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North America: Things You Ought to Know
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This is the country that Cass and Ken know in 2113 – a fractured remnant. The Great Schism of 2021 began the disintegration of the United States. Some of the separations were peaceful, others not. Travel between the newly-minted countries varies widely, usually reflecting the separation process. 

National and state boundaries have been unchanged since the Wet Firecracker War of 2093.

In terms of military power, the United States still holds a slim edge over the Northern Imperium and the New Confederacy, enough to keep an unstable peace. Economically, the California Confederacy and the Republic of Texas are nearly level, with the Northern Imperium and the Empire of New York usually battling for third. Due to its lax regulatory structure, Las Vegas Free State is fifth, while the People’s Republic of Massachusetts and the Sonoran Republic are sixth and seventh. The list is rounded out by the United States, New Confederacy, the Kingdom of Hawa’ii, and Big Sky Lands.

Currencies are Credits in the Sonoran Republic, Daleys in the Northern Imperium, Bruins in the California Confederacy, Production Economic Units in the People’s Republic of Massachusetts, Cuomos in the Empire of New York, and Dollars everywhere else.
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National Dates of Independence
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DATE  EVENT   MAJOR EVENTS & NATIONS INVOLVED



	2021

	The Schism

	Declarations of Independence by the New England Collective (MA, ME, NH, VT, RI, CT), Empire of New York (NY), and California Confederacy (CA)




	2036

	War of Texan Freedom

	Reestablishment of the Republic of Texas and incorporation of Oklahoma into RoT (TX, OK v. United States)




	2040

	War of Independence

	Declaration of Independence for Northern Imperium (IL, MI) and conquest of Wisconsin & Minnesota in subsequent war (NI v. United States)




	2053

	Glorious Revolution

	Internal Conflict, New England Collective. United States intervention resulted in the establishment of the People’s Republic of Massachusetts and return of other states to the union as the United States New England Territories (MA V. ME, NH, VT, RI, CT, United States)




	2061-2063

	Second American Civil War

	Declaration of New Confederacy (VA, NC, SC, GA, FL, AL, MI, TN, KY, AK, LA) and subsequent war v. United States. Eventual peace settlement establishes NewC (GA, FL, AL, MI, AK, LA, TN, KY)




	2072-2077

	Green Wars

	Continuous low-level conflict across the continent and nations, pitting advocates of environmental causes against others. PRM and CC were suspected of provocation, but nothing was proven. Creation of Big Sky Lands by treaty (KS, NE, SD, ND, MT, WY, ID). Creation of Sonoran Republic by treaty (NM, AZ). Creation of Kingdom of Hawa’ii by treaty (HI).




	
	2078

	Nameless War

	NewC attempted to wrest LA & AK from the United States, which resulted in war between US, NewC, RoT. Ended by establishing Border States as the neutral territory between countries (AK, LA), governed by none.




	
	2093

	Wet Firecracker War

	The war between the United States and the CC over the fate of Las Vegas. Despite the declaration of war, no actual fighting ever occurred as Las Vegas was too vital to both sides’ economic interests. Ended with the establishment of the Las Vegas Free State.
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Chapter 1: The Wedding
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Her wedding day was perfect.

The late summer day was warm and bright that afternoon. It should have been; they’d paid enough to Weather Control to get it just the way they wanted. 

Guests had been gathering for hours. Their families and friends enjoyed the pre-wedding party, trading stories until the minister had gently shooed them outside. The ritual Exchange of the Prenups had been done, duly witnessed and countersigned. Then it was her time.

In later years, she never remembered the wait or the walk to the altar. To her, it seemed instantaneous, a jump from the hall’s interior into the sunshine, standing with the bouquet in hand.

Other details she would never forget. Her maid of honor’s dress kept slipping, causing her to constantly readjust it, fiddling with the strap and supports as unobtrusively as possible. The old-fashioned tuxedo her groom wore, complete with vest, tails dangling behind. Her mother’s quiet pride. Her father’s attempts, ultimately futile, to hold back tears. The only intrusion of the outside world was the bright flare of the launch, distant and silent, of the latest shipment of supplies for the construction yards high in orbit. There was even comic relief, a squirrel perched in a tree, watching the proceedings and chittering his protests at the unwarranted intrusion into his space.

At last, everyone was in their place. The day, the hour, was at hand.

When the minister lifted his hand from beneath his tunic and showed the flechette gun, she grabbed her bride and groom’s hands and ran like hell.
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Chapter 2: Meet the Family
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Her name was Aiyana Cassidy, and she was thirty-two years old. 

She was half Irish and half Native American, and her name meant “Eternal Bloom,” though everyone called her Cass. Tall, at 190 centimeters, and slim, she had auburn hair that trailed down her back when it wasn’t pinned up for work. Her long, tanned legs led up to a womanly figure, and she had attracted more than her fair share of suitors over the years. But it was her eyes that were her most memorable feature: pale, ice-blue eyes that seemed to gaze deep into the soul of anyone she talked to. 

She’d grown up in a small town in northern Minnesota, part of the Northern Imperium. She thought her childhood was uneventful, though outside observers might have disagreed. Science fair winner in sixth grade for her design of a hypersonic transport, she’d always shown a flair for design and engineering. It wasn’t a surprise when she announced that political differences be damned, she would attend MIT.

“There’s no way I’m paying for my daughter to go to school in the People’s Republic of Massachusetts!” declared her mother that night.

“Fine! Don’t pay; they’ve offered me a scholarship!” retorted the teenager.

“But you’re going to be so far away!” protested her father. “And we can’t get visas to travel outside the country, at least not to the PRM!” 

The Northern Imperium had been ruled by the Daley dynasty since its establishment in 2040. Periodically, protests for a more democratic form of government would arise. The Imperial Internal Affairs Bureau would infiltrate the demonstrations, gather the names and vital information, then systematically follow them for the rest of their lives. Their youthful misdeeds would be used to suppress further “disloyalty.” Both her parents were snared in the IAB’s net and discovered their freedom to travel had been severely curtailed. Their planned honeymoon to the Confederate States was derailed when their visas were denied. They were listed in the IAB’s database as “potential domestic terrorists” and couldn’t get permission to leave.

“I can,” she said simply, in the cruel, unthinking way perfected by teenagers from time immemorial. “Besides, who said I wanted you to visit?”

Things degenerated from there, and she ended up spending the night, and the rest of the school year, at her best friend’s house. Kendra Foster-Briggs was thrilled to have her stay. 

“I’m going west. You’re going east. We’ll make our last summer together one to remember!”

Seven years at MIT earned her a Master’s in Quantum Mechanics and a Doctorate in Optical Engineering. The Heavy Lift Corporation sponsored her internship, with a job promised on graduation, to help design the next generation of Photonic Laser Thrusters (PLT). Within days of the successful defense of her doctoral thesis, she moved to New Mexico and the Los Alamos laboratories. Within months she had validated the faith HLC had in her and was given her own research team, budget, and allowed the freedom to work as she pleased. 

Higher-efficiency optics were a priority, allowing HLC to throw larger payloads for lower costs. Aiyana tinkered with high-energy physics as well. She had examined the problem in her thesis: if the power from the lasers penetrated the atmosphere more efficiently, or skipped the atmosphere altogether, then larger payloads, larger ships, were possible. If more materials were put into orbit, proper deep space exploration ships could be built. She threw herself into her work.

Her professional life flourished, but her personal life floundered. There was one near-miss, a failed engagement while at MIT, but little since. There simply wasn’t time, with her assigned work, her side projects, and the classes she taught by remote. Until she forced herself to take an entire night off. A new movie was opening, and the system premiere was, for some reason, in Los Alamos.

Her interest was simple: her old friend Kendra starred in the movie. More surprising, Kendra was why the premiere was in Los Alamos. Unbeknownst to Aiyana, Kendra had made the metro area her home. Aiyana thought about her best friend and first love on her way to the theatre.

Kendra had skipped college entirely, going directly to the San Fernando Valley and getting into the sensies. She was shorter than Aiyana by several centimeters. Kendra was blonde by birth, preferred pixie cuts, had sea-green eyes, and was fuller across the hips and bust than Aiyana. From her earliest years, she’d loved the pop culture of the twentieth century, throwing herself into the “television” programs and “movies” of the era. In many ways, they were substitutes for the family life she missed. She would often speak to Aiyana longingly of what she called “ohana,” her perception of a loving family. 

Kendra had been entranced by the sensie industry for years, ever since seeing the classic “Behind the Green Door.”She’d started her own home-based production company as soon as she hit the legal age of eighteen. Now, several years later, she had made enough money and invested wisely enough to be selective in her roles. Rare was her on-screen performance, and rarer still a public appearance. 

She had purchased a large spread near the Jemez Mountain Trail, fifty klicks west of Los Alamos. The remote location was her attempt to ensure privacy, as much as was possible in an era of constant passive surveillance. When her studio wanted her to appear for a premiere, she had the clout to ensure that the event took place near her new home. That led to the encounter with Aiyana. 

As if they’d never been apart, they were again inseparable, laughing and talking, staying out late and picking up where they’d left off before college. Their romantic relationship quickly re-blossomed. Soon, Aiyana was more likely to telecommute to work, supervising her team through a holographic avatar and spending most of her time with Kendra at their home.

Derek James surprised them both. He was the heir to a sizeable, some might say outrageous, estate. Derek never actually talked about his holdings, but money had never been an issue, no matter the scale, and he’d never needed to work. Ten years older than either woman, he’d spent his life indulging in whatever struck his fancy. He collected antique internal combustion machines, explored the coral reefs around the nation of Hawa’ii, and spent weeks on end in orbit observing cloud formations. He’d divorced his husband of six years over a disagreement about children. Derek wanted them and was willing to have a fetus artificially implanted in a ManWomb ™. Mark wouldn’t agree to provide any genetic material. Since Derek’s first wife, Amelie, had died before they could have children, he felt strongly enough about it to end the marriage.

Derek drifted south to the Mishizaki Artist’s Retreat. For the first time, he’d buried himself in a single occupation, and the results were extraordinary. His light sculptures were featured at several local galleries, and this is where he met Aiyana. She’d initially come out of professional interest in the mechanics but was soon entranced by their subtle plays of colors. Initial, dry conversations soon turned personal. Then came a few casual dates, followed by a deepening connection, and finally, Aiyana brought him home to meet Kendra. It was the most nerve-wracking day of her life.

She and Kendra weren’t exclusive. Aiyana was demisexual and needed a deep emotional connection before committing to a physical relationship. Kendra, by contrast, was pansexual. Both were cautiously polyamorous: they preferred to be in a monoamorous relationship but were open to bringing in others. Since rekindling their relationship, this was the first time either considered bringing someone else in permanently. The last time Aiyana had felt this nervous was the night before her doctoral defense.

To her great relief, Kendra had accepted Derek readily. Although he didn’t officially move out of Mishizaki, most of his belongings were at the ranch in short order. Kendra gave him an entire wing of the sprawling house for his studio and a gallery, which soon became a focal point of the local art community.

This idyllic arrangement continued for several months until Aiyana gathered her courage. On a cool ShakesDay evening in 2113, she made dinner for her two loves, an unusual event in itself. Then, getting on her knees, she asked both to marry her. To her joy, they both accepted instantly.

The wedding was planned, the invitations sent out, the guests invited. Vacations were arranged, honeymoon booked, paperwork completed.

So why did Reverend Farrell try to kill them?
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Chapter 3: Take the Money and Run
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“What the hell is going on?” panted Derek.

“Cass?”

Aiyana was still dragging them away, pumps long since lost. The replica Cadillac convertible, their intended ride after the wedding, was forgotten. Forgotten, too, was the pandemonium they had created sprinting down the aisle and out of the hall. She remembered the whine of the flechettes, the staccato “thip” as they buried themselves in the ceiling and walls, the screams of terror torn from the throats of her family, friends, co-workers. She didn’t have a destination in mind, but her feet seemed to know where they wanted to go. She was willing to go with that for now.

“I don’t know!” she snapped. “You saw the gun!”

“What gun?” said Kendra.

That stopped her. They were about three blocks from the hall, headed into the center of town. Aiyana pulled them between two buildings.

“Farrell. He had a flechette gun. You saw it! I heard it!”

“I didn’t see a gun,” said Kendra. “I was looking at you. Your eyes got real wide, then you grasped my hand and ran! I followed you!”

“What’s this about a gun?” asked Derek.

“Neither of you saw it?” asked Cass. They shook their heads, almost in unison.

She couldn’t believe it. She knew she saw a gun where there shouldn’t be one. She knew it! And she was sure that Farrell used it, though none too well. So why were the other two being so oblivious?

Kendra spoke first. “Cass, I believe you, so we’ve got to get out of here. Somewhere safe.”

“Back to the ranch?” said Cass.

Kendra shook her head firmly. “No. That’s the first place they’ll look.”

“The studio?” suggested Derek.

Another shake. “Not there, either.” She was flagging down a taxi as she spoke.

“Then where?”

“Let’s get there first,” Kendra said cryptically. 

An older Shigumi sedan saw them and began slowing.

“No,” announced Derek.

“Yes!” insisted Kendra. “We have to get away –“

“Why?” Derek said, a stubborn set to his face.

The cab was stopped by them. The door raised slowly, an unspoken invitation to enter.

“The gun – didn’t you hear the yelling?” asked Cass.

He dismissed her with a wave. 

“And we didn’t cause a scene by running away?” He grinned lopsidedly. “If you wanted to elope, why couldn’t you pick a less dramatic gesture?” 

The joke fell flat.

“Oh, for Zeus’ sake! Will you get in the cab?” Kendra said, exasperated. The robot was waiting patiently by the curb, one door still open. “We can discuss this on the way!”

“On the way where? This is something I need to know.” Derek complained but bent and entered the vehicle, followed by Kendra and Cass.

“Tube station, quickly,” said Kendra as the cab started to move. “We only have a few minutes. How much cash do you have?”

“I left my bag at the wedding,” sniffed Cass, giving in to the shock of the past few minutes.

“Cash? I never carry cash,” said Derek. Kendra was disappointed, if not surprised. Most transactions were verified biometrically, with DNA “thumbprinting” and a retinal scan. You slid a finger into a sensor receptacle, where a minute sample of your DNA was extracted and verified. The same was done with the retinal image. If both matched, your transaction was processed. If not, your finger was captured in the receptacle’s pressor beam, and you awaited the arrival of authorities to straighten it out. Or you left the finger behind. Your choice.

The practical upshot was that cash was extinct for all intents and purposes. Oh, vendors and merchants still accepted it/ The Currency Laws of 2086 expressly required them to do so. Only oddballs, criminals, and black marketeers carried cash regularly.

“Shit!” cursed Kendra. She thought for a moment, then said, “Change destination.”

“New destination?” inquired the cab.

“Nearest bank.” The cab, connected at all times to the planetary network, instantly recalculated the route and smoothly changed direction.

“Bank?” said Derek.

“We need cash, and you have the most,” apologized Kendra.

“Oh, thank you very much!”

Cass sat back, watching her oldest friend take charge of the situation. It felt odd, given that she’d been the one to react first, but also somehow right. Kendra would make it work.
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Chapter 4: Quick Change Artists
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There was a minor at the bank. None of them had any means to pay for the taxi other than E-Deb.

Faced with the inevitable, Kendra used her account. It would put them on the grid, but they had no choice. They couldn’t exit the cab without paying. The robotic intelligence would simply seal the doors and wait until it received the proper sum. After long enough, the police would be summoned. Then, they’d be on the grid for sure. 

What if this madness wasn’t just Farrell? Kendra didn’t know, but she wasn’t willing to chance it.

The blue scanner light inspected her eye, and the sampling system hummed. Seconds later, though it felt like hours, the polite voice of the cab said, “Thank you,” and the doors unsealed. As one, they released breaths they didn’t realize they were holding.

“How much do you want?” asked Derek, walking towards the Los Alamos Credit Union.

Kendra thought. 

“We need new clothes, travel money, meal money....” Her voice trailed away, then she named a sum.

“Right. I’ll probably want a bag, then, to carry it.” He reached the door, held it open for them, frowned when Kendra held Cass back.

“We’ll wait out here,” she said.

Muttering, Derek entered.

“What was that about?” asked Cass, pulled aside by Kendra again. They were between the bank and a small antique shop, closed today. Kendra started pulling frills and bows off her dress. 

“Ken, hon, I don’t think this is the place for a quickie.” Cass surprised herself at the giggle in her words.

“It’s not for a quickie,” answered Kendra, smiling herself. “Wedding dresses are a little bit obvious, though, aren’t they?”

“Oh!” exclaimed Cass. She started peeling parts of her dress away too.

Kendra continued. “I sent Derek in alone so it wouldn’t be quite as obvious. With the amount of money he’s withdrawing, it’s better if he’s alone. I don’t want them thinking he’s being forced, or coerced, into getting that cash.” She finished removing the extra parts of her dress.

“Like we’d be much of a threat!” laughed Cass, gesturing at Kendra. She had a point.

The arms and skirt of the pale blue dress had disappeared, leaving only the Amazonian bustier and a pair of micro-shorts above her shoes. Unlike Cass, she’d managed to keep hers throughout the run; years of performing in heels made wearing them second nature. It was immediately evident to anyone looking that nothing larger or thicker than a single piece of paper could be concealed around her person.

Cass’s outfit offered even less concealment. Her dress wasn’t pieced together like Kendra’s, so it had to be shed in its entirety. Fortunately, she’d worn both bra and panties today, if a little more revealing and sheer than most. Those, and her garters and hose, were her entire outfit now. 

“I think you need to lose the hose,” suggested Kendra. She was right. The run hadn’t been kind to them, and Cass shrugged them off without another thought.

“We look like we’re ready for the beach,” said Cass.

“Too bad there isn’t one nearby,” replied Kendra. 

Cass asked, “What about Derek?”

“What about him?”

“Won’t he be overdressed?”

Kendra shook her head. “You think anyone will look at him with you on one arm and me on the other?”

Cass laughed. “No, I don’t suppose so!”

“Even if they do, they’ll just think he’s some rich guy who got lucky -”

“- which ain’t nothing but the truth!” finished Cass. Spirits thus buoyed, they reappeared around the building, just in time to see Derek emerge from the bank with a bulging sack.

“Over here!” called Cass as he looked around in confusion. Relief flooded his eyes.

“I thought for a second you’d taken off, that this was all a punking,” he admitted.

“It’s no punking, Derek. Something weird is going on.” 

Kendra looked at the bank-supplied bag. “We need something besides that,” she said, gesturing and holding out her hand. He dipped into it, removed a small stack of bills, and handed them to her.

“I’m going to get us a backpack. No, wait. Better yet, beach bags for Cass and me. And maybe something light to cover us. And shoes, too.”

“Shouldn’t we stick together?” said Cass. All she knew of this kind of thing was what she saw over the FicChans.

“You saw the gun. We didn’t. I don’t know why Farrell would have done that, but you said he did, and that’s enough for me. That means someone is hunting you. Derek, you have to look after her while I shop.” Derek paled at this. “Stay somewhere public, but not exposed.”

“What about there?” He pointed to a small café.

“That’ll do. I’ll meet you there in a few minutes.” Kendra strode across the street, ignoring the traffic.

“You ready?” he asked Cass.

“No. Let’s go.”
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Chapter 5: You Call That A Shirt?
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“Frak me.”

It was an Anachronist’s Café. This one, it seemed, was dedicated to reviving the surfer culture of the late twentieth century. The walls were painted in a Hawaiian pattern, in bright, contrasting, clashing colors. Antique and replica surfboards hung from the ceiling. An ancient-looking jukebox played classics by groups like the Beach Boys and Jan and Dean. Cass fit in reasonably well, if a bit fancier than the standard bikini. Derek, however, was seriously out of place.

“You look ridiculous,” she said.

“Oh, thank you, like I didn’t already know that,” snarked Derek. “Why’d we come in here, anyway?”

“Because Ken said to,” answered Cass. “Look, it’s just for a few minutes.” 

A young woman in a tight red swimsuit, carrying a server’s tray, came over to them.

“Like, dudette, you are so bitchin” hot, you know?” she said. “What a totally trippendicular look! Can I, like, get you anything to drink?”

“Can you repeat that in English?” muttered Derek.

“Shush!” remonstrated Cass. “What’s your favorite?”

“That’s easy, like, oh my God, it’s got to be the Spicoli!”

“Fine, two of them.” The waitress went away.

“We’ve got to do something about your appearance,” said Cass, returning to the original subject. “At least while we’re in here.”

“Fine.” Scowling, he took off the coat and pulled the tie away from the collar, unbuttoning the shirt halfway and untucking it. 

“Better?” he said as he hung the coat carefully on the back of his chair.

“I suppose that’s all we can do for now,” she admitted. 

“What’s going on?” demanded Derek. “Here we are, in a bar I wouldn’t be caught dead in, though maybe it appeals to you, waiting for Kendra to return so we can run off and hide from some lunatics who want, what?”

“I don’t know,” moaned Cass. She rested her head in her hands for a moment and closed her eyes, emotions whipsawing again.

“I don’t know,” she repeated. “I wonder if -” 

Whatever she was going to say was interrupted by the waitress’s return.

“Two Spicolis.” She set the glasses down, a pale smoke spilling over the top and tumbling down the sides, and again gave Cass a searching look. 

“You are a tre betty. If you get tired of this gnarly dude, just look me up. My connect’s on the check.” She walked away with a wink.

“I – what – did she just hit on you? It’s your wedding day!” sputtered Derek.

“Yours, maybe. I just look like a beach girl, I guess,” answered Cass, picking up the drink and sipping. “Not bad.”

“Dammit, Cass, this isn’t a time to joke!”

“No, it’s the perfect time to joke,” she retorted. “Once Kendra returns, we can try to figure this out. For now, I think we should just lay low. That means, drink your drink.”

Making a face, Derek did so. 

“Pthah!” he spat. “How can you drink that?”

“Blending in, dude. Blending in.”

“I think you’ve blended enough already,” he muttered sourly, taking another tiny sip.

Fortunately for Derek’s self-image, it was only a few minutes before Kendra returned. 

“Shoes, wrap, bag,” she said, naming the items as she handed them to Cass. 

“Shorts, shirt, sandals,” she said to Derek. “Go change.” 

Without a word, he stood and stalked off.

“What’s up his ass?” asked Kendra, sliding into his seat and taking a pull at Derek’s drink.

Cass shrugged. “Waitress hit on me. He’s pissed.”

Ken laughed. 

“Is that all? Just shows she has good taste. Well, some, at least,” she admitted, looking around the décor. “Maybe not in her choice of employers, though.”

“He’s confused and worried, too,” continued Cass. “He asked me why this is happening, and I don’t know!” 

She felt Kendra’s arms encircle her and pull her close.

“I’m not sure either,” said Ken. “We just have to get somewhere safe, somewhere we can stop and figure this all out.”

“And where is that?”

“Well, I think -”

“I refuse to go out in this!”

Both women’s heads turned to stare at Derek. Cass couldn’t help it. She giggled.

“What did you do, raid a blind man’s closet?” he demanded. He had a point.

The shirt was bright, fluorescent orange, streaked with purple jags. The shorts, though sturdy denim, were dyed green. Topping it off, the sandals were yellow. And not just yellow or yellow, but YELLOW!

“It’s not easy, shopping for someone your size,” defended Kendra, smothering laughter. “Especially this late in the summer! I picked the best quality I could find, but the choices were awfully limited.”

She couldn’t resist any longer and the laughter tumbled out. “Oh, babe, I’m sorry, I didn’t think they’d look like that together!”

The women’s laughter broke through the foul temper, and a slow smile spread on his face. 

“At least nobody will be looking at you two. They’ll be blinded!” 

This set off another paroxysm of laughs, which he joined.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 6: Sin City
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“We’re going where?” objected Derek.

They’d left the café and were walking down the street, arm-in-arms. 

“We have to plan, and we can’t do it inside a cab. Those things record everything; haven’t you ever seen Taxi Love?” Kendra referred to a popular channel that showed nothing but live shots of people having sex in taxis all over the world. “It goes in the memory, it goes on the grid, and whoever is doing this knows where we’re going.”

“They can hear us out here,” protested Cass.

“It’s much more difficult to track a moving conversation on a busy street than inside a vehicle,” Kendra rejoined. “Plus, we can change direction or stop walking whenever we want. Trust me, if they’ve locked onto us, this should throw them off for a while. They can’t be sure if we’re meeting someone, making a drop, or just waiting. They have to keep their distance and watch.”

“How do you know all this?” said Cass, but Kendra didn’t answer directly. “We’re going to Vegas,” she said instead, prompting Derek’s protest.

“Vegas,” she said in response. “We don’t need passports to get in. Once there, we can lose ourselves easily in the crowds until we change how we look. Then we can go to ground and see what we can find out. Besides, I have some contacts there from my days in the industry. In any case, we don’t have our passports. We couldn’t use them for travel without getting on the grid, even if we did. That leaves Vegas. The opposition will know this too, but they can’t be sure we don’t have passports. That gives us an advantage.”

“Vegas is dirty and dangerous! I won’t permit it!” insisted Derek.

“You won’t permit it?” Kendra’s tone was menacing as she stopped dead, halting the others. “Since when are you in charge? Do you think having a dick puts you there?”

“In case you didn’t notice, we didn’t get married. Remember?” added Cass, coming to her oldest friend’s defense.

“Dirty and dangerous is what we need right now,” resumed Kendra. “Or do you think we should go home and wait for the next wacko with a gun?”

“No, no,” he hastily retreated. “I’m not saying that! I just wonder if you thought this through?”

Cass thought it was time for a distraction. She took Derek’s face in her hands and kissed him thoroughly. “Babe, we can get married in Vegas. Tonight. If you still want to, that is,” she added, casting her eyes downward.

That did it. 

“Of course I do!” Derek exclaimed. He resumed walking.

“Dirty pool,” whispered Kendra.

“Seemed necessary,” shrugged Cass.

“You know we can’t get married in Vegas, not with our real names.”

Cass’s face reflected her knowledge. “But he doesn’t seem to realize that. And at least he’s moving.”

“True. And I’ll bet we can make him forget all about a wedding if we try.”

Cass giggled. “Probably.”

#
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LOS ALAMOS HAD AN EXTENSIVE public transportation network, and they were at a stop before long. The tram ride to the tube station was short and uneventful. They examined the departure times.

“Okay, this is gonna be risky, but we have to do it.” Kendra started them moving again.

“Do what?” asked Cass.

“We need to reproduce our passports. We can’t go back to the house and get them, but there’s a way to get duplicates at international terminals.”

“There is?” said Derek. Both women nodded in confirmation. Cass explained as Kendra continued to study the schedule. 

“Yes. Just before you get to Security, there’s a small office. For a pretty hefty fee, you can get a copy of your passport made on the spot. I had to do it, once, for a conference in Huntsville. It’s all based on biological markers. You know there’s no way yet to counterfeit DNA?” Derek nodded. “That’s why it’s used for the E-Deb system. This takes it one step further.”

“The only drawback, well, one of two, is that they’re clearly marked “For Temporary Use.” They expire in just a couple weeks,” added Kendra.

“What’s the other drawback?” asked Derek.

“It puts us on the grid,” Kendra said. “But I can put that to our advantage, I think. Come on, we need to get tickets for the fifteen-thirteen capsule.”

“That goes to Nashville,” said Cass. “Don’t you mean fifteen eighteen?”

“I know what I mean,” answered Kendra. “Watch.” Boldly she stepped up to the kiosk and spoke her order.

“Three, first-class. Destination Nashville.”

The machine chittered. 

“Nashville is outside the jurisdiction of the Sonoran Republic,” droned the programming. “Travelers are advised that passports or valid class B travel permits are required for reentry to the Republic. Do you wish to proceed?”

“Proceed,” Kendra answered with confidence.

“Two hundred eighty-six credits. Please place your hand in the slot.” To the others” surprise, she did so. “Payment confirmed. Enjoy your trip,” finished the pleasant, though artificial, contralto.

“I thought we weren’t supposed to be on the grid?” asked Derek.

“False trail,” she replied. “When we get the temporary passports, the goons will see that  Kendra Foster-Briggs just paid good money for three tickets. Most people will assume I won’t walk away from that. Watch me.” 

Fitting actions to words, she briskly walked toward the terminal. The passport system was just as she described it, and in a few minutes, they had the bright yellow temporary passports in their hands. Kendra led them back towards the ticket kiosks.

“Now you’re going to get the Vegas tickets?” Cass said, trailing behind.

“No,” Kendra disagreed. “That’s your job. You pay cash, and I stay away from the cameras.”

Hyperaware of the risks, Cass approached another bank of kiosks. Kendra gave her last bits of advice. 

“Don’t look at the sensors. Look anywhere else. Don’t hesitate, and don’t let it scan you.” Kendra gave her a quick kiss. “You’ll do great.” Then she stepped away.

“Three, Las Vegas Free State.”

“Class?” asked the machine.

“First,” amended Cass.

“Las Vegas Free State is outside the jurisdiction of the Sonoran Republic,” droned this programming, exactly like the first. “Travelers are advised that passports or valid class B travel permits are required for reentry to the Republic. Do you wish to proceed?”

“Uh,” Cass stammered, unsure. Then she remembered the plan, and after a quick glance at Kendra, she was reassured. Ken knew what she was doing. Ken would take care of her.

“Yes, proceed.”

This kiosk chittered and said, “Three hundred sixty credits. Please insert your hand in the slot.”

Cass shot a look at Kendra, mouthed, Now what? 

Kendra gave her a Go on motion, so Cass said, “I’m paying with cash.”

“Insert payment below.” A small drawer opened, illuminated from within. Cass dropped in four hundred-credit bills, and it retracted.

“Payment processing.” Louder chittering. “Please take your change and your tickets.”

The drawer popped open again. She scooped up the contents and walked away.

“We’re on our way!” she exulted, proud of herself.

“Won’t they think it odd we have no luggage?” suggested Derek.

“No,” said Kendra. “Lots of people take day hops to Vegas or go for a night or a show.”

“Remember?” prompted Cass. “We went last December?”

“Oh yeah. I tried to forget about that trip.” Derek had lost heavily in the casino that night. Losing what would be a year’s salary for most people wasn’t too painful for him, but it embarrassed him to fail at anything. “But we had a bag.”

“One,” clarified Kendra. “Today, we each have an oversized beach bag, and who knows what’s in them? People travel with less all the time.”

“If they even ask,” added Cass as they walked to their gate. The terminal was quiet for once. “It’s none of their business, anyway. If they get too nosy, I’ll -”

They never learned what she’d do, as a hand clamped down on her shoulder, and she jumped.
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Chapter 7: A Terminal Experience
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Cass was roughly spun around.

“Dr. Cassidy?” said an urbane voice. The speaker wasn’t attached to the hand. That individual was slightly shorter than Cass but much more muscular. His face was lined and darkened by years of Sonoran sun, with two deeply suspicious eyes and topped by lanky black hair. His clothes were clean but worn and ill-fitting as if they’d been selected for him. His grip on her shoulder was professional, impersonal.

Her eyes flicked to the voice. It came from a much younger-looking man, professionally dressed, his hands resting poised by his sides. It seemed to Cass that his respectable looks were a mask he wore, protective coloring, and no more. She could feel the menace radiating from him. She looked into his eyes and saw nothing.

When she didn’t reply, he repeated the question. 

“Dr. Aiyana Cassidy?” 

The grip on her shoulder tightened painfully.

“Yes!” she spat through gritted teeth.

“Good.” He turned to walk off, with his muscle pulling Cass along.

“Hey!” she protested. Nobody else was around to hear her. A bend in the corridor prevented any immediate rescue. Derek stood, dumbfounded.

Kendra wasn’t.

Silently she launched herself at the apparent leader. Her legs came up and wrapped around his torso, pinning his arms, while her arms went around his neck. They tumbled forward, unbalanced, and she wrenched his head sideways. A horrible grinding snap, and Cass knew his neck was broken.

In the moment of stunned silence, she grasped her captor’s shoulders and kneed him in the groin, even as he released her shoulder to assault Kendra. Instantly in agony, he dropped to his knees, clutching himself. Cass steadied herself, then kicked at his face, flat-footed. The ball of her heel shattered his nose and orbital bones, then drove into his skull another five centimeters. He fell backward, dead.

“Quick!” panted Ken, grabbing her target. “Help Cass drag that guy to the lockers!” 

When nothing happened, she looked up. “Derek!”

No response.

“Derek!” she snapped, louder.

He blinked then came back to life. “You killed him.”

“Damn right I did! Help Cass. Her guy’s bigger!”

He looked down at the other body. The unsubtle odors of released sphincters began to rise. “Cass?”

Dream-like, she had copied Kendra, tugging at the body. It outweighed her by a good fifty kilos, maybe more, and she was having problems. 

“Derek, I need you,” she pleaded. That got through to him, and he bent down with a grimace.

Still no observers, but it couldn’t last. Kendra propped hers in front of a large pair of lockers. She used his cooling hand and still-open eye to pay for them. Then she patted him down, removing a wallet, commpad, and ceramic knife. 

Cass did the same to her assailant, finding another wallet and an old-fashioned leather sap.

“Stuff “em in,” ordered Kendra, suiting actions to words. Her body, smaller, folded quickly into the confined space, and she closed the door. Derek and Cass struggled with the other while Ken searched the wallets.

“Huh,” she said after emptying the first. “Four IDs, all different names. Dale Arnold, David Asimov, Dan Andrews, and Douglas Archibald. Not very imaginative.” 

She wiped the now-empty billfold before tossing it into the crowded locker, then checked into the other. “No ID at all in this one. With any luck, nobody’ll miss them for a while,” she said, adding that wallet to the first. She pushed the door shut.

“Come on. We’ve only got about ten minutes until our capsule.”

“How can you be so calm?” asked Cass. “You – we – killed them!”

“You think we had a choice?” rejoined Kendra. “You have any doubt that, wherever they were gonna take us, it was gonna be bad?”

“No, but -”

“No “buts,” sweetie. It was them, or us. I choose us.”

Belatedly they noticed that Derek had lagged behind. They turned to look.

“No way,” he said, shaking his head. “This is not happening, this isn’t real, it’s just a bad case of nerves. I’m still asleep, still home, it’s the night before the wedding, and I’m having a nightmare.”

“It’s a nightmare, all right, but it’s real enough,” said Kendra. “We’ve got to go.”

He shook her off. “It’s not real,” he insisted, louder. “It can’t be. Things like this just don’t happen in real life!”

Faint voices could be heard down the corridor. Cass was suddenly aware of their vulnerable position. “Derek, we can talk about this later!”

Nothing was getting through to him. The voices were getting louder. In only moments, they would be discovered, and the two bodies as well. Nothing good could come of that.

“We’re leaving,” said Kendra, taking Cass’s hand.

“We can’t leave Derek!” 

“He’s already gone,” she said softly. “We have to save ourselves.”

Cass allowed herself to be pulled away. The last she saw of Derek, as they rounded the corner, he was still standing by the side of the hall, talking to nobody.
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Chapter 8: Whispers in The Dark
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“Walk, don’t run.”

Kendra’s calming words had their desired effect. Cass slowed what threatened to be a headlong pace to something closer to normal.

“Better.” The voices behind them stayed constant. No sudden shouting or alarms were raised. Apparently, whatever Derek was doing wasn’t enough to attract official attention yet, but who knew how long that would last?

Derek! Cass thought with a pang.

“Act normally. We’re just a couple of girls out for a night on the town.” Kendra pasted on a smile.

“Normally? Ken, how can you be so calm?”

“Zen. Thinking happy thoughts. Pradax. Take your pick.” She didn’t slacken her steady pace towards their gate.

The public address system blared. 

“Loading for Las Vegas Free State commencing. All passengers are advised the capsule departs in five minutes. Please make your way to the gate at this time.”

“That’s us,” said Ken. “Now, you can hurry.” 

Although it wasn’t much farther, they sped up and arrived with plenty of time to spare. The gate attendant wasn’t exactly overwhelmed. This capsule was too early to get many serious partiers but too late for the business crowd. Still, the hard tickets threw him momentarily.

“Look into the scanner, please,” he asked.

Cass was flummoxed, but Ken didn’t hesitate. “Oh, do we have to? We just want to take a quick trip without the other halves knowing.”

“Ladies, I understand, but you still need to look into the scanner.”

Ken dialed it up a notch. “But then they’ll know where we went! We just want a night without the boys around!”

He was insistent. “Eyes to the scanner, now.”

Kendra’s voice turned harsh. “Listen, bratchik, if I wanted to look into a scanner, I would’ve debited the tickets. I don’t, so I didn’t. Now, are you going to let us board, or do I need your supervisor?” Kendra was in full diva mode, something no man or woman could withstand for long.

Still, he made one more attempt. “I have to account for all the people who board the capsule, and we track it by the retinal scan.”

She waved the tickets under his nose. 

“That’s your problem, not mine. See this fine print? “The holder of this ticket is entitled to one transit from the departure point to the specified destination printed on obverse.” It doesn’t say anything about scans or geeky twerps giving legitimate travelers a hard time, so back off.” There was a not-so-subtle emphasis on the last two words, which finally penetrated the hair gel.

“Tickets, please,” he capitulated, extending his hand.

“Here you go,” replied Kendra sweetly. “Thank you.” 

She kissed his cheek, rubbing her chest against him, and boarded with Cass close behind. When they were seated, carefully separated from the other passengers, she leaned into Ken.

“Why’d you do that?” 

“I’m hoping that he remembers he copped a feel rather than the hard time we gave him,” she confessed. “There’s no proof that those tickets were ours, but it wouldn’t take too much imagination to put it all together. Plus, there’s just the two of us. Unless they’ve grabbed Derek, they’re still looking for three.”

The doors whooshed shut, and the mostly empty capsule catapulted from the station. Despite the crushing acceleration, Cass allowed herself to relax. They were safe, for now. This tube was an express line, direct into Vegas, with no intervening stations. Another capsule would be along in fifteen minutes, then another, and another. Since the express tubes were built on a semi-ballistic arc, there was no opportunity to stop a capsule short of destroying the entire system. She didn’t think that whoever was pursuing them was that fanatical or desperate. 

Yet.

After a few minutes, the acceleration eased away. They were coasting now, a magnetically-levitated bullet in a vacuum tube. Once there, the capsule would be pulled around to the return tube, loaded with passengers headed back to Los Alamos, and launched again. The eight hundred klick trip would take about an hour. That was how long they had to plan their next move.

Kendra interrupted her musings. “Cass, we need to talk.”

“About what, Ken?”

“Who’s chasing you? Why? What do they want, and why won’t you give it to them?”

Cass’s face twisted in agony. 

“I don’t know!” she moaned. “There’s nothing – nothing! - going on!”

“Shh, shh, babylove,” Kendra crooned, letting Cass rest her head against her chest. “I know it’s tough. But you’ve gotta think. First things first. Is there anyone who wants to hurt you?”

“No!”

“Are you -”

“Damn you, Ken, don’t you think I’d know?” At least there was some fire in her voice now.

“No, I don’t, but maybe you can give me some clues, and we can try to figure it out. What’s new at work?”

“Work? Same. Next-generation polarizing mirrors. But it’s not –“

“Any side projects?”

Cass paused before saying, “As a matter of fact, yes.”

“What is it?” asked Kendra. “This might be something!”

“Well, it could be nothing. Probably a dead end, in fact.”

“Doesn’t matter what you think about it. If it’s something extra you’re working on, then maybe someone else wants it.”

“It’s just a quirk of quantum mechanics,” demurred Cass.

“Then tell. I always thought I needed to learn more about it.” The blatant lie did its job and brought a smile to Cass’s face. 

“Fine. I’ll try to keep it basic. You know about quantum teleportation?”

“Not a clue.”

Cass laughed. 

“Most people don’t. It’s a way to transfer information nearly instantaneously from one point to another. We use it all the time today in our computers. The AI systems wouldn’t be possible without it.”

“Okay, so it’s a useful trick. What does that have to do with you?”

“Well, I was thinking – ”

Kendra interrupted. “Always dangerous.”

Cass glared. “- That it might be possible to teleport objects, maybe even people, and not just information. That is, it would still be information, but there would be a physical result.”

“Whoa! Slow down, girlie, and go over that again?”

“I told you it wasn’t easy.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“Quantum teleportation involves the transmission of data – qubits – from one point to another.”

“Uh-huh, if you say so.”

“I do. This is what makes our modern computers operate as well as they do, a level they only dreamed of back in the Twentieth.”

“Okay, I get that.”

“Good. Do you know how the replicator works?”

“Not really. I know they made it a lot easier for me when I lived in the Valley and didn’t have time to cook or shop.”

“Well, the replicator uses a quantum computer to store molecular patterns of things, like food and clothes. That steak au poivre you made last night?”

“What about it?”

“You could describe it chemically as so many atoms of carbon, so many atoms of oxygen, hydrogen, and so forth. Then you describe how to combine them to achieve the texture and taste you manage with the stove.”

Kendra snorted. “Hmph. Can’t duplicate my steak. There’s always something missing.”

Cass looked pleased as if Kendra was a particularly slow student who’d just gotten a critical point. “Right, exactly! Molecular memory isn’t very high-tech; in fact, it’s downright primitive. The resolution is pretty poor when the necessary components are assembled, like an old-fashioned fax machine. There are always some errors. That’s why you can’t do anything too complex with a replicator.”

“Okay. I think I’m with you.”

“Alright. Here’s where it gets sticky. Living beings are complex.”

“Too right!” Kendra nodded emphatically.

“Shut it, I’m talking. That’s why you can’t replicate them. You need data on the quantum level, not just the molecular level, which is orders of magnitude more difficult. Now, there are two problems with this: first, storage. Even the simplest life form would require terabytes of memory. Something like a person would be up into the exabytes, at least, and that’s significant even with quantum storage but not impossible.”

“So we can store the information if we want?”

“Yes, but there’s the second problem. See, we have most of the pieces to teleport something or someone. We have computers fast enough to manage the zettaFLOPS of calculations needed. They can access the exabytes of data a complex quantum mechanical system would entail using quantum teleportation. And replicators can assemble stuff out of raw materials, though not to the precision necessary. The only thing we’ve been lacking is a scanner exact enough to assimilate all the quantum data.”

“And why is that a problem?”

“If you’re missing data, you can’t make an exact copy,” Cass said sharply. “You only have one chance to do a quantum scan because the object being scanned is destroyed in the process. You miss a bit and it’s gone forever.”

“Ah. So you scan a frog and miss data; it might be lacking a leg?”

“Nothing quite that dramatic, but essentially, yes.”

“Nice lecture, but what does this have to do with you?” The capsule announced the halfway point of the journey.

“Well, I do optics.”

“Duh.”

“To do teleportation, we need a scanner that is about an order of magnitude more accurate than we have now.”

Kendra shrugged. “I’ll take your word for it.”

“I thought we could tie a gas-ion krypton laser through a BBO crystal and increase the throughput. We use another optical crystal to narrow the wavelength further, down to the level we need for a proper scan.” Cass rattled this off smoothly. She’d obviously given it considerable thought.

Kendra groaned. “Stop. Can you repeat that in English?”

Cass smiled. “I figured out how to focus the laser onto a narrower point and still retain its power.”

“See? That, I understood! Not all that felgercarb about BBO and throughput. So now we have all the pieces to make teleportation work?”

“In theory, if it all comes together. Yes.”

Kendra snorted. “And you wonder why anyone would want to shut you up?”

Cass was shocked. “But it’s just an idea! I haven’t put it together; I don’t even know if it’s possible!”

Kendra regarded her coolly. “You tell me. Would this work? Or are you just spinning dreams?”

“It should work,” said Cass. “But I don’t know for sure!”

“And who else knows about this?”

“I haven’t talked to anyone!” said Cass vehemently. “Well, no, I talked to Derek about it once. But other than that? It’s just a bunch of notes and speculation on my -” Her voice stopped.

“On your what?” prompted Kendra.

“On my network at the lab,” finished Cass. “Oh, shit.”

“Yep. No privacy there, no matter what protection you’ve applied to keep people out. Always a back door in the system for the owners.”

“You don’t think -”

“Honey, I always think, but I don’t know. If teleportation became possible, don’t you think that the transportation industry might object, just a little?”

Cass blanched and was silent. Kendra continued.

“Okay, here’s what we have to do. We can’t stay in Vegas. The little scene at the gate makes it too easy to track us down, and the Free State isn’t too large for a really determined organization to saturate. That’s assuming Derek doesn’t talk; if he does, we might have a reception waiting for us when we arrive.”

Cass moaned. For a few minutes, she’d forgotten about Derek, but now his plight slammed back into her. How could they leave him behind? Kendra said they didn’t have a choice, and maybe she was right, but it hurt.

Kendra was still talking. “No sense borrowing trouble, though. One thing we have in our favor, we have what’s-his-name’s commpad.”

“How does that help? Can’t those things be tracked?”

“Absolutely. I’m counting on it, in fact.”

Cass shook her head in confusion. “I don’t get it.”

“As long as the commpad is moving, and the bodies aren’t discovered, then whoever hired the uglies will assume they’re still on our trail. They probably won’t send anyone else after us. At least, that’s what I’d do.” She shrugged. “Once we get to Vegas, I’ll plant the pad on someone. Then we go off on our merry way, get our errands done, and move on.”

“And if the bodies are found?”

“Run like hell.”
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Chapter 9: Off to See the Wizard
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Their arrival in Vegas was anticlimactic. 

No goons with guns awaited them, no special attention singling them out. At least no more than two attractive women would garner, anyway. A quick stop in the ladies’ room and the extra padd was disposed of. An older woman with a distinct deep south drawl would now be their mule.

The ever-present slot machines lined the walls, welcoming visitors to the city and beginning the process of separating tourists from their money. Illuminated signs advertised casinos, hotels, and shows. Deftly Kendra steered them through the throng.

“Now where?” asked Cass as they cleared the last of them.

“Now, we go visit an old friend of mine,” answered Ken.

#
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KEN’S FRIEND LIVED well off the famous Strip, far back into the areas only the locals traveled. The interrogation at his door, under other circumstances, would have been amusing in its paranoia. Now, they were grateful he took the time.

Under the best circumstances and most generous description, the room they entered was cluttered. Papers, computers, cameras, printers, drives, and monitors all competed for space on the desks and shelves that lined all four walls. In several contrasting styles, music played from speakers arranged around the room. Cass could see a fine golden mesh on every exposed surface, including the ceiling and floor.

“Why do you need a Faraday cage?” she asked.

“Because I don’t need no snoopy bitches prying into my business!” he barked. He was old, though hard to say just how old. He could have been anywhere from sixty to ninety. A fringe of white hair circled his otherwise-bald head. His face was like deeply carved mahogany. Skinny almost to emaciation, his fingers were what drew Cass’s eyes next. They were delicate, slim, and obviously pampered.

“You’re a forger,” she stated.

“That’s like calling Michelangelo a painter,” he sniffed. “I am an artist, and you will remember that, or I’ll forget that my old friend Ken brought you here and thump your skinny white ass!”

Cass stammered an apology.

“Don’t worry,” assured Kendra. “He’s really a sweetheart. Dick’s bark is worse than his bite.”

“You’ve never seen me bite,” he mumbled, obviously pleased.

“He is a magician with documents, though,” she continued.

“How do you know him?” asked Cass.

“Well -” Kendra was reluctant to continue, but Dick picked up the slack.

“You know what she does for a living?”

“She makes movies. She used to do sensies,” said Cass.

“Sensies,” he scoffed. “Porn, it what it is. Porn-o-graph-y.” He stretched out each syllable. “It means, literally, “the writing of harlots.” Did you know that?”

“Uh, no,” answered Cass, confused by the turn in the conversation.

“Yep. And Kendra there did some of the very best writings, though I don’t know that she’s anyone’s harlot,” he admitted. “Made some real good money, she did, always gave her customers what they wanted. Got lots of people work, too, work they could do and were good at. The problem was that some of them had pasts they needed to get away from. Jail time, or maybe an ex, or some kids wanting a slice of mommy’s pie. So they needed a new identity.”

“And you gave it to them,” finished Cass.

“Hell no, I sold it to them!” laughed Dick. “Made myself a pretty penny, didn’t I, Kenny?”

“It was always worth it,” said Kendra. “Never had a problem. And you know I hate that nickname.”

“Finest manufactured IDs and backgrounds you could ask for!” amplified Dick. “What’s the problem today, Ken? Bounty hunter?”

“Hey, that was just the one time! No, this is personal. We need a whole set-up,” she said, gesturing. “ID, passports, bank accounts, backgrounds, the works.”

He whistled. “What did you do, child?”

“I didn’t do anything.” Seeing the skepticism on his face, she continued. “Really! This time, it wasn’t me. It was all her!”

Dick eyed Cass critically. “That red hair, I’ll bet you’re a hellion, but you don’t look the type to get into that much hot water.”

“I don’t know what I did. All I know is Kendra says we’ve got to run away.”

He turned his attention back. “Kendra?”

“Cass is being modest. She’s solved the problem of teleportation.”

“I have not!”

Kendra ignored the outburst. “I think someone’s willing to kill to keep it quiet. I want to get her away, somewhere safe, until we can figure it all out.”

“Why?” asked Dick.

“’Cause I love her.”

He nodded. “Good enough for me. How fast?”

“How fast can you get it done?”

“Full background?”

“I think so.”

He thought. 

“Tomorrow, noon.” He named a figure. “That’s the usual fee, plus fifty percent for the rush job.”

“Double it. I’ll forward you the money, plus more for the accounts you’re setting up. Still the same dummies?”

“Still the same. If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it, my daddy taught me.”

“Okay. Noon. Here?”

“Hell no! I’ll meet you at the old Luxor.”

“That wreck? I thought it closed down.”

“Some damn fool bought it and opened it back up,” he said. “Thinks there’s money in reviving the last Twentieth-century casino. Dumped a gigabuck into it so far, not much to show. Looks better, though.”

“Okay. We’ll see you then.” She turned to leave.

“Doesn’t he need photos or anything?” said Cass.

“What do you think all this does?” He gestured to the jumbled electronics. “I’ve got you both measured and recorded seven ways to Sunday.”
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Chapter 10: Where the Sidewalk Ends
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“We’ve got to talk.”

“And drink. It is vitally important that we talk and drink. Now.” Cass’s face showed her confusion, so Kendra said, “Kidding. What do you want to talk about?”

They walked west along East Flamingo Road, gradually making their way into the tourists’ part of town. The homes and buildings around them were small and crowded but well-kept. There weren’t many people about, being near dinner, and the sun was still bright in the summer sky.

Cass still cast nervous looks around before speaking again. “How do you know all this?”

“It’s amazing what you pick up,” began Kendra.

“Cut the crap! There is no way a sensie actress and producer would know how to kill a man like that! Or what to do with a commpad or any of the other things that have kept us alive this afternoon!” She stopped and took Kendra’s arms, turning her to face her mesmerizing blue eyes. “Tell me the truth, Kendra. If you love me, you’ll tell me.”

“I’ll tell you,” said Kendra. She started walking again, and Cass let her. The silence stretched for a couple blocks while Kendra composed her thoughts. Finally, she spoke.

“I work for a company you’ve probably never heard of. We don’t make anything; we don’t advertise; hell, hardly anyone knows we exist! Mostly because we do things that aren’t always legal. Protection is one of our jobs. Couriers, bringing information or packages to places sane people wouldn’t go. Threat analysis. Assassination.”

Cass gasped at the last word.

“Could they –”

Kendra figured out what she was trying to ask and shook her head. “No,” she stated, and there was absolute certainty in her voice. “I would know if there was...no, there isn’t a contract on you with us,” she finished. “That doesn’t mean it’s not one of our competitors.”

“How long...?”

“Have I worked for them? Eleven years, now, doing one thing or another.”

“Uh-huh. And what’s your job?” Cass’s voice was calm and unemotional.

“Not research!” laughed Kendra, trying for levity. “I never did very well in science. Do you remember Bio? When we had to dissect the pig?”

A small, wistful smile tugged at Cass’s lips. “You fainted when I removed the skin.”

“That’s about when I figured that I wouldn’t be following you in your classes and changed my focus.”

“Is that so? I always thought it was Billy Donovan in Econ.”

“Him too, though if I’d paid more attention to class, and less to him, maybe....”

After a moment of silence, Cass prompted her with, “Maybe, what?”

“Maybe my studio wouldn’t have gone under.”

“But – what? I thought, I mean, I saw your films!”

“I made plenty of money,” Kendra agreed. “For other people. I got paid, but not real well, not at first. I was a dumb eighteen-year-old who’d never been away from home. I could whine and say they took advantage of me, but I knew what I was doing, what I wanted. I wanted sex, I wanted to get paid, and I didn’t want to go to jail. Sensies. Simple.”

“Your production company, the ranch! You’re rich!”

“No, my production company failed. I was still performing as much as I could, to bring in more money, because I was losing it on the films I made.”

“What happened?”

Kendra shrugged. “I didn’t watch the bottom line closely enough. Eighteen and stupid, right? I paid the actors and myself too much and got paid too little on the distribution end. I took loans out to keep me afloat without knowing how to pay them back. I did my best, but I couldn’t keep up after a couple of years. That was at the end of ’01, beginning of ‘02. One morning, I received a message from OutLook. They said they wanted to invest in my company. They loved my work and knew that they’d make a ton of money in the end.”

“What was the catch?”

“There wasn’t one, at first. They paid off all my loans, got me in the clear, and gave me a production manager, a stone bitch named Amanda Talbott. I have gotta admit, she really knew her stuff. Amanda renegotiated all the contracts, got the books in order, generally straightened everything out. That went on a few months before the other shoe dropped. It was pretty gentle, actually. No threats, no violence.”

“How’d it happen?”

“Amanda and I were having our usual weekly meeting, and she said, “It’s time for us to talk.” I said, “Isn’t that what we’re doing?” and she just laughed at me. “I mean about paying back OutLook.” “Paying back?” “You didn’t think that it was a gift, did you?” It got loud from there for a while. But once I calmed down and gave her a chance, she explained it all pretty well. They offered to keep the company going, let me draw my salary, and all I had to do, at first, was go for training.”

A look, equal parts wistful and regretful, crossed Kendra’s face. 

“I learned how to be a courier, at first. The training was a bear, but I managed it and started doing runs between productions. Yes, I still made sensies,” she said to Cass’s look. “For a while.” Her face clouded, as if a long-buried memory demanded her attention. “Three years later, I asked them to train me to be an assassin.”

“Wait a sec. Back up. Assassin?”

“You asked, remember? Turned out, I have quite a talent for it.” She tried for wry and missed by melancholy.

Cass nervously asked, “Have you - “

“Killed? Yes. Today was my eighteenth in self-defense.”

“Eighteen?” Cass looked at her closest friend and would-be bride warily.

“Plus twelve more on assignment,” Ken admitted. “But they were all bad,” she assured Cass.

“And what was I? Another assignment?” Cass pulled her hand away.

“No! You weren’t ever – ever – an assignment!” Kendra grabbed Cass’s hand back. “I’ve been officially done with assassinations for years.”

“That’s good to know.”

“Seriously. All I do now is the occasional courier run. When we met again at the premiere, that was the best thing that had happened to me in years! Everything after – falling in love again, moving in together – none of that was planned or faked. That was real!”

“I want to believe you, Ken-doll, I really do.” Aiyana’s voice cracked.

“Then believe this.” Kendra dropped to her knees, heedless of the rough concrete, and gazed upward. “Aiyana Rosewind Cassidy, I love you. Will you marry me? Tonight? Now?”

Cass stood, stunned. “What about Derek?”

Kendra looked up at her redheaded love. “We’ll get him back, Cass. I swear to Zeus, if it’s at all possible, we’ll get him back. I know how much you care about him, how much he means to you.”

“You promise?”

Kendra nodded. “We can marry him later, once this is all worked out. Triad marriages don’t have to happen all at once.”

Now With Aiyana fell as well, her arms wrapping around Kendra. “I thought you said we couldn’t? Not with our real names? And the fakes won’t -”

With surprising vehemence, Kendra said, “Fuck the fakes! I want you to be my wife tonight! It’s a risk, using our real ID, but if I can’t have you, now, legally, then running ain’t worth it!”

No more words were necessary or, at that moment, possible.
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Chapter 11: Pardon Me, Do You Do Weddings?
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“Do you, Kendra Marissa Foster-Briggs, take Aiyana to be your lawfully wedded wife, to have and to hold, for better or for worse, in sickness and in health, for richer or for poorer, being her rock and her joy, until death do you part?” 
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