating or are we on a high-fast."
"We are." Micah checked his chrono. "We're also well away from Hibson, even at standard travel."
"Is that important," asked Gallaway.
"Possibly," replied Micah, "Wherever we're going, it isn't close."
A change in the engine's pitch roused Micah. The hover rocked and woke Ferrel. Gallaway still slept. When the hover stopped and settled she awakened. Micah set about tensing and relaxing his muscles, preparing for what action he could execute.
The back doors opened and harsh, actinic light flashed into the compartment. It died a second later and left Micah blinking around the spots. The CA knew its job; they had plenty of time to pull him out, march him forward and strap him to a chair. By the sound of things they treated Ferrel and Gallaway similarly.
"Hello."
Micah's vision cleared to s curious scene. The three of them sat in a small, dimly-lit clearing. Off to one side sat a hovervan, two standard hovers and a cycle, all belonging to the CA. Seven CA officers lounged there, pointedly ignoring them. On the other side of the clearing sat a battered hover with no markings whatsoever.
In front of Micah stood a youngish man with an unkempt mass of hair. He stooped a bit and moved his hands nervously into and out of his pockets. Several soda bulbs littered the ground and he had a half-eaten package of nibblers in his front pocket.
"Hello," said Micah.
"Who is the Burner and who is the Bully?"
"Pardon," asked Ferrel.
The man rolled his eyes, looked at Gallaway then looked at Ferrel.
"Vid, nubb. I know who you are. One of you is a decent burner and one fights like a sandslasher. Which is who?"
"I suppose I'm Burner," said Ferrel cautiously.
"Archived." He looked at Gallaway. "Are you Lorna Gallaway?"
"Yes I am. I do not know these people and I demand to be released. I have committed no crimes and am in fact the victim of kidnapping, assault, coercion and several other crimes. You have no cause to hold me and I, WE, have rights in this situation! I shall represent these gentlemen for any crimes of which you may accuse them."
The man looked at her then angled his head to look at her again.
"Nak. Nak. I can't do that. You will not be released. Nak."
Gallaway drew a breath to continue.
"UNPLUG!!"
Shocked, she fell silent.
The man paced a bit. "I guess you can call me Ivan. That's polar." He paced some more and turned to Ferrel. "It's like this. I can help you get Robin Macy. I know where she is and I can help you get there."
"Slib," said Ferrel, "If we're interested."
Ivan stopped pacing and looked at Ferrel several ways.
"Doof plus-plus. Of course you're interested. You tracked her since Tolgos' Bridge and maybe before and you were on Salva Secore together and maybe longer. She was with you and now she'd not. Of course you're interested."
"Maybe we're interested in who she's with," said Micah mildly.
Ivan looked at Micah, wrinkled his face and looked back at Ferrel.
"I know who they are. I know who they are and where they are and who they work for."
"And that would be," prompted Ferrel.
Ivan licked his lips. Then he scratched his head and tried to smooth down the hair. Then he looked at Gallaway again.
No, corrected Micah, he almost-looked! He avoided her eyes, her legs and everything else. He appeared to gaze at her shoulder.
"Nak. Nak. Negative sigma. Later."
"If you are going to detain us unlawfully," said Gallaway more softly, "you must at least give us reasonable cause!"
Ivan looked back at Ferrel.
"Vinsley works for the Consortium. He does dirty work for them. He gets things they need and they help him with them."
"Heaven's flames," exclaimed Gallaway, "That's... They're not... We have treaties!"
"That doesn't mean much to them," said Micah bitterly, "but she is right. You do have treaties."
Ivan chose to ignore both of them.
"Will you help us rescue Robin," asked Ferrel.
"Nak. Nak nak nak." Ivan paced again. "Nak. Not possible."
"Possible," countered Ferrel, "You sync the blue boys. Plus-plus possible. Cryo?"
"NAK!" Then with a tinge of regret, "It's complicated. What... What I can't tell you I can't talk about. It's complicated."
"So we sit here until someone finds us," asked Micah.
Ivan shoved a handful of nibblers into his mouth and chewed. He almost-looked at Gallaway again. "You're going into protection," he said, spitting a couple of pieces of nibbler out when he spoke, "I'm authorized to have people killed but that would reek. Yeah. You're going into protection."
Gallaway paled at this.
"That's polar," said Ivan, as if to convince himself. He motioned to one of the CA officers. "Take her into protection. Keep her safe there."
"Aye, sir," saluted the man.
The officer gently escorted Gallaway to one of the hovers and sped away.
Ivan watched the hover depart, sighed and paced some more.
"That's polar," he said.
"About Robin," asked Ferrel after a long silence.
Ivan walked to the hovercycle, brought back a terminal and plopped it into Ferrel's lap. He inserted a chip and powered it up.
"There's an embassy. Consortium. They're not there but that's where they're going. They're not there yet and it won't be easy for them to get there." Ivan said the last proudly. "There's a warehouse not far away. Shut down. Rugger used to own it but they sold it. The Consortium owns it but they have a company. They really have several but that doesn't matter. This is the important one. They own the warehouse. They're going to stay there until they can move to the embassy. Vinsley wants his stuff too but he can't get a lot of it."
"So what do you want us to do," asked Micah.
Ivan stared at him. "Get her back, doof. That's where they are. You can get her back and you get what you want. I know who you are and I know why the League sent you."
"And what's in it for us?"
"Purge core you clickpuppy doof! I'm supposed... Nak. Nak, nak, nak. You get her back, you get what you want. It's complicated. Sync?"
"Nak," said Ferrel, "All of that and you don't come after us."
Ivan looked at Ferrel. "Doof plus-plus sync! Nubb!"
"Polar cryonic, spiker," said Ferrel, "What now?"
"It's complicated." Ivan motioned to the CA officers.
Two of the men went to the large hover. They emerged with all of Micah's and Ferrel's gear, carried it to the plain hover and dumped it inside.
"Polar," said Ivan, "You take that hover. Major's half an hour down the road. You can find it. Ten minutes after you leave I'll stun them." He pointed to the CA officers. "That will bring lots more. Watch out for them." He pulled out the chip and stuffed it into Ferrel's pocket. "Here's the information. All you need. You can find the building. After I stun the officers."
"But why..."
"Unplug! It's complicated." Ivan folded up his terminal.
Micah cleared his throat. "Are you going to release us?"
Ivan looked at Ferrel but jerked his head toward Micah. "I don't want him after me!"
"I won't touch you, friend," said Micah.
Ivan released Ferrel then, hesitantly, Micah. Micah rubbed his wrists but made no other moves. Ivan scurried to place Ferrel between himself and Micah.
"Ten minutes," he said, "Ten minutes. Then I stun them."
Ferrel motioned Micah to the hover and started after him. Before he shut the door he gave Ivan a wave.
"That was... interesting," said Micah.
"Plus-plus," said Ferrel, not looking up.
As soon as they drove out of sight of the clearing Ferrel climbed into the back seat and started examining their equipment. They had everything from the room, everything Micah brought and even a pair of hotel towels and soaps. Ferrel checked carefully for evidence of tampering or bugs but he'd not say a word until they left this hover far behind them.
"We need a plan of attack," said Micah, 'Op-in-a-box?"
"Workable," mumbled Ferrel, "If the address is active they'll still receive packages, even if they're delivered by mistake."
Within thirty minutes they had their fictitious operation completely planned and Refuge Major surrounded them.
***
"Friend Ivan is not sane," said Micah, "Are you sure about our equipment?"
"Six sigmas on the beam, my brother."
As soon as the entered Major Micah parked their hover at the first transit station he saw. He and Ferrel then took a few buses at random, ran a rat path and finally settled into a hotel. 
"I also debate your assertion," added Ferrel, "I think he did an admirable job."
Micah put a well-worn five-credit bill on the table.
"No blather," said Ferrel, "Friend Ivan does not have a high degree of interpersonal skill because he simply doesn't need it. I assume you deduced he's a burner. I'll wager he's a ruddy good one. He'd have to be to work for CA SpecOps."
"If," said Micah, "I'll concede the point for now."
"For whatever reason, he was forced to interact with people," continued Ferrel, "We may assume that same reason is a part of what he could not discuss. Tangentially we can infer that he does not particularly like that reason, and necessarily the Consortium, so he had to find a way to act counter to his orders without actually breaking them."
"Go on," said Micah.
"Lacking the subtleties of social grace and confronted with three intimidating individuals he did the best he could to present us necessary information, not violate his orders, preserve deniability for himself or perhaps another and ask us to do something he wants but he himself cannot do."
"Phase down," said Micah, "Ignoring my glowing and gentle personality who exactly frightened him so badly?"
"You most of all. Me to a lesser degree and certainly Lorna. Please note: he did not once look directly at her or meet her eyes. He barely met yours."
"Whyfor?"
Ferrel shrugged. "You'll have to ask him that, Signor Bully. Perhaps he had a bad experience with a solicitor. We'll ask Vera later. Pious question: what to do now."
Micah thought a moment. "I believe a visit to the library is in order."
The next morning found Micah prowling the shelves and Ferrel working the datacores at the closest library branch. Micah searched for information on the Federation's external policies and history with its neighbors while Ferrel queried news archives starting with the most recent and working backward. By midafternoon they had what they needed.
"The Consortium could take them easily," said Ferrel, "They know it, the Corpses know it and all their allies know it. The only question is why the haven't."
"Easy conquest is a relative term," said Micah, "It's also a lot different from feasible. As annoying as they can be, the Central Authority is perfectly organized and optimized to defend the Federation at any level and with any granularity.
"The Corpses have enough belligerents and outright enemies to preclude even a 'small' conquest unless they're at least three hundred percent certain and twice as ready. With neutral or neutral-friendly relations, why bother flexing the muscle? That's not necessary and it's much more profitable to keep the peace and exploit the economy."
"Truth and pure," agreed Ferrel after a quick perusal of his data, "That also gives nice perks. Pick a few dirty folks, give them some money and orders and turn them loose. The Consortium has full deniability, they reap the rewards and anything their tools do to weaken the economy or just cause havoc benefits them."
"With sufficient backing and local resources they can also fund probes into neighboring sovereignties." Micah made a sour face. "The Consortium in a nutshell: efficient, tidy, profitable and vile."
"Pious question still," said Ferrel, "what now?"
"We neutralize the Consortium presence in the Nebula Worlds Federation," replied Micah calmly.
"Slib, my brother," said Ferrel after a moment, "but won't we need lots of help?"
"Oh we won't accomplish the full goal," said Micah, "but we'll ruddy well give it a good start. Item: now we know how Vinsley eluded us so well. He has powerful friends and lots of help. Item: he and his crew, minus the Corpse liaison, are independents. Sever that link and he becomes easier to track and capture. Final item: relations between the Federation and the Consortium are not completely stable."
"They are majority-stable," said Ferrel.
"But that majority is decreasing," countered Micah, "Therefore opposition is increasing. I doubt the Federation will sever relations completely. Our lives would be easier but they won't. Just because military conquest isn't easy doesn't make it impossible.
"The Federation won't kick the Consortium out. Instead the opposition will press hard for concessions. They'll maneuver to block the worst exploitations, then repeat. Finally they will work to instigate measures of their own that benefit them. If they're smart."
"Typical politics!"
"Truth but useful! Given the current environment and with opposition building, how do you think the Corpses would react to having their dirty little secrets exposed?"
The wickedness in Ferrel's grin almost matched Micah's.
"Secondary question," said Ferrel, "Do we act on Ivan's information?"
"Not without confirmation," said Micah, "He may be sincere, he may be insane, he may be playing deep or he may be a clean face for someone who is. If Vinsley and his contacts are there we need to verify. If not we need to find them. Most of all we need more information!"
"I concur. What about Robin?"
"We get her out if we can," said Micah, "She's secondary."
Ferrel nodded. He saw how dearly those last words cost Micah.
***
Robin roused herself. A gray ceiling above her melded into a gray wall beside her. Looking around she saw a gray room with a table and chair, both made of cheap metal, the cot on which she lay and a pair of doors. When she rose and checked she found the smaller led to an equally small fresher. Neither it nor the room had any windows.
"Nice," she said, washing her face and rinsing out her mouth.
When she left the fresher Everett stood waiting for her.
"Hello, my heart," he said, tucking her arm under his, "Are you feeling well?"
"Yes, Claud."
"Good. Good, good, good. Come along, my darling. I fear our current accommodations are somewhat lacking but we'll not be here long."
The other door led into a much larger room, better furnished but still lacking windows. The tables held several terminals, a holovee hung on one wall and a food unit sat beside it. Nels and Donnel sat at one of the tables playing cards but neither spoke. Donnel scowled but only briefly. Everett checked his chrono.
"I fear I must leave you a while, my dear. I'll not be gone long and I might have company when I return."
He smiled at the last part giving Robin no doubt of the unpleasantness of that company. He patted her hand and left.
"Well, sluttie," said Donnel once the door closed, "Since he didn't tell you the rules I will. Don't touch the terminals. Don't touch the holovee. Make us a meal."
"Make it yourself," she said, turning back to her room.
Within seconds the lash curled around her neck. Donnel pulled her backward and began pulsing it. She gasped for breath, only to scream when she caught it. He didn't drive her to unconsciousness but he didn't stop far from it.
"I said fix us a meal," he repeated.
"And I said fix your own."
After another eternity Robin felt another arm lifting her. Nels walked her to a chair and brought her a glass of water.
"No blather," he said, "For someone so smart you can be stupid."
"Thanks, dear," she said with a warm smile and a wink.
Nels' eyebrows rose and he gave her a puzzled look.
"For the water," she said, patting his arm.
"You're quite welcome." He hesitated a moment, pulled a pack of drugsticks out of his pocket and set them beside her. He walked away before she could thank him again but she did catch a look at Donnel out of the corner of her eye. His expression made her smile inwardly.
After a time Robin felt better, and hungry. She went to the foodprep and fixed as good a meal as it would allow. Then she fixed another for Nels. For Donnel she drew ration bars and weak tea. Though it cost her she smiled at him when she set it down. For Nels she had a much warmer smile.
"Thanks," he said.
"You're welcome." Robin let her smile widen.
Donnel finished well before either Robin or Nels.
"Clean it up, sluttie."
"Clean it yourself," said Nels sharply, "and close your hole while you're about it."
Donnel glowered and muttered but he complied. After he finished he muttered something about checking security and left. Nels' expression turned serious.
"He's going to tell Everett you're trying to make time with me," said Nels, "or that I'm getting too friendly with you."
Robin felt a twitch of nerves but clamped down on it. "Are you?"
He chuckled. "I wasn't planning it. D'you really want Everett torqued at you?"
She looked down, then away, then back at him. "You were nice to me."
He reached out and patted her hand. "No charge for that, Robin. I'm going to step out now and I will be locking the door. It really would be best if you don't mess with the terminals or holovee."
"Slib. I won't," she smiled.
As soon as Robin heard the door lock she rose and examined the holovee and terminals She found no identifying marks on any of them and, per Nels' request, did not activate any of them. She sat in a chair, leaned back and closed her eyes in thought. Everett might well lash her for any perceived wrongdoing but at least she planted a seed of trust with Nels.
The opening door snapped Robin out of her reverie. She knew some time had passed but not how long. Everett, Nels, Donnel and Jack walked in along with eight men she didn't recognize. One was obviously the leader, another his assistant and the rest guards. Leader walked over to her.
"Stand up," he said. Then, not giving her a chance to comply he grabbed her hair and pulled her up.
Robin bit down on a yelp and fixed Leader with a cold glare. Or tried. He fixed her with a stare worse than one of Carl's. He released her hair, grabbed her under the jaw and turned her head as he examined her.
"I am told you're a burner. Well? Are you?"
"Yes."
Silence. Then, "Are you any good at it?"
"Ask Claud. I burned everything he asked me to."
Leader released her and dismissed her totally from existence.
"You say she is an asset," asked Leader, walking back to Everett.
"Quite so. My darling Robin has yet to meet a system she cannot own. She has on at least three occasions broken the CA itself! Name me another burner who can do that as well."
"Did she acquire the data you've been sending?"
"Recently, yes, and for a time on Echo Bend. I lost her for a while but managed to... reacquire her."
"Most fortunate, especially considering your... expenses. If she is indeed that good."
"You are clearing well above what little I am costing you," said Everett vehemently, "and my darling Robin is not for sale." He smiled at her.
Robin felt a sheet of ice slide down her back.
"Everything is for sale," said Leader, "There is only the matter of price."
"My price," said Everett, "is more favorable terms. Why, there is no limit to the profit my sweet Robin can earn if she is placed in the proper environment. Or," here his smile turned predatory, "we can terminate our contract and I shall seek richer pastures."
Leader didn't frown but his face twitched toward one.
"Perhaps terms can be arranged. I must consult with... others." He made 'stay here' gestures at four of the guards.
"We shall consult, then," said Everett. He walked over to Robin, smiled and spoke softly. "Don't worry, my heart. I will not sell you."
Everett, Leader, Assistant and the un-picked guards left. Robin barely made it to the fresher in time to vomit.
***
Micah checked his chrono, checked his trail and continued his circuit around the building. He and Ferrel had just started scouting it when Vinsley and several others neither of them recognized arrived. All but five left not long afterward. Ferrel followed them.
Engerstreet Mercantile occupied a medium-large building in Refuge Major's old warehouse district, a place that had seen better days. It shared its block with a pair of dilapidated office buildings, a handful of shipping companies and a lot of other warehouses both smaller and larger. Ostensibly Engerstreet dealt in commodities and provided storage space to other companies but unofficial word labeled it a tax shelter for a larger company. Ferrel traced that particular trail through a chain of front companies and paper-traders to a single eccentric and rich individual. He didn't bother tracing further, either that man belonged to the Consortium or all of his companies did. They wouldn't know for sure until Ferrel burned the Consortium embassy. That task was impossible, even for Ferrel, until they had a solid way in.
Micah made careful note of the visible security, fields of fire, access points and other tactical elements. Most businesses here shut down for the evening but a few kept skeleton shifts and a few of those, full ones. Engerstreet had neither.
Micah's chrono vibrated twice. He faded into a shadow and activated it.
'Corpse embassy,' messaged Ferrel, 'I'm coming back.'
'Ack. Head home.'
'Affirm.'
Micah dropped three of his remaining spiders and left.
"Convince me," said Micah.
"You want to do it."
"Want is irrelevant, Charles. We both want but want and will are two separate things."
"Consider the tactical situation. Five guards? For truth? I could take that many."
"At least six," said Micah, "Vinsley left with five less and he wouldn't leave her totally unguarded. That's six minimum and that building could hold a lot more."
"Make it fifty," said Ferrel, "Vinsley isn't there. We've had good luck with that in the past."
"Mpf. Put luck in one hand and pizzle in the other. Five credits on which one fills up and I'd trust it a lot more!"
"Slib," conceded Ferrel, "Consider this, then. Vinsley is incredibly adept at avoiding being where we are when we make hostile moves. Now we know the why but the fact remains. He left with the ones he brought, minus a few. The Consortium doesn't like leaving its assets uncovered so they will have a liaison there. Necessarily."
"Conceded."
"If we take the place we will necessarily take the contact!"
"Truth, but finding out who is problematic."
"'Who' is irrelevant," said Ferrel, "All I need is biometrics! I'll get those, six-sigma solid. If Robin is there we'll have her too. Finally, my brother, if we have Robin I'll wager twenty standing that we can make him come to us!"
Micah tried to find a flaw in Ferrel's logic, but not too hard. He really did want to rescue Robin.
"That leaves the how."
***
As the latest hours of the night ended and the earliest of the morning arrived the buildings around Engerstreet Mercantile went about their nightly business. None of the few denizens of the less-populated buildings noticed the shadows slipping into and out of their domains. Or, perhaps, some did but, finding nothing there on closer inspection, deemed them phantoms of too much work or simple boredom. The two flitting shadows finally settled atop a building across an alleyway from Engerstreet. The dark shapes writhed and worked a moment before melding down into the general darkness.
Micah checked his chrono and nodded to Ferrel. A few minutes later they heard fire alarms. Not long after that the fires themselves erupted. Micah felt a small twinge of guilt but they'd given ample time to vacate the buildings before the firebombs detonated.
Before any fire units could arrive Micah slowly slid the ladder across the gap between the buildings. Risky, true, but neither the first nor the last they would take this evening. The instant the pads touched Ferrel swarmed across. He ran a probe around the touch points and motioned Micah across. Now sirens sounded in the distance. They'd painted the ladder a light-absorbing black to escape notice. It would, but not with someone moving across it.
Micah cautiously located a skylight. Once he found it he quickly located the others. Second from the street and sideways three meters, mark. He spritzed a dot of glowpaint and planted an anchor in it. He then located his second reference point and did likewise. The sirens in the distance grew louder and the fires from the burning buildings began shedding light. Micah threaded cables between the anchors, hooked them to his harness, prepared Ferrel's rig and waited. Before long Ferrel crossed the roof and headed for Micah.
"They're swarming," he said, "Lots of lights on that side and two out the front door watching."
Micah helped Ferrel into his harness and the two of them went over the roof and down the wall. Less than a meter to Ferrel's right lay a dark, inviting window. Ferrel probed it, snorted contemptuously and had it open a few seconds later.
***
Robin sat on her cot with her back against the wall. By her calculation she'd spent at least a day here if not more. After Everett left and she finished heaving she tried sitting with the others. The four newcomers talked among themselves, patently ignoring the rest of them. Jack played a game on one of the terminals and Nels left to check the security. Donnel stared at her smugly, making occasional comments on her price on the market. And how short the journey to several such markets. Finally she retreated to her room. The door had no lock but, closed, it gave a modicum of comfort.
Some noise roused her from a fitful doze. Her muscles ached but she didn't want to lay down. She didn't want to doze but her body had other ideas. Excited voices murmured in the other room. When she opened the door most of them looked at her. The four new guards had big, nasty-looking blasters out as did Jack and Donnel. Nels talked into his comm.
"Fire," said Jack, "Big one, too. Looks like at least four buildings."
Nels switched off his comm. "Go to bed, Robin. It's not close to us and you don't need to worry."
Robin had several questions but before she could voice them one of the terminals started beeping frantically. A blaster appeared in Nels' hand. Robin gasped; she didn't see the man move!
"Go to the bedroom now, Robin," said Nels with obvious command, "Stay there. Jack, Donnel, you two stay here."
Robin backed into the room, not daring to hope. It would be a false alarm. Or a fireman checking the building.
No sooner had Robin sat on the bed than the door opened. Donnel entered with both his blaster and the lash.
"Stay put, sluttie." He fastened the lash tightly around her neck. "Now get up and move slow."
He positioned her between himself and the door. He pulsed the lash once.
"That's so you don't get any ideas, sluttie. If I drop it hits max and locks there."
Through the doorway Robin saw that Jack had flipped the table on its side and now crouched behind it. He lifted his comm and mumbled something. Then again, and again, with increasing desperation each time. She felt a glimmer of hope.
Robin concentrated on her breathing. Breathe in, slowly. She tried to relax into a combat stance. Donnel's breath stank against her neck. Breathe out, slowly. Vague sounds of sirens, muffled through more than one wall. Breathe in. Jack nervously flipping his safety off, then on, then off. Breathe out. The lash rasping against her skin.
The door to the other room exploded inward! Jack began cursing and firing at the same time. Donnel's firing arm snaked under hers.
***
Images.
Two blaster bolts splashing against Jack's table. Puffs of smoke drifting upward.
Shadowy figures moving, firing, moving.
Donnel shifting and lining up his shot.
"Look out!"
Hot red waves of pain washing through her before the last word finished. Raspy animal screams. Hers.
Donnel's arm pulling back. What would come next. She knew.
Sidestep. Nerves raw with agony. Donnel shifting aim to her, his face set with anger and hatred.
Red spots and stripes clouding her eyes. Body trapped in thick syrup of pain.
Willing her fist to lock and move.
The pain!
***
"Avoid the throat, ladies," said Rita Jasworth, "If you're that close you can blind them, break their nose or give them the knee. Do not strike the throat, ever!"
"But isn't it effective," asked Janna, a lady with a perpetually haunted expression and Robin's partner for the evening.
"It is," said Jasworth, "It is too effective. Even a light blow can cause serious damage."
"But..."
"A moderate to heavy blow can kill. Then you'll be in GC instead of him. If you're lucky you'll get twenty-five to fifty for accidental death instead of being charged with murder."
***
Lightning! Lightning but no thunder. Heartbeat thundering in her ears. Soft, cooling, wet breeze promising a gentle rain.
Robin took a wonderfully pain-free breath and opened her eyes.
Several wires dangling from the lash handle sparked and spat as Carl dropped it.
"Bastard had it locked," he said.
Robin climbed slowly to her feet, the last vestiges of pain starting to diminish. She threw her arms around Carl and squeezed as hard as she could. She didn't know if the sound she made was a laugh, a sob or simply hysteria nor did she care. She just held on. Then amazement! He hugged back!
"Hey, luv," said another welcome voice, "What about me?"
Robin let go of Carl and hugged Robert just as hard.
"You got my message!"
"Long story," said Robert, "and one that will wait. I take it he wasn't a friend."
She looked. Donnel lay on the floor with a blaster shot through his torso. His hands, though, clenched his throat. His eyes bulged and his jaw hung slack.
"Did... Did I..."
"You killed him," said Carl, "I just made it official. Good punch, too."
Robin's stomach twisted and she tasted bile. She paled. Robert turned her away from the corpse.
"Come on, luv. You don't need to be here."
She nodded and Carl led her out.
"Tell me about these people," said Carl, "Robert's getting biometrics so hurry."
"Donnel - the one in the room - and this one are Everett's men. He has one more I know about somewhere else. I don't know about the other four but they just got here this afternoon." She concluded as quickly as she could. Carl stopped her at waking up.
"So the ones with Everett this afternoon were new."
"Yes. How..."
"Later. Help me pick them out."
The hallway outside the larger room was littered with bodies, some of them still smoking. Though it cost her her resolve Robin picked out Leader's four guards and Nels. She had no idea about the others.
"Guards," said Carl, "He usually keeps a lot of them around. Paid muscle."
"Got 'em," said Robert, "Who do I need here?"
Carl pointed and Robert began taking biometrics.
"Can... Can we leave now," asked Robin, again ashamed at her weak voice.
"Not yet," said Carl, "I'm thinking. Robert. Are you sure about the working monitors?"
"Absolutely! First floor and receiving dock only."
To Robin's horror Carl pulled off his shirt and donned one from Leader's guards.
"Get a few seconds of good image and trash the system," he said to Robert. Then, to Robin, "Come with me. You're going to be a prisoner."
They walked down to the first floor and stayed behind the doorway.
"Clasp your hands behind you and look scared," said Carl.
"What?"
"Do it!"
She did and she felt something poke her back.
"This is my blaster but the safety is on. Just walk where I prod you."
Robin did so and didn't even have to act scared. They walked past boxes, bundles and bales of things, finally ending up beside a hover inside the loading area.
"Got it," came Robert's voice.
"Good job," said Carl, blaster now sheathed, "Do you know how to override a hover?"
"No!"
"Slib. Go back upstairs and help Robert."
Back upstairs Robin relayed Carl's instructions to Robert.
"Clever," he said, "Grab one of those new guards and drag him downstairs. Oh. Take Carl his shirt, too."
Bringing herself to touch the corpse took more willpower than Robin knew she had. She managed it, even though she had to force down her revulsion with each step. She almost threw up when the body slipped from her grasp and bounced down the stairs. The second time it happened she apologized to the man.
"Good job," said Carl, "Help me put him in the boot."
By the time they finished Robert appeared with another body.
"Do we need the others," he asked, "and what about the ladder?"
"No and leave it," said Carl, "They'd need help and that help would have to arrive and depart unobserved."
Robert and Carl removed their black outer garments, rolled them and stuffed them into Robert's pack. Carl took the controls and motioned Robin into the back seat with Robert. From the back streets the fires looked very impressive. Fire units, hovers and air units converged on them spraying water and dropping chemicals and foam. Smoke billowed upward.
"Frost," said Robin, "I'm lucky those fires started." Then, after a glance at Robert, "Or maybe not."
"Trouble," hissed Carl.
Ahead of them Robin saw a pair of CA hovers blocking the street. An idea struck her and she snuggled into Robert, pulled his arm around her and undid her top buttons. By the time Carl stopped the hover Robert had his shirt unbuttoned too.
"This area is closed," said the officer gruffly.
"Y-yes sir," stammered Carl, "We're leaving now."
"Good." Bright light shone around the interior. "You polar, lady?"
"Y-yes sir," said Robin shakily, "Is there a problem?"
"I suppose not. You three go somewhere else."
Carl moved the hover past the roadblock. Robert smiled down at Robin, only to smile wider when she winked back.
"So," said Carl, "Why exactly did you decide to leave and what happened when you did?"
"Not now. It will take a long time to tell."
Unfortunately for Robin's nerves Carl didn't seem to be in any great hurry. He stopped at an open plaza, left her and Robert in the hover and returned a few minutes later with some packages. Then they drove through deserted areas until he found one to his liking. Then he and Robert did something to the bodies in the trunk.
"Leftover thermal charges," said Robert, "No sense letting them go to waste."
"What... Why?" Robin didn't want to imagine the result but couldn't help herself.
"We need those two guards to disappear completely," said Carl, "This hover doesn't matter but we can't have those two found at all. Between what's left of the surveillance data, this 'Leader' person's attempt to purchase you and what you told us about Everett we want him to think you've been kidnapped."
"What?"
"We didn't plan it," said Robert, "but you must admit it has the potential to succeed. Given what we know about Everett he'll be a bit upset when he finds his men dead and you gone. Who better to take the blame than the person in power who already expressed an interest in you?"
"Slib." Robin knew Everett wouldn't be mad, he would be furious past all sanity!
Robin marveled at Robert's new hotel. Moderately expensive this time and nothing like any others they'd used, neighborhood-wise.
"Elementary precaution, luv," he explained, "Never develop a pattern when you can help it." He handed her a go-box from the - nice! - restaurant downstairs. "Now eat quickly, hon. We have a lot to discuss."
Halfway through the meal the door beeped. Robert moved to open it and Carl put his hand into his bag. Robin put down her fork and prepared to move quickly. Robert moved back and four CA officers walked into the room. Carl relaxed and put both hands in plain sight. The officers swarmed the room and checked the fresher. Robin felt herself go pale again. She expected to feel the fingers of fear but they didn't come.
"So," she said, "The two of you are CA."
"Nak," said a new voice, "Nak. They're not. I am."
Robin turned to the door where stooped an odd man. He shuffled into the room, looked around, half-looked at her and finally faced Robert. Two of the officers left and closed the door while the other two took seats and relaxed.
"I thought you weren't going for her."
"Doing things properly takes time," said Robert, "Did you encounter any complications?"
"Nak. Did you get... Do you..."
"We found what we need," said Robert, "I shan't complicate your life with the details. Robin, this is our friend Ivan."
"Polar," said Ivan. Then he walked slowly toward Robin, met her eyes for a second and mumbled something like "Nice t'meet'cha." Then, to Robert, "So you're done?"
"Plus-plus," said Robert, "One or two details but nothing... complicated."
Oddly, this agitated Ivan. He paced about, half-looked at Robin again and finally settled.
"Polar polar polar," he said, "She can go into protection now. Plus-plus. She gets protection."
That chilled Robin but Robert spoke first.
"Nak! She's part of the details we need. She's with us. We still..."
"NAK! Nak! Unplug! Purge." Ivan fidgeted then paced again. "I have to... Nak. My orders... She gets protection."
"Ivan," said Robert, "we need..."
"Polarize," barked Robin. Then, when she had Robert's attention and Ivan's almost-attention, "Let us consider, for a moment, what Robin wants."
"Ahh," started Robert.
"Shh," said Robin.
She walked to Ivan who almost-watched her and patted his arm. He jumped.
"What Robin wants is very simple."
Half an instant later she stood behind Ivan and held him in a solid neckbreaker. He squeaked and the officers drew weapons. Blindingly fast, Carl and Robert did as well. Carl covered one of the CA officers and Robert covered... her?!
"Stop," said Robin, "Just stop!" She looked at the officers. "If you stun or blast me there's a better-than-average chance I'll break his neck in dying." Ivan mewled at this. "Robert, I hope you're aiming at him."
"Don't be foolish, luv," he said, "I don't want to blast you but I will. There's a better-than-average chance that a head shot from this distance will kill you before your muscles can react."
Robin bit down on her feelings. That hurt!
"Slib," she said, "In that case let's talk."
"We're listening."
"First of all Robin is very, very tired of other people deciding where she goes and what she does. Second, Robin is very tired of not knowing what her alleged friends are doing and why. Finally, Robin is very tired of being used as a pawn on a board she doesn't know and for reasons she isn't told. That's what Robin has to say."
Ivan sniffled. Moving very slowly, Carl tipped his blaster up, ejected the clip and put it on the table out of easy reach. Then he sat. The officers both shifted aim to her.
"Robert," she asked.
He shook his head.
"Information," said Carl, "since we met on Echo Bend Robert and I have been trying to decide whether you are what you claim or are in collusion with Vinsley, or Everett, and his gang. Information: you almost had us convinced when you ran away. Information: at that very time all of our other leads mysteriously vanished or became exceptionally hard to track."
A hollowness formed inside Robin.
"Information," continued Carl, "our second 'rescue' of you outside Hibson nearly cost us our lives. Information: everything we found beforehand indicated significant inside information and knowledge of our tactics. Information: only the timely intervention of our friend Ivan, whose life you are currently threatening, pointed us toward the information we needed. And, incidentally, you.
"Information: Vinsley is working covertly for the Consortium. By implication, then, so are you."
"But... But... I'm not. I'm not!"
"Prove it," said Carl, "Let Ivan go."
"I want them not to shoot me. Or you, Robert."
He shrugged but the blaster didn't waver.
"I said don't shoot me!"
"We heard you," said Robert.
Thoughts raced lightning-fast through Robin's mind. Given what they said, and assuming truth to it, she could see how they drew such wrong conclusions. Then one thought settled: she hadn't lied about breaking Ivan's neck. Notwithstanding what Robert said any sudden muscular tension would complete the hold. She felt him trembling and she heard quick, panicky breaths. She had no desire whatsoever for his death on her soul.
Robin loosened her hold and Ivan flopped to the floor. He scrambled away, an awkward wind-tap of arms and legs. Robert unbraced but kept his blaster steady on her. She swallowed hard. One of the officers looked at Ivan.
"Nak. Nak!" Ivan spoke from behind Robert. "She's cryo! Annette Robin Macy..." He summarized her life in incredible detail. "... and she's not working for... them!"
Robert put down his blaster. "Fair coin."
At a gesture from Ivan the officers sheathed their weapons. Robin sagged with relief.
"So what does Robin want to do," asked Robert, "Ivan can offer solid protection and likely reduce or quash any criminal charges."
"Truth," said Ivan.
"What about you? We had a deal!"
"We'll honor it," said Robert, "but again your best chance is with Ivan. We have a way to accomplish our goals now and that necessarily includes yours. I suggest you take Ivan up on his offer."
Robin thought hard. She considered every implication she could fathom and followed them to their logical conclusions. She calculated consequences and their effects on her. She looked at Robert.
"We had a deal. I think maybe I need to stay with you two until you prove you can live up to it."
"Slib," smiled Robert, "Ivan?"
"Cryonic," said Ivan dejectedly.
"Is your life still complicated?"
"Plus-plus-six-sigmas," said Ivan, "We need to leave now."
Robin walked up to him. "Ivan, I'm sorry. I just..."
Ivan yelped, jumped and scattered most of a package of nibblers across the floor. When Robin stepped back he made a fast line for the door. The officers moved to follow but Carl stopped one of them.
"Two things," he said, "We need a hover to vanish traceably. Its original owner and any other interested parties must be able to discover its fate."
"I know where it is," said the man, "We'll impound it."
"Second, I need a way to contact you and only you securely. I'm assuming you can reach friend Ivan."
The man handed Micah his card. "Done and yes, sirra." He touched his cap and left.
"What now," asked Robin.
"We give them a few minutes to leave and we change locale. Then we talk."
Robin sat at the table with Robert and Carl. True to their word they changed hotels swiftly, Robert checked the new room and pronounced it clean.
"We need sleep soon, hon," he said, "but we can handle a few questions."
"Did you really think I was... I was..." Robin let the words trail off.
"Trust is a luxury we can't often afford," said Carl, "We trust you now."
"Slib. I guess that was the major one."
"Cryo," said Robert, "In that case let's all grab some eyelid."



Chapter 15. Hard Choices
 
When Carl roused himself the next morning Robin was awake.
"Did you sleep," he asked.
"A little. It wasn't pleasant." She looked at him evenly. "Does it... Does it ever get easier? Killing someone?"
"If you want it to. Do you?"
"It... It was horrible!" Robin's guts twisted inside her. Again. "It was awful! I wish I hadn't... I should have... I don't know!"
"You know that lash would have killed you after a few more seconds. He locked it in place. If you hadn't hit to kill you probably would have died then and there." Carl looked at her closely. "Don't you think he deserved to die?"
"Yes. No! I don't know! I'm not a magistrate! I can't judge that."
"But you did. You judged and acted."
Robin put her face in her hands. She still tasted bile and her nightmares were truly horrible. She felt his hand on her shoulder.
"I think you did the right thing." His expression grew distant. "I've killed more people than you should ever hope to know. For what it's worth I hated every one of them."
Robin unfolded her legs and reached for a 'stick.
"I noticed something else," said Carl, "You fought under a nerve lash on full power."
She shuddered. "He used it on me. Everett. A lot. He made it... worse. Evil. Slimy. The pain was just pain but what he did was... horrible!"
"Think about what you just said, Robin. 'The pain was just pain.' Just."
"Well... It was."
Carl smiled. "I seem to remember telling you once that you're only as weak as you allow yourself to be. Don't let killing weaken you."
Robin nodded. "Slib. Three is enough for a lifetime."
"Three?"
"Y-yes." Robin felt tears forming. "Th-there was my solicitor from Echo Bend. Lorna Gallaway. She hired an investigator to find me. She thought I was in trouble. Everett... He killed him right in front of us. Then when we left that house he killed her too." She wiped away the tears now falling.
"Hrm. We can't help the investigator but he didn't kill Lorna. She's currently in protective custody and very not-pleased about that."
"What?! Blather!"
"Truth pure and pristine!" Robert popped open three self-heating chogs and passed them around. "When we hit that house in Hibson we ended up with her. At first we thought she was you, then that she was in collusion too."
"That's wonderful news! Plus-plus!" Robin smiled genuinely as a weight, or a third of one, dropped off her shoulders. "Now who is this Ivan?"
"He's a CA burner," said Robert, "and a ruddy good one, no blather. I'm pretty sure he's SpecOps and that you scared the drips out of him when you grabbed him."
"I didn't mean to," said Robin, ashamed, "I just wanted... you know."
Robert shrugged. "Happens, hon. I'm sure he'll feel better once he jacks in."
Carl cleared his throat.
"Yes. Since we're up and chatty would you care to hear our plans for the day?"
***
Robin powered up her terminal and jacked in. Carl waited outside but by stars she'd not need him! She had seven biometrics and a target system courtesy of Robert plus a thermal-spiked box full of warez.
Success! The second set of metrics matched and the site opened. Robin launched her most potent acid probes into the structure of the node and waited for it to work. It didn't take long for the security to react. Exactly what she wanted! She bloody-sneezed the dogz entirely off the net and launched four blatant gooey grapples into the biggest files she saw, daring the backup security to find her. It did but not before she launched a massive throbbing needle into the CA. When its security activated she lured the dogz tracking her into it and stealthed herself.
The CA site responded aggressively and before long Robin's burn was an insignificant sideshow against the other fight going on. She jacked out, powered down and headed outside. She took Carl's arm and they both strolled nonchalantly down the street.
"Well?"
"All of that with chocolate chog. Robert?"
"Six-sigmas dead on the beam."
They took a tran to another datamart.
Robin connected carefully. Just as carefully she invaded the FCN again. Her first two cheap doors didn't work but no matter. She still penetrated the outer security easily. She scanned the system for certain users. The first four were not logged in but not so the fifth. Ace reporter Megyn Vulpin would receive a massive boost to her career today!
Robin reached in, terminated Vulpin's apps and owned her box. She nulled all the security Vulpin tried to deploy and opened a message box to her.
'Come watch,' sent Robin, 'Make sure your logs are hot.'
As Robin sent the message she activated Vulpin's loggers.
Robin rammed her probes into her last target: the Consortium embassy, only now recovering from her previous attack. Security activated quickly, of course, but now she had its scope and measure. She began grabbing files and sending them to Vulpin. She forked copies to other places but put most of her effort into the FCNA reporter. She couldn't hold the connection long, the embassy had a hard-sever in place, but she managed to transfer enough. As the embassy connection vanished and Robin began collapsing her own tunnels Vulpin sent her a message.
'Thanks! ++!'
***
Robin, Carl and Robert had a nice, long dinner at a very nice restaurant that evening. They had Coastland Blue, good appetizers and the best meal Robin had eaten in a long time.
One story dominated every news channel on the holovee: after considerable investigation FCN ace reporter Megyn Vulpin uncovered incontrovertible evidence of criminal activity funded by the Interstellar Rim and Rift Consortium, supposed allies of the Nebula Worlds Federation. Federation politicians accused and Corpse officials denied and both sides demanded copies of the evidence.
"I wish I'd gotten more," said Robin.
"You got her plenty, hon," said Robert, "We have full content and more than we actually needed. I was quietly slirping while you were setting of plasma grenades. I'll give you copies and we'll make sure our friend Ivan has them as well. But, as I said, Signora Vulpin has ample fodder. She should at least make half a career of it, if not more."
"There's enough there to expose at least a dozen verifiable operations," added Carl, "The Consortium will have to phase down its operations here or have more of them exposed. That's bound to spill over into other worlds and other governments once it all gets out. That's good for everybody."
Robin nodded, not wanting to argue. "That leaves one loose end. Everett."
"We'll deal with him presently," said Robert, "For now let him stew."
She raised her glass to that.
Robin scowled at her terminal and broke the connection. Across from her Robert shook his head and did likewise. They left the datamart, picked up Carl and headed to their rooms.
"We should have had him," said Robin, "He can't have any Consortium support, you two took care of most of his people and we rutted up most of his transfer orders. He can't have a lot to work with!"
"He is slippery, though," said Robert, "Right now I'd bet five standing he grounded hard. He'll be consolidating what he can get, cashing in what he can't take with him and looking for a way off of the planet. If he's even still here."
"He is," said Robin quickly, "Unless he changed his personality completely. He'll want plenty of ready cash, of which we blocked a lot today, everything he can stuff in his pockets, of which we deprived him, and plenty of people around him to take the fall. Then he'll be ready to leave."
"We may just have to let him do it," said Carl, "Like you said you two blocked transfer on a lot of his merchandise. Robert and I... erm... acquired a lot while you were gone plus we locked away a lot of his data. We have access and he doesn't even know where it is. We also canceled or at least cut down his powerful backup, too."
"No blather there," added Robert, "Maybe we can tag some of the data, put it where he can find it and at least try to get an idea of where he is. Major has the main starport but there are secondaries. I also cannot imagine that Ivan will leave us loose too much longer. He does have his own agenda."
Carl sighed. "I don't relish the idea of tracking him into another system or government but we may have to do just that. If we can't find him soon he will scrape together enough resources to leave."
"Wait." Robin thought hard about her next words. Carl would likely reject her idea out of hand but if she didn't speak she'd spend her life regretting it. "There is another way. You don't have to find Everett. Make him find you."
"Good theory, hon," said Robert, "but exactly how do we do that?"
"Offer him something he absolutely will not refuse. Me."
***
Robin glanced out of the office into the massive room behind it. Thanks to one of her salami taps she now had a warehouse. Carl approved of that part but stopped her from calling her ersatz business 'FoxBird Inc.' Now Stone Shipping, Inc. had six laborers, including Carl, and enough merchandise to keep them all busy.
"Don't ask, luv," said Robert, when she did just that, "Carl and I were busy during your absence. Might as well turn a profit from the legal stuff."
Then they started burning. Robin admired the subtle way Robert managed to insert the data on the goods they stole from Everett right where he could not help finding them. They also posted several good holos of Robin on their store netsite, even though they didn't use any of her known names.
"For truth," said Robin, "If we don't catch him soon we'll have to start an honest business. We're running out of room!"
"How uncryo," said Robert, "Real work!"
The door beeped. According to the chrono on the wall it was fifteen minutes before closing time. After a full day of heavy storms slamming the city Robin didn't care about the workers staying until the last minute and Robert had just left to dismiss them.
"Signora Goldvin? There are people here to see you."
"Thank you, Ricky," said Robin. Ricky, their floor manager, sounded nervous. She dismissed it since he tended to overthink details and fret over the smallest things. "Show them in, please."
Ricky stepped away and three raincloaked figures walked in. They pulled back their hoods.
"Most impressive," said Leader, "It seems you were correct."
"I told you," said Everett, "She is most talented."
Everett walked over and took her hand, lifted it and kissed it. The third man produced a blaster.
"You won't try anything foolish, of course," said Everett, "I do not have a lash with me but we'll soon be where we can... discuss things... privately."
Two more guards dragged Robert into the room. His eyes were closed and he had a small trickle of blood on his lip. This angered Robin.
"If you've hurt him..."
Spots swam in Robin's eyes as Leader backhanded her hard.
"Do not make threats, idle or otherwise. Your life can be miserable and long or miserable and short," said Leader, "I will decide and you will not."
Guard gestured with his blaster. Robin rose and walked toward the door. The two with Robert dragged him along. Not good! Their plan hinged on him and Carl remaining free.
"You don't need him," said Robin, "He's just an employee. He's nothing to me."
Everett chuckled. "In that case, my dear, we can find... other uses for him."
When they reached the loading docks Robin saw eight men holding blasters on the other workers. Including Carl. She turned to Everett.
"Claud... Claud, please! They're innocent. I just hired them. They're not involved with... with me."
"A pity, my heart. They are involved now. We cannot leave any... witnesses behind."
"But..."
"Enough!" Leader grabbed her hair and jerked her head around. "If their deaths trouble you then consider it a part of your punishment. You or someone like has caused me great inconvenience. If not you then you will still pay!"
Guard poked her with the blaster and she had no choice but to move. They forced her into a large hover and dumped Robert unceremoniously into the back.
***
The sergeant leading the guard detail watched as the ambassador's aide and his party boarded the hover. His orders were to dispose of the scum and he'd do so gladly but there were a few details to tend first. He turned to his men.
"Stand ready. Lead lance, with me."
With the other six men covering five of the workers the sergeant and his lancer pulled the sixth aside. The lancer began relieving the man of what few valuables he had. The fool resisted so the sergeant blasted him and let the lancer continue.
"That was a warning," said the sergeant, "Resist and you will not die as quickly."
The second man offered no resistance but had nothing of value. The third had a little money and an acceptable chrono. The fourth wore a cheap music player around his neck. The sergeant activated it and listened a moment.
"Profit! That is the worst sewage I've ever heard!" He ripped the thing off the man's neck and threw it down.
Twenty-eight CAS grenades detonated as one. Micah crushed the throat of the man nearest him, grabbed his blaster and started firing. Two of the guards tried to fire but, blinded by the flash and concussion, missed dismally. Several of the workers screamed and the guards might have but Micah paid no heed. The smoke from the grenades set off the fire suppression system and made a smaller storm inside the building. By the time the sergeant cleared the draw the rest of his men were dead. Micah shot his blaster away at the wrist.
"That was your warning," said Micah, "Do not resist and you might live a little longer."
Micah assessed the situation. The other four workers looked at him with no less terror than they had the Corpses.
"C-carl..."
"We're polar, Lane," said Micah, "Shut off the fire alarm, please."
Lane scurried to comply. Micah motioned the sergeant, now cradling the stump of his hand, against the wall.
"I have a hard choice to make," said Micah, "You have an easier one. You will give me the information I need. You may choose no pain or much pain. You'd best choose quickly."
"Carl..."
"Phase down, Ricky. The best thing for you right now is to take the others to the office. Trust me, you don't want to see what's likely to happen."
"I know where they're going."
Ricky blinked at the speed with which Micah moved to cover him too.
"Ahh... Ivan thought you might need some help on the inside. Their hover is under constant surveillance."
"You know how to use a blaster." Micah made that a statement.
"I do but I won't need one." Ricky looked around. "I have a mess to explain here. The CA will respond to the fire alarm, you know."
"Rut!" Micah looked at the sergeant.
"I have diplomatic immunity! You." That last he aimed at Ricky. "I wish to file charges against this barbarian thug!"
Micah looked at Ricky. "Do you need him alive?"
"Not really."
The sergeant barely had time to gasp before Micah shot him. Both of the other workers fainted. Ricky winced and shook his head.
"Sorry about the mess," said Micah, "Will you take care of them? They're good workers and we have quite a bit of money in the office."
"I'll do that, Carl." Ricky handed Micah his comm. "I've got it set on locator. You need to hurry."
***
"I must congratulate you, dear Robin," said Everett, "You've done quite a bit of damage. It will take a long time to repair it. What you and your friends," he glanced back, "at Engerstreet... Pure genius. Besides what you cost me you cost my friend here," a glance at Leader, "so much more. Were you the one who... penetrated his cores?"
Robin simply looked at him blandly.
"Perhaps not, then. But for the strength of our alliance you would have split us. Perhaps irreparably. Tell me, my dove, is he the other burner who so foolishly stole my data?"
Robin locked her jaw and looked out the - opaqued - window. Robert lay sprawled in the back with his hands bound.
"Robin, darling, you'd best tell me. Compared to my friends my methods are kind and gentle."
"Yes. H-he helped me steal your data. I hope you choke on it!"
Everett chuckled. "You see?" He smiled at Leader. "I do not promise what I cannot deliver. Two burners, both exceptionally talented and the key to all the... merchandise as well."
The hover turned sharply, stopped, then moved again. Then it grounded and the driver killed the engine. Everett and Leader left, leaving Robin behind. Her guard prodded her out and two more grabbed Robert's limp form. By the look of the immense building around them they were in an abandoned factory of some kind. Uncertain of her footing in the dim light she walked slowly.
The guard finally prodded her into an office, still abandoned but better lit.
"This is not the price you agreed to," said Everett, visibly upset.
"Conditions change," said Leader, "This is our offer. Note that we have included several vouchers and letters-of-credit. Generosity on our part."
Everett pointed to three of the papers. "Double this! With two burners of caliber I can cover all of it and more in half the time!"
"Then do it for yourself," said Leader, "You always take your portion first, even when you are instructed otherwise! We are tired of your extravagance and your odious arrogance."
Robin saw Everett's anger. Leader had the high ground and he knew it. An idea occurred to her and before she could talk herself out of it she cleared her throat. Everett, Leader and the three guards looked at her.
"I have a proposal," she said. She edged away from Everett and focused on Leader. "Y-you obviously need burners. I d-don't know what happened to your system but I plus-plus guarantee you I can fix it! S-so can he. If... if you want talent, j-just hire me!"
"Robin," started Everett
She faced him and spat at him as hard as she could. "You are disgusting! You are low, vile and evil and I HATE you! I HATE you and I will never burn for you again!I-I'll do everything I can to see you FRY!"
"Interesting," said Leader, "You will work for me, then?"
"Y-you're a bottomfeeding bastard," said Robin, "b-but he's the slimiest, most evil, swine-raping son of a whore that ever lived!"
Everett's mouth tightened at this and Leader chuckled.
"So. You will work for me and you will commit your partner as well? Fascinating." Leader sounded amused, both at her description of him and her offer.
Robin thought fast. She saw Everett shaking with suppressed rage.
"Y-you could just let us go," she said, "B-but I d-don't think you will."
"Correct," said Leader, "You cost him, and by extension me, a great deal already. Perhaps you can recover its value, perhaps not. Why should I hire you when he," Leader looked at Everett, "can guarantee results? Even if his expenses are... excessive."
"I'm n-not expensive," stammered Robin, "I know he costs you a lot. If I have a nice meal, good 'sticks and a warm bed I'm happy. Well, that and a good terminal. Y-you need that anyway."
Everett couldn't contain himself any longer. He exploded into laughter! He guffawed! He laughed so hard he almost collapsed against the table, instead bracing himself with his hands.
Leader regarded Robin. "I shall consider your offer."
He gestured at the guards. All three drew their blasters and covered her. Robert moaned and woke, looked about dully then focused on Robin.
"Awake, then," said Leader, "I shall be brief. Robin has offered me her services and yours. For a price." He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small, elegant pulse pistol. "I accept your offer," he said to Robin, "To seal our contract you will kill Everett." He handed Robin the blaster. "The safety is off and the weapon is charged. Do not aim anywhere but at him. Kill him now."
Everett stopped laughing completely as Robin took the blaster. It felt warm in her hands. She stepped to where she had an unobstructed line to him. Her breath caught as she lifted the pistol. Her hand trembled but she willed it steady. She braced it in both hands and pointed it between Everett's eyes. She saw fear filling them. The air felt thick as molten metal. The trigger felt firm beneath her finger. Her heart began racing. All she had to do was pull the trigger. Just one small squeeze. Blood pounded in her ears. She willed her finger to squeeze the trigger. She ordered it!
Robin closed her eyes and let the pistol drop.
"Oh, how precious you are, my darling Robin."
Everett took the blaster from her. When she looked up she saw the same obscene glow in his eyes she'd seen so many times before. He leaned over, kissed her gently, then slapped her hard and followed it with a backhand. Spots swam before her again and she heard Robert exclaim, a shuffle and a pair of meaty thuds. Then silence. The tears that rolled out of her eyes were for him.
"When I give an order," said Leader, "I expect it to be obeyed." He looked at Everett. "Very well. Double. We will expect commensurate results."
Robin shrank into herself. Robert was her backup and he was a prisoner with her now. Carl was his backup and they left him facing eight blasters unarmed. She felt a tangible fear crawling through her. With his hands bound and his ribs probably broken Robert couldn't fight. Nor, apparently, could she. Robin began to consider the idea that she was well and truly on her own.
"A pleasure, as always," said Everett to Leader.
The guards nudged Robin outside the office. Three hovers rested there now and the guards prodded her toward one. Another half-carried Robert, none too gently, and tossed him into the back seat of one of the hovers.
A blaster coughed and the Robert's guard's head exploded into mist! Panic washed through Robin. Leader bit off a curse, dropped, rolled to cover and drew his own blaster. Robin's guard crouched beside the hover and drew his blaster. Without really thinking Robin kicked as hard as she could. The man's head crunched against the hover and he slid bonelessly to the floor, blood pouring out his nose and mouth. It started to pool on the floor and...
"Robin! Get in here now!!"
Robert's words finally penetrated. She looked inside the hover.
"Get DOWN," commanded Robert.
Robin dropped to her knees and shuffled for the hover.
"Look at me. Look at me, Robin. Robin!"
She met Robert's eyes.
"Listen, hon. There's a blaster on the floor just outside the door. I want you to get it for me."
Robin reached past him and grabbed it. She tried to ignore the blood and lumps on it but her stomach twisted. She eased herself back inside, trying not to get the gore on her hands. Blaster bolts still flashed and flew, some striking their hover.
Robert wriggled until he had his hands away from his body and the shackles stretched taut between them. "Okay, hon. Hold the blaster about eight centimeters from the middle of the chain and pull the trigger. It's going to hiss and flash but we'll be polar."
Robin inched the pistol into position.
"NO, my darling. Do not do that." Everett crawled into the shelter of the hover's open door. "In fact, you will crawl into the front seat and drive us away from here."
"No."
"I insist, my dear." Everett drew Leader's blaster and pointed it at Robin. "Unlike you, my dove, I have no qualms whatsoever about using this on either of you. My life is infinitely more valuable and you, while talented, are both replaceable."
"No! This is my friend and so is the one out there." Robin leveled the blaster at Everett's head. "You will stay there and wait for the CA to arrive!"
Everett chuckled. "Always amusing, my heart. Put down that blaster. We both know you won't use it. Put it down, crawl into the front seat and drive me away."
"No."
Everett looked at her with no amusement now, his expression hard and cold.
"Lower that blaster, Robin. You are too weak to pull the trigger. It takes determination and will to fire a weapon and kill someone. It takes strength and resolve that you do not have! Put down the blaster and drive me away from here!"
"No."
Everett shifted aim to point at Robert's head. Robert tried to shift around but Everett slammed the bottom of the grip against his head.
"Do as I say or he dies now."
"No."
Everett's thumb moved toward the safety.
Robin fired!
Everett's eyes widened as the bolt burned into him.
Robin fired again. The impact knocked him back. She fired again. And again. Again. Again! Horror and revulsion washed through her as she kept squeezing the trigger. Some of the shots missed but most didn't. She fired again!
"Robin. Robin! Robin!!"
She came to herself slowly. The blaster was hot in her hands and her eyes were blurry. her breath came in ragged gasps and she couldn't seem to stop sobbing. Her body shook hysterically as she looked at Everett. Or what remained of him.
"Robin! Come back to me!"
She turned her head and saw Robert, still wedged behind the hover's front seat.
"Is... Is... Is..."
"It's over, hon," he said, "It's over. You did well."
She took a shaky breath.
Footsteps!
Carl walked around the front of the hover. He had several burns and he walked with a limp but he ignored them all.
"Everything cryo here," he asked.
"Plus-plus," said Robert, "Any survivors to worry about?"
"Nak. Three or four bolted out the back door but they won't be back soon."
Carl released Robert's hands. He looked at Robin, the blaster and Everett's remains.
"Good shots," he said.
"Good decision, too," added Robert.
Carl helped them both out of the hover, carefully shielding Robin from her handiwork. Her stomach still twisted but she absolutely refused to allow her body to throw up in front of Carl.
"What now," she finally managed to ask.
"For truth," said Robert, "We've done what we needed to do. We have some... friends... to contact. I guess it's back to Echo Bend after that."
Robin nodded, then Carl and Robert froze.
A total stranger stood just inside the doorway looking at them.
Carl's blaster leveled on the man before Robin could even think.
"You won't need that," said the man, holding up his arms, "I'm not armed."
"That's platinum and polar orbits, friend," replied Micah, "but I have more than a few reasons to be careful."
The man nodded. "I understand. I have a pair of friends, also unarmed, who would like to talk to you. If you're willing."
Micah nodded and the man made a gesture. The door behind him opened to admit Ivan and the CA officer who gave Micah his card. With a sigh of relief Micah sheathed his blaster.
"He's polar," said Ivan, "I work for him."
"Good enough," said Micah, "I assume we have things to discuss, and that you're not here to congratulate us."
"We do and no, unfortunately. I will take the opportunity to do so, though. At this moment the CA is en route to this location in force. After the reports they received I fear a simple order will not make things go away. You have, after all, broken more than a few of our laws."
"But... You can help us," said Robin.
The man shook his head. "As my associate has informed you our situation is complex. In your place I would carefully consider my options. I myself favor a calm and rational solution to things."
Sirens sounded in the distance.
"You can try to fight your way out, of course," continued the man, "but I would advise against that. I will, of course, evacuate Signora Macy. That much I can do."
Micah considered a moment then slowly drew his blaster and set it down.



Chapter 16. A Mother's Pride
 
After a while the CA officers swarming the factory put Robin, Carl and Robert into a hover. Oddly, the officers only shackled their legs after a cursory pat-down and search. Robin tried for the calmness Robert and Carl showed. Carl lay back and dozed while Robert ran coins through his exchequer, validating them.
"Can't be too careful after a blaster-fight, luv," he grinned.
The door to the back opened and Ivan and his superior climbed in. When they settled the hover lofted and left. Ivan looked out the back window, muttering. When Robin touched his foot with hers, gently, he jumped and withdrew it. At the CA station silent officers led them all to a room deep within the bowels of the building. A medic removed their shackles and tended to Robert. Afterward he brought tubes of cheap chog.
Ivan's superior entered and sat without ceremony.
"A wise choice," he said, "We have several matters to discuss. First of all, I am Erik. You," he turned to Robin, "are Annette Robin Macy, yes?"
"Yes."
"As to the two of you," he turned to Micah and Ferrel, "your names are rather meaningless so I shall call you Carl and Robert.
"First of all I have been authorized by the Federation Central Authority to charge the three of you with a host of crimes, from simple destruction of property up through treason."
"But..."
"Shh, Signora Macy. You are all guilty and I have ample evidence." He turned back to Micah and Ferrel. "The two of you will, with all due haste, depart Federation sovereignty and return to the League."
Robin gasped. "Y-you... you work for the League?"
Robert and Carl both nodded and her heart dropped.
"I... I didn't know, sir! I didn't!" Robin's head spun. Collusion with League agents?!
"That is irrelevant, Signora," said Erik, "It does not change your situation."
Carl cleared his throat. "Seigneur Erik, I realize who, or what, you are. As one to another I assure you we did indeed keep Robin ignorant of our... allegiance. She is innocent."
Erik shrugged. "For the worth of it I believe you. My options are limited, though. We shall discuss them presently. For now," he handed Carl a handful of chips, "this is information your superiors may find... useful."
"Indeed," said Carl, "But by giving it to us you cast doubt upon it."
This time Erik smiled. "Truth. It is ever the maze of mirrors we wander, yes? You will take it and you will check it. You will also find it valid."
"When we do," said Carl, "the question will rise as to why you gave it to us."
"Accurate to the heart of the matter. As you are aware there is a certain faction among us who do not like..."
"The Consortium," supplied Robert, "We did some research."
"Good, then. Did you perchance discover the diminution in majority of the progressive parties?"
Robert shrugged. "Several newsmods mentioned it. We didn't delve too deeply into the details."
"I see. Suffice it to say they favor stronger ties with the Consortium. Others believe this will lead to eventual annexation of the Federation by the Consortium."
"It will," said Carl, "Bloodless won't mean squelch to them, either. They will conquer and control!"
"So some believe. Regardless, any such must needs operate with great... discretion. Any actions or alliances must of necessity be tenuous and... out of the public view."
Carl nodded. "I understand."
"Six sigmas excellent!" He turned back to Robin. "Now for you, Signora Macy. Even though your solicitor filed for dismissal of charges due to evidenciary violations I do have the authority to reinstate all of them. This is in addition to the crimes you committed as Samantha Taw and Tracy Goldwine."
Robin couldn't help the choked sound she made.
"That is if you decide to stay. You may elect to leave with your friends. I am certain they can find you a place in the League."
Robin's lip trembled. "B-but... This is my home. I... I don't want to leave. Why can't I just go back to work?"
"That is not possible," said Erik, "Given the willingness and the skill you have developed toward breaking our financial and data-privacy laws it would only be a matter of time before you committed more crimes. Besides, even if you restore your original identity no company will hire you. Your record precludes that."
Now Robin felt a hollowness unlike any she'd ever known before! Not since... Not since Aunt Lilly disappeared! Though she never doubted she'd leave Echo Bend she knew she would stay...
"Phase down," said Robert, "She's a talent, all truth and no blather, but Carl and I are experienced. She isn't. Give her the carrot."
Now Erik smiled and chuckled. "Very well. Signora Macy, I do have another option for you. Unlike them I know you are who you claim. It is six-sigmas truth that I cannot simply release you, especially knowing what you now know. I do, however, always have a position for a good burner and data technician. Especially one with... other skills and talents."
"What," said Robin, "Y-you want me... to work for you?! The CA?!"
"Yes. I will require a more complete debriefing," he glanced at Carl and Robert, "later but based only on my own observations I can assure you you will excel. So. Will you work for me?"
Robin smiled. "Sirra, that is a non-choice. Yes!" She chuckled. "I always did want to advance my career."
"Polar," said Erik, "In that case our business is finished. I see no untended details."
Robert cleared his throat. "There is one. We did promise Robin we'd help her find her aunt. I'd hate to begin such an... auspicious friendship... on a sour note."
"That is easily handled," said Erik, "Your Aunt Lilly is in protective custody. She is most displeased with it, very vehement about it and she will not be disappointed to be rid of it."
"You have her," asked Robin.
"Yes. When your situation first came to my attention I realized the danger to her. I do not like Federation citizens, or any others, being killed or kidnapped. I ordered her under protection until we found you and eliminated the danger to you both."
Robin nodded. "Thank you."
***
Robin stood at the starport with Carl and Robert beside her. She had a ticket to Echo Bend and they had tickets... elsewhere. That thought stirred a pang of sadness.
"We probably won't see each other again," she said.
"Not likely," said Carl.
A thousand things flashed through Robin's head but she couldn't seem to say any of them. Finally she threw her arms around Carl and hugged him hard.
"Thank you! For... everything."
"Welcome."
She hugged Robert too. Before she let go he leaned over, kissed her cheek and grinned.
"You take care of yourself, luv. Remember, bright beautiful lady, to set your goals high and focus on the good stuff. Otherwise we will be back!"
She couldn't help giggling at that, despite the tears trying to form in her eyes. The two of them shouldered their bags and walked toward their concourse. She stood there watching until they vanished into the crowds.
Erik and Ivan waited not far away. Erik rubbed what chin he had, a far-away look in his eyes. Ivan was finishing a package of nibblers and being totally uncomfortable not-looking at all the people bustling around him.
Robin took Ivan's arm and tucked it under hers. He squawked and tried to pull away.
"Polarize, spiker," she said gently, "I just lost two best friends and I'd sure like to make another one before they're gone."
Though it cost him a blush he met her eyes for half a second. "K."
***
Robin sat at the terminal and examined her just-composed message critically. The CA officers hustling around her and going about their business still made her nervous but Erik had given her an ID. The rest, he said, was up to her.
'Lorna:
'This is to let you know I'm doing well. I heard from R and C that you are too, and I'm really, plus-plus glad to hear that. I'm working for Ivan's boss now, so life is really looking good for me. I hope it does for you too. Claud left and he won't be back. Permanently. Neither will his friends. I won't be able to take you through chat but I know my friends will. I've registered the name "KittyBird" for you on MegNet. The password is the same as my full name.
'I probably won't see you again so I wish you a full, successful and happy life that's everything you want and more. And a cup of chocolate chog!
'Sammi Taw
Robin wanted to say more but didn't. Lorna could fill in the gaps. She sent the message and downloaded the chat module.
'[system]KittyBird is in +UptownCafe+'
Robin looked at the room. The list of people there hadn't changed much. MoldyGrape and the twins were up, and FuzzyFeet with them! She smiled to herself but didn't post anything. They all welcomed her as they would any newt, with offers of help and conversation. She sent Grape a DCHAT.
'DCHAT [MoldyGrape +accept+] Hi stranger! Did you mean to do this or are you just new? *grapegrin*'
'Grape, shhhh pls. This is FoxBird.'
'?!?!? x 100000!! *bighumongousgrapehuggle* Foxy! It's great to see you, lovely lady! How doing, what happening and where been?!'
Robin smiled. 'Long story. Life got complicated. Wish I could talk more, tho. I prolly won't be back any time soon. New opportunities and new places. Lots of both.'
'Aww... Glad to hear about the good stuff tho! We'll be missing you plus-plus awful!'
'I know. Me too all of you. Not why I messaged, tho. The next time you see this name it will be a friend of mine. Lorna G. Take care of her?'
'Six-sigmas solid! Any friend of yours is cryonic with me. And the rest of us, of course.'
'Of course. *grin* One favor, too.'
'Name it!'
'My nick will expire soon. Would you grab it and hold for me, just in case?'
'Will do! Hey! Grab a pen.' A name and comm combo appeared on the screen. 'Listen. If you do make it back come visit! IRL!! I'll even buy *you* lunch! Canya beat that?'
'Deal! Luv, hugglz and smoochies all around!'
'Bye sweetness!'
'[system]KittyBird@pubcj.cac217.414s2.cau.net has left +UptownCafe+'
***
Robin walked into the restaurant, looked around and sat at the table with Ivan. He'd finished one basket of nibblers and started on another. He looked up briefly and shoved the plate toward Robin. She shook her head and took out a new pack of 'sticks. When the waitress brought him a refill she ordered tea. He managed most of a smile at her then went back to fidgeting.
"Ivan," said Robin softly, "I can see you when you look at me."
He blushed and turned away. "Sorry."
"But why?"
"I d-don't want you to kill me or b-break my neck."
"I won't. I promise. But tell me why you keep looking at me."
"B-because." He shoved a handful of nibblers in his mouth. "Y-you're plus-plus pyro on the net. You popped some b-brilliant moves. You're smart." He mumbled something else.
"What was that last part?"
"I said you're also b-beautiful. You're double-thermal drooly on a sunspot." He blushed when he finished.
"You really think so?"
"Plus-plus to orbit! J-just look at you!" He couldn't, though. He dropped his eyes.
Just as well. The simple honesty with which he spoke stunned Robin. She looked down at her arm and the scars on it, then back at Ivan.
"Ivan, hon, listen to me." She took a moment to consider her words. "Listen. It... it's polar if you want to look at me. Truth. What you said... that makes me feel good. Everett made me feel... slimy. Dirty."
"It's good he's dead," mumbled Ivan vehemently. Then he looked up.
"Truth," she said softly. Then smiled. "You're pretty pyro on the net too, spiker. Will we be working together?"
"I dunno," shrugged Ivan, "That's on Erik."
"I hope we do." She put out her 'stick and lit another one.
A man and woman walked through the door. Robin felt swarms of flutterwings hatching in her stomach. She took a last draw off the 'stick, put it out and headed for the ladies' fresher. Erik sat with Ivan and Lilly followed Robin, her face set in an all-too-familiar scowl.
"Robin, what..."
Robin hugged her as hard as she could.
"Well," said Lilly when Robin let go, "I told you we needed to see each other more often, child."
Lilly brushed Robin's hair out of her face. Though she didn't voice it Robin could sense her disapproval.
"I suppose you'll tell me why I was in prison."
"It... it was protection, Aunt Lilly. Not prison."
"So why was I there? That dreadful man told me it was something to do with your arrest and that I'd best not mention it to you."
Robin heard the "... but I know better," tinging her aunt's voice.
"I guess he was wrong about that." Robin took a breath. "I was arrested for data theft. I was framed and the man who did it is the one who kidnapped me later. He made me burn into systems for him and if I failed he'd whip me with a neurolash. I was rescued by two people who work for the League and I helped them catch him. H-he was working against the Federation government. H-he tried to take me offplanet and I killed him."
As Robin spoke a look of disbelief crept across Lilly's face. Then, slowly, it turned to horror.
"You're not making this up, are you," asked Lilly.
Robin sniffled. "I wish I was." She turned away, not wanting to face the aversion on her aunt's face. "Th-the CA took you into protection to k-keep you safe. The man who took me, he killed two friends, one of them right in front of me. H-he tortured another one to keep me working and he would have... He would... You. He'd have..."
Robin bit back on her tears. What she did to Lilly went far beyond disappointment. She waited for the acid torrent to fall, knowing the full truth of how much she deserved it. She felt her failures more sharply than she ever had before. Even now she could feel Lilly's condemnation...
Arms around her, holding her hard. A softness enfolding her. The tears came and Robin wept hard with Lilly holding her gently. Gently. After Robin's emotion spent itself Lilly wiped her eyes and brushed back an errant hair.
"Oh Robin, child... I'm sorry. I wish I could kiss it and make it better." She spoke with a soft tenderness Robin hadn't heard in a long time. "I let your mother down so badly."
"What?!"
"You were so young. When she died. I promised I'd take care of you but I never had children. I didn't know what to do. I promised her so much and I failed at it."
The tone of Lilly's voice shocked Robin. She actually believed that!
"N-no, Aunt Lilly. You were wonderful! I... I'm the failure. I let both of you down."
"Robin! No! Child... I am proud of everything you ever did. With so much that happened to you? You grew up better than I ever could have raised you!"
Robin sniffled. Lilly wiped her own eyes. Robin steeled herself.
"Aunt Lilly, I'll be leaving Echo Bend soon. I don't know where I'm going but it won't be here. I'm going to work for the CA."
Lilly's eyebrows rose at this.
"I want you to come with me."
"What?"
"I... I want you to come with me. You're all I've got, Aunt Lilly. I love you and I don't want you hurt because of me. P-please?"
Lilly didn't answer. She straightened Robin's shirt and brushed back her hair. Again.
"You need to wash your face, child," she said softly. Then she left the fresher.
Robin's heart fell.
When she walked out Robin saw Lilly standing at the table staring at Erik. She stood beside her aunt, not trusting herself to speak. Lilly picked up the drugsticks disapprovingly, then handed them to Robin.
"I expect my possessions moved and intact," said Lilly, "I am familiar with everything I own. You will also find me a nice house in a decent neighborhood. It will not be within any large city because I detest them! If Robin is to work in one then my house will be outside of it."
Robin felt her heart lightening. Lilly turned to her and smiled.
"Robin, dear, will you visit me more than once every three years?"
"Yes. Yes! Of course I will, Aunt Lilly!"
"Good. That's settled, then." She looked back at Erik. "Well? Why are you still sitting?!"
Erik visibly weighed his options then rose, bowed to Lilly and offered her his arm.
"A nice house," he said, "decent neighborhood, no cities and visits from Robin. I'll see to that personally. Signora, will you accompany me?"
As Erik left Robin heard her aunt instructing him in every detail she expected. For herself Robin felt like singing! She took the last few of Ivan's nibblers. He scowled but she had no room for that!
"Unplug," she said, taking out a 'stick, "You and I are going to have a very nice meal at a very nice restaurant!"
She shuffled out enough unicreds for the nibblers, tea and a generous tip. When Ivan rose she took his arm again.
"Polarize, spiker," she said, "Before the night is done you're getting a hug, too!"
As they walked out into the street Robin once again saw the lights of the city, sitting still and moving and flashing in all their different colors, all sparkling and net-like.
Now she would own it!
 
*** The End ***



Chapter G. Glossary
 
"Gentle Readers: The definitions presented here consist of both technically accurate terms used by professionals in the fields of computer technology and slang terms employed by hobbyists and burners. Proper terms are noted in boldface and slang in bold italic. Please note: serious burners configure and customize their software, or 'warez' to an incredible extent so the slang terms presented here are accurate in only the most general sense." --F. R. Kincaid, PhD, ArG.
 
acid probe - A low-slow attack program. It appears as a simple probe but contains routines designed to attack and erode the structure of the node(s) where it is deployed.
 
AIdaptive - Artificial-intelligence-adaptive. AIdaptive programs use AI to self-configure and -optimize to their environment while they are working. This requires incredible resources in order to work effectively in burntime.
 
bloody sneeze - A defense program used mostly by amateurs. It is effective through sheer, overwhelming power but allows for no subtlety or follow-up work. It tends to blast away anything even close to where it is deployed and has been known to blast its own user off the net.
 
briar patch - A firewall-type defense program designed with trap and capture options. Unlike most wallz it can be deployed by an intruder, albeit with a lower chance of success.
 
burntime - Burner-speak for realtime. It comprises anything from nanoseconds to microseconds; burntime scales to the effective action-time of the system in which activity takes place.
 
codefog - A defensive program that, when deployed, clutters an area around it with random bits of code, active or passive, designed to obfuscate and delay other burners or warez.
 
code leeches - An attack program that deploys small semi-AI modules designed to attack any other warez in their area of effect and transform them into autonomous hostile modules.
 
core/fan - Technically a datacore. A datacore is a machine optimized to store and retrieve data; a data server. The less-descriptive term is also used, incorrectly, to describe any type of server or service machine. A fan is a group of cores meshed or smeshed together.
 
crash-trap - A simple attack or defense program. When deployed a crash-trap waits for an intrusion into its area of effect and, when one occurs, attempts to latch on and crash it.
 
creepy crawler - Also creeping crawler. Standard crawlers are autonomous programs designed to query public netsites as to what they are, who they are and what they can do. Creepy crawlers also attempt to assess a site's structure and, to a limited extent, its security and vulnerabilities.
 
fractal flames - A simple yet very effective defensive program. When activated fractal flames fills its area with large numbers of small, active fractal structures. Fractal flames require very little in the way of system resources and can operate quite well from even a low-power terminal.
 
glass raincoat - ICE that alters its user's appearance by faintly reflecting its environment. It differs from other appearance-changing ICE in that it 'feels' transparent.
 
generator - Classification name given to a program that dynamically creates basically identical instances of attack or defense warez. Example: a rotten fish generator creates and deploys rotten fish in burntime.
 
gooey grapple - This is an aggressive type of probe designed to locate something, attach to it and either pull the target to the user or the user to the target.
 
ICE - Any program designed for invisibility, concealment or escape/evasion.
 
image trap - Biometric facial/body recognition hardware or software. Image trap software is designed to sift through holographic or two-dimensional images and attempt to match them to a single person or against a group of people. Hardware image traps consist of a high-resolution camera, processor and enough storage for the trigger images. These are typically built using PRIS chips.
 
jumping spline - A technique burners use to conceal their net connection. Most burners create a path to their target through three or more intermediate nodes. A jumping spline changes intermediate nodes according to an algorithm or a list of pre-compromised systems.
 
luscious lure - The term used to describe a program designed to attract a burner into a particular area that is heavily guarded and trapped. It can be used, albeit with reduced effect, as an intrusion tool.
 
masque - ICE designed to alter its user's appearance. The alteration may be static or it may change but, unlike a glass raincoat, it does not adapt to its environment.
 
mesh - Physically connecting two terminals (or cores, or a combination) together. It differs from a simple network in that a mesh connects on a processor-to-processor, storage-to-storage level.
 
mirror-backlash - A variant of mirror-mirror that reflects an attack not only against itself but against the user or module that deployed it.
 
mirror mirror - Defensive software designed to reflect an attack onto itself. A basic mirror-mirror is a fairly simple and resource-light program yet still effective, especially against very aggressive warez.
 
plastic blast - An attack program that is most effective against wallz. It is designed to adapt and conform to the 'shape' of the wall before detonating, thus giving a better chance of penetration or neutralization.
 
polycryptor - An encryption-breaking tool designed to match subsets of a data set against multiple flavors of encryption, track the best results and then match those against progressively larger samples of the data.
 
PRIS chip - A computer on a chip: processor, readout, interfaces and storage. Physically larger versions are also known as PRIS blocks and PRIS bricks. PRIS chips are very small and their readouts are usually tiny; when this is the case the chip will have some sort of port/plug to accommodate a larger readout.
 
progressive ____ - Used to designate software that alters or improves itself according to an ordered set of conditions, e.g. a masque that alters/improves its disguise with every node in a path of them. This would be termed a progressive masque.
 
promote-me - Any program that attempts to gain its user an increased level of authority or access to a system or node.
 
rotten fish - Attack or defense software optimized to work against dogs, specifically by distracting them.
 
shim - The term used to describe a software module that is inserted 'between' two others, typically without being noticed.
 
slirp/squirt - Data transfer to/from a terminal or core. Slirp transfers data to its user, squirt moves data from its user.
 
smesh - Smart mesh. This is a standard mesh in which at least half the members are AI (software) or smart (hardware AI).
 
spiral tunnel - A reinforced encryption tunnel. Normal encryption tunnels use linear encryption while spiral tunnels use recursive or iterative end-to-end encryption methods. This is very resource-heavy but the additional security usually makes up for it.
 
spoof/spoofing - The act of concealing a terminal-to-net connection. The effectiveness of the spoof depends more on the size and configurability of the pipe than the capability of the terminal, though better terminals can spoof more effectively.
 
terminal - A computer specifically designed for a human user. It has a keyboard, holographic or 2D screen, processor(s), volatile memory, storage, at least one netjack and at least one smesh port. It may contain other devices but it must contain at least the ones listed. Datapads contain everything but the keyboard; the screen is both input and output. Either device can be used with a dex. Most terminals also make provision for removable storage media (datacubes, dataspools, chips etc.) but this is not required.
 
thermal worm - Attack/intrusion software designed to contain something else (payload), penetrate into a presumably-secured node and deliver its payload.
 
thorn snatch - Also thorny snatch. This describes an ordinary data query so massively huge that its results will bog down both the queried system and the pathway along which they are delivered.
 
throbbing needle - An attack program optimized to pierce wallz. It does not compromize the structure or the wall itself, it simply penetrates and leaves a small breach.
 
virmites - Virtual termites. An attack program designed to attack a firewall's structure until it weakens and collapses. The attack itself consists of large numbers of low-power attack modules; destroying one or even a dozen doesn't really weaken the overall attack. Virmites designed to attack dogz or other users are called vornets, or virtual hornets.
 
vvvvortex - Very violent virtual vortex. This program is an attack or defense of last resort. When triggered it crashes everything and acts as a recursive crash-trap against everything else. It takes a long time to set up but it blasts everything!
 
warez - This is the generic term burners use to describe their software. The "-z" suffix indicates software or classes of software associated in some way with burning or security.
 



Chapter X: Afterword
 
Thanks for reading my book! I hope you enjoyed it. If so please consider giving me a review at the retailer where you purchased it.
If you're interested in more information concerning the League please check out my blog and Facebook pages. In addition to notes about writing, life and programming you will find data about the League, its Guilds and general comments on an average citizen's life there. These were kindly provided by Dr. Ferdinand Kincaid, a noted and well-published League archivist and member of the Artisan's Guild. 
In addition to writing books I'm also an open-source Java developer. My magnum opus in this world is Matt's MathTools, a Java application designed to help design and format mathematical things for written (or HTML-based) tests or worksheets. If you find that interesting please visit the site and grab the software. Several tutorials are provided and all of it is FREE! 
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Chapter Y: Preview
 
This is the preview of my next book, working title "Terror Cells" or "Cells of Terror." Enjoy!
***
Davies gazed at Micah in shock as Micah set the beaker down carefully. The stuff was just as bad as the first time and worse with more of it. Micah's mind blurred momentarily, then cleared. He sat on one of the medical bunks.
"Strap me down," said Micah, "and wire me up. That was half a beaker, plus or minus a sip." Not easy talking with a curdled tongue. "Hurry. I can feel it starting. Strap... Strap me good. Just do it!"
Davies did so. As he began attaching monitors Micah kept talking.
"Initial effect is hitting pretty hard. More than just the... the alcohol. The edge of my vision is blurring in and out. Don't... Don't stop it. Study..."
"I'm recording this."
"Something in my ears," said Micah, "hissing. Roaring. Hissing. Skin... hot. Blurr... Blurrrrrring sound. Eyes. Loud..."
***
Taralon IV. Launch came as a hard shock that drove Micah into his straps. Fear welled up within him despite every effort to contain it. His helmet hud cleared to a spectacular view from the HRAT's external cameras. A spectacular vista that would last until the cameras burned off. Fear rose past Micah's ability to hold it; just as likely the 'rat would hit wrong. The freqs tuned to local chatter began noising up. Too soon! The crunchies had spotted the launch! Terror saturated him, reducing his thoughts to meaningless gibber.
"Fear is a phantom of the mind."
Micah yelped and tried to look around. The straps and the 'rat itself held him firmly, still he tried. The voice belonged to Master Ko, the 113th's unarmed combat instructor.
"The phantom has no substance."
Micah tried turning the other way. Ko's voice came from just behind him.
"The fear has no substance."
Though heartless and cold, Ko taught thoroughly and well. He tolerated no error but acknowledged any accomplishment.
"Clear the fear and you will clear the mind."
Behind and facing was a position of trust. The HRAT bucked and bounced and the external cams burned away.
"Clear the mind and you will control the phantom."
A loud hissing told Micah his capsule had entered the atmosphere successfully. He still felt Ko behind him. Though he offered no comfort Micah took it. His retros and 'chutes deployed and soon he stood on the surface.
"Control the phantom and it will strike your foe."
Micah rounded a corner to confront a squad of armored meat. They could take him. They would take him! They would kill him save for the fear holding them. Wispy tendrils of it oozed away from them and dissipated in the smoky air around them.
"When the phantom works, you must strike."
Micah charged the men, blasting them down and cutting through them like plasma through soft mud. Ko whispered at every corner, warning Micah of danger and unleashing fear on his enemies. Micah began laughing maniacally as he cut them down without mercy. By the stars Ko would praise him this day!
***
Ornak Prime. Working as silently as possible Micah found the demo charge. He traced the logic he could see: the thing didn't have a timer but a comm button. Feces! He checked the face for any idiot wires and traps, found none, and carefully opened it. No explosion. Polar. Still carefully he removed the detonator from the explosive. The comm button beeped. Micah pulled as hard as he could, getting the maximum distance between detonator and compound. The detonator exploded but the bomb didn't.
Excruciating pain shot through Micah's hand. He could see bones through the shredded flesh visible through the breached armor on his hand. His vision fogged gray as pulse bolts and plasma started spatting and splattering around him.
"Pain does not hurt, child."
Micah snapped his head around. The unwavering Sergeant Hile spoke but Micah didn't see him.
"Pain is your friend."
Enemy fire now actively sought Micah out. He thought he saw the outline of a blast rifle.
"Pain sharpens your mind."
Working off-handed, Micah blasted where the enemy rifle's holder should be. The bolt flashed and something large and man-shaped fell.
"Pain gives you clarity and focus."
Micah rolled to better cover, searching for targets as he did. Only too many did he find.
"If you do not have the pain, the pain has you."
Micah began firing. Several return shots bounced off his armor, one with considerable heat. He'd have a burn from that, he felt it.
"Harness your pain and use it, do not let it shackle you."
Micah charged the closest group of foes. Fear grew in them as their shots went wild. Even off-handed he cut them down. They fell before him; their pain held them helpless under his onslaught.
***
Slyco/Remise. Micah, Paige McCree, Dale Jeffers and Terrence Bixby stood firm as a crowd of bangers moved in to attack them. Too many!
"You hit with your hands."
Sergeant Taylor, League Marine certified unarmed combat instructor, spoke the words hard.
"You fight with your brain."
Micah began attacking his attackers. The other three yielded to the onslaught and Bixby went down.
"You win with your heart!"
Micah knew he knew more than his friends. The bangers tried to take him in mass. He kicked and punched as hard and as fast as he could. Before long he and the other three stood alone.
"If your heart is in it, you will win it."
The leader of the gang, dropped by Micah's first attack, rose to his knees and drew a blaster. Micah tried to take the man but he was too far. The blaster flashed, Micah's tunic flamed, and the pulse bolt burned into and through him. Micah staggered toward the man. Before he could fire again Micah dropped him permanently.
"Win with your heart first, you win with everything else."
***
Caustik. His arms around Jennifer, their lips pressed together. Telling her what he could of the stars beyond theirs. The stars in her eyes as she looked at him.
"Love is powerful."
Micah knew Kidwell hadn't yet met Jenn. Had she? He stumbled over the words, trying to make her see what he could not say. The wonderful things outside Caustik, if only she'd join him.
"Love is dangerous when handled badly."
The heartbreak in her eyes when she refused. The cold chasm in his soul when she spoke the words. The words that tore the anchors that kept him... Him.
"Almost impossible to handle properly."
Begging her, not finding the words to say. The sadness trickling down her face. The agony as he walked away. The emptiness that could never be filled. The pain that would hurt her past healing if she saw.
"Love fulfilled is everything."
Jennifer at his brother's graduation. Joking with his family. With Deke.
Micah, will I like it on Azure? she'd asked.
"Hope and happiness and compassion and understanding."
I love you, Jenn. he'd said.
I love you too. I love you... Micah...
***
"Micah. Micah!"
He struggled to breathe. The air came but not enough. Not enough!
"Don't fight it. Breathe, Stone!"
His heart racing. Breath coming but still not enough! Roaring.
"Come on, Micah. Breathe slowly. Take it in." First voice.
"Steady. Steady on, Micah." Second voice.
The icy prick and hiss of a hypo. Horribly bright light stabbing his watery vision.
"That's it. Steady on. Slowly, now." First voice.
Micah's vision cleared slowly and the roaring in his ears abated. He panted fast, shallow breaths. When he slowed them he breathed deeper and his heart slowed.
"That's good. Don't fight the meds, Stone." The second voice, Davies, now sounded from a very concerned face. "I want you to know you're either the bravest sonuvawhore I know or the stupidest man in this galaxy."
"Don't bet on stupid, Mike. You'll lose every time with him." Kidwell's voice, the first, sounded steady and sure but her expression gave lie to that. "Do tell us why you drank that poison, Micah."
Micah tried to speak but no words came out.
"Later, then." Ionoski, silent until now, spoke with authority. "And you'd best be ready, Agent Stone."
Micah took a long, deep breath. Another hypo and the world faded slowly to sleep.
***
"Micah! Agent Stone!"
Micah fought his way awake. Cold sweat drenched him and he felt totally drained. Ionoski and Davies swam into focus above him, expressions concerned and serious.
"I'm here," said Micah. Mushily but still understood.
Davies moved and Micah felt something at his lips. He drank and the world around him sharpened into being.
"I'm glad you're awake," said Davies, "More glad that you're alive."
"Me too," said Micah weakly, "What happened?"
"You performed an incredibly foolish act, Agent Stone," said Ionoski, "I don't see a particularly good explanation for it, either."
Micah sat up, amazed that he could.
"Easy, now," said Davies, "You're not all the way back yet."
"Good luck," said Kidwell's voice, "He never listens to us when we say that."
Kidwell, Ferrel, Barstein and Siffai all sat at a table in Davies' sickbay. Micah blinked hard and worked to pull up his memories.
"I have a report to make," he said, "Someone record, please."
Ionoski switched on a datacaster while Davies pulled up two chairs. Then, precisely and dispassionately Micah gave exacting reports on what he'd experienced.
"Stupid dosha," said Siffai, but without any punch, "We could have lost you!"
"I doubt that," said Micah, "Doctor Davies has developed several counteragents to the bacteria's toxins. I did not deem myself in danger at any time."
Davies exhaled explosively. "Toxins! Toxins yes but I told you I hadn't traced the physiopsychological effects."
Micah shook his head experimentally. "Nothing rattling, Mike. I'm fine."
"You are a long way from fine," said Ionoski, "And as much so in trouble, Agent Stone. I doubt anything you say can excuse your actions."
"It had to be done, Ted," said Micah simply, "We needed the information. As to my volunteering to discover it I offer no excuse. I shall accept whatever discipline you set. Subject only to my giving Doctor Davies the necessary details he currently lacks."
Ionoski's expression hardened, then softened. "I shall take the matter of your discipline under advisement. What more do you have to report."
"Those were just the facts," said Micah, "That leaves the feelings. Those may be the most critical part."
Ionoski sighed. "I suppose you're going to quote Unoffial Rule Fourteen now."
"Pardon after is easier than permission before," quoted Micah, "I thought about that first."
Ionoski finally relaxed. "Since you did survive and did not jeopardize the mission... Pardoned. But don't do it again!"
Micah half-grinned at that.
"Now report on," said Davies.
Micah collected his thoughts. "I've told you about the situations. In its own way each was a first and traumatic experience. Each was emotionally charged with negative or, well, bad feeling. Terror in combat or great pain. Fear of loss with my friends. Opening... Opening up or losing Jenn. Very... difficult to handle or in some cases survive.
"Each time, though, there was someone I respected or even trusted present. I knew they weren't really there. They all told me things I already knew but... but I felt them there. I felt them there and they inspired me or showed me things. Things I knew but needed to know. Again. Things that helped me."
No one spoke for a long time.
"Rest," said Davies finally, "I'm going to give you a mild sedative. We land on Triumph tomorrow, you should be ready for it."
Tomorrow! That told Micah just how long he'd been out. Perhaps Davies' remedies weren't quite as good as he first thought!
One by one the others left. Micah felt the sedative starting to act. Only Kidwell remained. She leaned over him and spoke softly.
"Trust, you said." She smiled. "That means a lot to me, Micah. More than you can possibly know." She kissed him lightly on the forehead. "Now get some rest... Brother."
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