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Chapter 1

Los Angeles 2058 C.E.

 

Some things just can’t be fixed. 

They were as they were; and somehow, despite all trying, it looked like there was no way to arrange them into a more desirable configuration.

The insight didn’t come as much of a surprise. Life had been working up to it for a while. Right now even the music—

‘Music’? More like ‘howling’. 

Jim would have called it ‘mindless cacophony’—which was what he called most contemporary music. But then again, Jim had been around for how knew how long—with the only thing being certain that he was well over seventy—and therefore had a lot of unfashionable opinions. Not that you’d know his age. Gerotards and whatever drove him had worked wonders. Jim just might be the oldest human alive. He’d hinted that he had been one of the first to take the full initial treatment. With his first wife and two children killed in a terrorist bomb blast when he was in his thirties, he thought he had nothing more to lose, except his life. Which he loved, no matter the tragedy; and so why not try and see how far one could take it?

So, yes, Jim’s opinions might be considered antiquated. More unflattering epithets could, no doubt, be found: ‘sclerotic’, ‘outdated’, ‘flabby’, ‘geriatric’, ‘deedly’, ‘jurassic’, ‘past use-by date’. Didn’t mean he was wrong, of course. Fashion changed almost by the week, scrambling brains and making people even more stupid that they were naturally.

Damn you, Jim! Why aren’t you here?

Sam diverted her attention from her dancing partner to the others present. Vispecs on just about everybody, in more color schemes that you could possibly imagine. Pretending to be individual. 

Idiots.

It wasn’t funny, but then again it was. All you had to do was look at the ones with just a gaily colored button at the right temple, the favorite place for ‘imps’. The way of the real aficionados. TransNet’s umbilical connection to the tiny skull implants in their brains.

Reflexively, Sam’s hand touched her skull, where her imp had been. That was when she was still an impressionable pubescent, who did everything daddy told her and because she knew no better. Until, a few years later, Jim had persuaded her otherwise; and because by then she’d learned a few things. She’d forced her father to approve having the damn interface removed from her own skull. He hadn’t been happy about it, but she knew things; and he knew that she knew, and it wouldn’t be good if others did. So he acquiesced. 

She grimaced and looked at the guy gyrating before her at a couple of arm’s lengths with the abandon of a freaked-out dervish. Probably simul-synching with some TransNet broadcast. Multi-tasking and scrambling his brain by spreading his attention over at least three or four different activities at once. 

It was supposed to expand one’s mind. It didn’t. Instead it took away your ability to be aware, conscious, an individual. Instead you became just a node in the network.

As for this guy—judging from his pelvic twists, his revoltingly evident state of arousal, the way he ogled her with undisguised anticipation—his mental expansion probably consisted of a link into a porn channel. Maybe one of those interactive things, which took the image of a person, stripped them of their clothes and gave assholes like him a hard-on.

Samantha Marie Ilkwood—she hated ‘Marie’ and never thought of herself as anything but ‘Sam’—forced herself to get a grip on her imagination; because if she didn’t, she’d probably punch this weirdo out here and now, and that would not be politic; not even for Samantha Ilkwood.

After all, this was her 21st birthday party, and a lot of people were watching. The damn thing was probably even broadcast on some TransNet channel. Or a few hundred, each of them from a different viewpoint of the recording participant.

Maybe I should punch him out anyway.

The notion of him actually stripping her—maybe not physically but it might as well be…

What was this idiot’s name again? Oleg. Yes, that was it. Maybe. And who—except for Oleg maybe, if he still had enough individuality left to think about it or care—gave a shit anyway? 

The track came to a halt with a sudden ululation that died in a dismal howl. Sam’s partner’s movements came to a halt. He grinned and leaned closer. 

“Hey, great moves.”

What did I do?

He winked at her. “Wanna?—” He motioned with a twitch of his head.

“I’m sorry. I’ve got guests.” 

Her fingers were itching. 

What did he think? What did he think?

If he opens his mouth again, I swear I’ll kill him!

Better not. But just because she was Carl Ilkwood’s daughter; just because she was in the public limelight; just because there were socialite paparazzi around—with the sanction of Paul Hades, and therefore Carl Ilkwood—just because of all that she did not have to take the likes of Oleg Whoeverwhatever in silence.

She leaned forward. Oleg, with an expectant grin, did the same. Maybe he thought he was so irresistible that she was going to kiss him.

“What do I look like naked?” she whispered.

His eyes widened.

Gotcha. Pervert!

A leer of expectation occupied his face.

Asshole! You think I like this?

Sam took hold of Oleg’s iSpecs, tried not to think about his sweat and grease on what she was touching, and, before he knew what was happening, tugged them off his face. She gave him a feral grin, dropped them on the floor, and stomped on them. In the din of the next track revving up you couldn’t even hear the crunch.

She leaned closer to Oleg again, making sure she didn’t touch him. 

“You even think of doing that again,” she hissed, just loud enough for him to hear, “and I’ll step on more than just your ‘specs!”

She turned away and walked off, though the crowd, smiling and nodding perfunctorily if she happened to catch someone’s eye—but avoiding it if at all possible.

Jim? I’m really, really pissed with you!

“Ms. Ilkwood!”

Sam turned. Behind her stood one of her bods; not a humoid, but a real human. A solid bundle of muscle, about six feet, late twenties, short-cropped hair, smooth-shaven face, baby-blue eyes, razor-thin lips, shit for brains, a one-track mind, incapable of holding more than one thought at a time—and that thought was to please Carl Ilkwood and get rich doing it. The kind her father preferred, because anybody with more than shit for brains couldn’t possibly spend day-in day-out trailing after her like a dog; though he did pay them handsomely. Carl believed, not without cause, that a well-paid security employee was a happy employee and less likely to be bribed by whoever was not benevolently disposed toward Carl. There were a lot of people like that. Especially the Listerites, who had subverted several of Carl’s security force—but those had been the ones who could be corrupted by things other than money.

Why didn’t he use humoids like everybody else did? Sam thought she knew. Humans might be corruptible, but humoids were networked. TransNet, as had been demonstrated before, was hackable. And Carl had a healthy respect, bordering on probably justified paranoia, for the Listerites’ abilities. 

“What is it?” she snapped.

The bod regarded her with a mix of put-on-deference and disapproval. The former because she was Sam Ilkwood; the latter because she was a pain in everybody’s ass and refused to wear an interface of any kind. She had a tiny com-unit affixed to her belt, but that was it. All Jim’s fault, of course. The man had been a corruptive influence. 

Sam knew it. Carl hated it. Paul disliked it. Sam loved pissing them off.

“Security alert!” The bod had to shout.

“So?”

“Mr. Hades wants us to escort you back to the estate immediately.”

Sam’s immediate reaction was to want to tell him to get lost. Then reason intervened. She had wanted an excuse to get out of this place. Something socially acceptable, that didn’t tell everybody just how much she hated this whole damn scene.

Sometimes, just sometimes, she was almost ready to walk out.

But where could she possibly go? Carl’s reach extended everywhere.

The true reason for her hesitation: fear. One would have to be stupid not to be scared.

I wonder if Jim’s scared. Just a little bit.

Sam took a deep breath. Here was her excuse for getting out of this harebrained party.

“Let’s go.”

With the bod in tow she started working her way toward the nearest exit. He tapped her on the shoulder. At the contact Sam twisted away irritably.

The bod leaned forward. “Side entrance!” he shouted above the din.

Sam shrugged and headed off to her left.

A couple of girls her age interposed themselves into her path.

“Hey, Sam!”

She didn’t even know their names and cared even less. A brief, practiced smile. “Hey!”

“Did you see—” one of them started.

Sam raised an apologetic hand.

“Gotta go.”

“Now?”

“Won’t be long,” she lied. 

Holding the smile for another couple of seconds she pushed past them and, with the bod in her wake, finally reached the exit. The bod pushed past her, and held up his hand. He paused as if in thought, and Sam knew he was using his interface to interrogate the external cams and nearby drones. Finally he nodded and held open the door so she could go through.

Paid chivalry. 

Beyond the door lay a long hallway, which led from Hall 3-D to the east side of the parking lot. As she hastened along, Sam wondered what the ‘security alert’ was. She knew better than to ask the bods, of course: they’d just mumble and do whatever they could to avoid answering the damn question! Monkey-brains. But, oh, did they feel smug and superior when they could keep their stupid secrets from her. She was, after all, only a girl, and thus not privy to the arcana of their profession.

One day you’ll be replaced by a humoid, she thought at the bod, and then what will you do with your meaningless life?

But who was she to talk? Her life wasn’t exactly full of meaning either, was it?

In the parking lot, on a reserved pad, stood her flitzer, a sleek red Lotus, well away from a phalanx of others. Beyond them, in a different section, she could see a few wheeled vehicles—the latter all either classics or the newest and greatest, though archaic, brag-cars from the stables of Ferrari, Porsche, as well as other marques who insisted on producing 2020s technology in 2058. What a difference a few years had wrought! From self-driving ground cars to flitzers. From noisy rockets to the first two A-Drive true ‘spaceships’, waiting in orbit to head off into the unknown in a few months.

The old network of roads of course still existed, and probably would for a long time—as did wheeled vehicles, which might need another century or more to phase out of existence. And even then… 

A hundred years ago, she mused, some folks probably also drove around in horse-drawn carriages, if for no other reason but that they considered them romantic and unusual.

They arrived at her Lotus. The bod made as if to open it.

“I’ll drive,” Sam said.

“But—”

“I said, I’ll drive,” she snapped. “Alone.”

“The security al—”

“You want me to go home?” she interrupted.

“Yes, but—”

“Then get into your flitz and cover me.”

For a moment, the paid-chivalry mask dropped off the bod’s face. Sam caught a glimpse of something else. Whatever it was she wasn’t sure, but it wasn’t nice. A mix of loathing and contempt maybe—directed at her and everything she was.

The mask of the professional dropped over the bod’s face again, and Sam suddenly wasn’t sure that she had seen anything at all. She shook off a sudden frisson and touched the ID plate on the driver’s door. It hissed open, retracting into the frame.

From the corner of her eyes she saw the bod hurry to join his buddy at their vehicle.

 

~~~

 

Ray studied the multistory parking lot through his photo-multiplying binoculars. He zoomed in on the red Lotus, resting on one of the pads reserved for the Ilkwood family.

“She’s late.”

“Of course she’s late,” Flick told him. The Ford’s instrument lights brought his blunt features into sharp relief. He leaned back in his seat. “She’ll be there. That’s the least of our worries.”

Ray glanced at his partner. Flick, whose real name was Terence Wail. He had a Zen streak in his personality that Ray envied.

Still, Ray wasn’t comforted. “They said ‘midnight’”.

“Patience!”

“Patience can get you killed! System isn’t gonna be out of action forever. They’ll have replacement drones in place before you can say ‘fuck me sideways’.”

“Haste can get you killed even quicker.” 

Flick reached to the back seat and retrieved his beloved Fauré Mark Four. He ejected the mag and inspected the contents: twelve four-inch long, self-propelled rockets; each of them capable of instantly converting a human being into a cloud of very small particles, or a flitzer into so much useless metal scrap. Satisfied that all was as it should be Flick shoved the mag back into the stock. A red light winked at him, indicating that the Fauré was armed and ready to go.

“There she is.” Ray’s relief was palpable.

Flick looked up. “Told you so.” He could just make out Sam Ilkwood’s head as she ducked into the Lotus. A bod stood nearby like a silent sentinel.

“Rich bitch,” Flick muttered.

“Some have it, some don’t,” Ray said. He started up the propulsion system. “Wonder how much they’re gonna ask for her.”

“Who cares?”

“Maybe I do! Look what we’re getting!”

“Two hundred grand apiece! Not bad for a few hours’ work.”

Ray completely missed the odd undertone in Flick’s statement. “Yeah, and the bastards who get her from us are gonna ask for millions!”

“You know what I’ve been thinking?” Flick said.

“Do I want to know?”

“Why aren’t they using humoids to do this job? Why us?”

“Because humans are still better at some things.”

Flick grimaced. “Maybe. But as my daddy used to say, you gotta ask yourself, first and all before you ask anything else: ‘Why the fuck do they bother with you? What are they getting out of it? Are they screwing with you? Does it look too good to be true? That’s because it fucking well is.’ That’s what he used to say, and right he was.”

Ray didn’t reply, because he was focused on the Lotus, as it rose from its pad and disappeared from their view. A short while later it emerged from the parking garage’s central access shaft. The bods’ black GM followed close behind.

Ray watched as the two vehicles inserted into a Class-3 west-bound traffic corridor about fifty meters above ground level. “You know, I wonder what would happen if—”

“Don’t!” Flick said sharply.

“Why not?” Ray guided their vehicle into the corridor and locked it into the guide beam. Traffic was thin and he hung well back from their targets.

Flick shook his head. “Why not? Are you crazy? I tell you why not: because I’m scared of these people. Anybody who can take out a thirty mile stretch of traffic control whenever they please is serious shit. You don’t wanna mess with guys like that!

“We nap. We deliver. That’s it! I don’t wanna know what they’re doing with her after that. I don’t even wanna know what we did.”

Ray frowned at his testy partner. “What’s eating you?”

“What’s eating me? Everything about this freakin’ job. Doesn’t it bother you? Someone with those kinds of resources giving us that kind of money for such a shit-easy piece of work?” 

Flick fondled the Fauré with affectionate tenderness. 

“I have this feeling, you know—”

“What ‘feeling’?”

“Not a good one. Like we’re being set up.”

“Set up? For what? What are you talking about? Who’d wanna set us up? We’re just doing a job!”

“It don’t feel right.”

“If it bothers you so much, why didn’t you say ‘no’.”

“For a two-hundred grand? Are you kidding?”

“Stop whining then! This is what we’re getting paid for.”

The traffic became a trickle as they left Albuquerque behind. Underneath, suburban lights gave way to extended areas of darkness. Off to their left, the moon rode high in the sky.

Ray looked at his instruments. “No traffic drones in range. Client’s as good as his word. Wonder how they did it.”

Flick grunted something unintelligible. His window retracted into the door. A blast of frigid air blew into the cabin. Flick poked the Fauré out the window.

“Just about time,” Ray said.

It was like he’d given them a signal. The targets veered out of the corridor and turned west. Presently they crossed the border of Carl Ilkwood’s Alta Vista estate. Ray killed all lights, took the GM off the beam, and followed their targets.

“Ready?”

Flick grunted.

Ray sped up to close the gap. The bods, seeing the blip on their scanner, should begin to wonder about things just about now.

They were. The GM veered aside, slowed, slewed to face them.

“Here we go.”

Ray banked the Ford to the right to give Flick a better angle. The red dot of the targeting laser briefly rested on the bods’ GM. Flick depressed the trigger. There was a soft recoil as the projectile swooshed out of the muzzle. Ray banked the Ford steeply to the left. The rocket impacted and exploded, shredding the GM’s engine compartment. The vehicle descended in a near-perfect parabola. It hit the ground, bounced and cartwheeled several times, and finally came to rest; a crushed mess of aluminum and plastic.

“Nice shot.” Ray pulled the Ford back on course and wound up the turbines to full power. They had only seconds to catch up with the girl. Give her no time to gather her wits. If she did, all she had to do was step on it. They’d never catch her then.

They came up behind Sam Ilkwood’s vehicle; swooped over and down in front of it. Ray applied reverse thrust. The Ford’s underside pushed down on the Lotus’ sleek snout. A sharp grinding sound of metal against metal. The ground came up with a sickening lurch. The Lotus ploughed a long furrow into the arid New Mexican soil. Ray wrenched the Ford out of the dive and settled it on the ground about twenty yards ahead of the downed vehicle. He turned on the headlights. In the glare of the lights the Lotus sat immobile; the girl inside was wedged firmly between inflated airbags.

The door hissed open and the men jumped out. Flick stayed by their vehicle, waving the Fauré around like a searchlight. The shot at the bods’ flitzer had given him a hard-on. Right now he was praying for someone to come along and meddle in their business.

Ray, a needle proj in one hand and an old-fashioned crowbar in the other, ran to the Lotus. The airbags were slowly deflating. The girl made feeble movements. Ray stepped around the flitzer and tucked the gun into his waistband. He jammed the crowbar into the slit between the twisted door and the frame and heaved. The door groaned and resisted. Ray thought of the alarms going off all over the place right now. He tried another leverage point and wrenched harder. The door yielded and tore out of its frame. The airbags continued to deflate. The girl’s movements became more purposeful. She struggled and pushed the flaccid plastic aside. Ray dropped the crowbar and prepared to manhandle her out of there.

Samantha Ilkwood’s face turned in Ray’s direction. Despite the glare of the lights he noted that she was even prettier than he had imagined. Pretty and angry. For a few moments he was so captivated by that enchantingly furious expression that he didn’t notice what she had in her hand. When he did it was too late. The gun at the end of her outstretched arm didn’t waver. She held it single-handed; which suggested an amateur—but there was something very competent about the way she did. The muzzle didn’t waver either, and the face behind it didn’t exhibit any trace of the helpless confusion that should have been there.

Ray raised his hands in a placating gesture.

The girl was unimpressed. “Turn around!” she hissed. 

He was amazed at the venom in her voice. Things were like seriously not going according to plan anymore.

She moved by muzzle by a fraction and squeezed off a round, which whistled menacingly close past his left ear. The gun didn’t recoil. Fully compensated. Custom job for the rich girl. And apparently not just for decoration.

Ray noted with relief that the gunshot had drawn Flick’s attention to matters closer at hand.

“Not going to tell you again,” the girl grated in a very unfeminine manner, as she aimed the gun at Ray’s crotch.

Ray decided that the kid was dangerous! He complied—slowly, turning counterclockwise so he could see what Flick was up to. Despite the glare from the headlights he saw that the Fauré was leveled in their general direction.

“No!” Ray shouted. 

Flick lowered the launcher. Ray breathed a sigh of relief. Flick and his damn toy: the solution to all earthly problems.

He had better think of something real quick. This situation wasn’t good at all! Hell, they couldn’t even blow the kid away! If she got hurt they were both dead. What a handicap to work under!

Behind him another couple of shots. Flick dove for cover behind the Ford. Ray couldn’t help but marvel at the absurdity of it all. The little bitch was shooting at them!

From Flick’s position came several muffled reports. Bullets smacked into the Lotus’ body. The windscreen webbed but didn’t puncture. Ray thought that Flick was missing deliberately. If he had wanted to, he could have dropped her right there and then.

Or maybe not. Ray glanced behind him and saw that their intended victim had ducked into cover behind the Lotus. Somewhere deep inside him, below the level where he was really pissed off at the whole cockup, there was a stirring of admiration. What a wildcat!

The girl squeezed off another volley of shots in Flick’s direction. For the moment her attention was diverted from Ray. He made a split-second decision and flung himself sideways and to the ground. A stabbing pain went through his left shoulder. Winded, he lost a precious second or two. By the time he’d recovered and went for the needle proj in his belt it was too late. Tiny dust fountains sprang up near his feet. And then a couple more. Closer ones. She was working her way to his vitals. Damn good guesswork, given that the lights must have been half-blinding her.

From behind the Lotus came the slick metallic sound of an ejected magazine. Followed, unfortunately, by that of another jammed into place.

It was then that Ray decided that the job was botched. The girl not only had the presence of mind to go for her gun, but also for a spare mag, for fuck’s sake! What kind of a rich bitch kid was that? They might get her yet, but only if they ignored their strict instructions and risked the fatal displeasure their client.

Ray, with a maddening itch between his shoulder blades where she might just whack him, got up and, holding his aching shoulder, ran back toward the Ford, zig-zagging like mad, and keeping well out outside the light. An eternity later he dove into cover beside Flick.

“Bitch!” Flick said when Ray slumped down beside him.

Ray jerked as something stung his lower leg. Looking down he saw blood welling through his pants. Hastily he pulled his lower extremities further into cover.

“She hit me!” At this distance! Aiming blindly.

Lucky bitch!

Ray moved his leg; it was painful enough, but everything seemed to be functioning. 

Flick reached around the side of the Ford and squeezed off another few rounds from his Sig.

“We’ve got to get out of here. She knows that. Just trying to pin us down.”

She might, too, Ray thought. Nothing would surprise him right now.

He pulled out the needle proj, aimed it around his side of the Ford and fired a burst at the other car. The stream of tiny projectiles bounced off the Lotus with a cascade of sharp little pings.

“I’ll cover you.”

“A rocket in the sprocket would do the job nicely,” Flick pointed out.

“No!”

“I can hit the front and stir up some dust. She’ll be so dazed, she won’t even think of shooting.”

Ray thought furiously. They had to get out of here! In a few more minutes InfoGen security and cops would be all over this place like mutated Shanghai roaches.

“Aim low,” he grunted

Flick grunted and dragged himself to the other side of their vehicle. He raised the Fauré, aimed, and pulled the trigger—twice. Fountains of flame, dust, and debris erupted near the snout of the downed Lotus.

“Go!”

Groaning with the burning pain in his leg Ray dragged himself into the flitzer. Flick had already climbed in from the other side. As soon as Ray was inside, Flick activated the polarizers and the propulsion system. The doors hissed close. Flick forced the Ford into a tight upward spiral. Ray couldn’t be sure, but over the noise of the tortured turbofans he thought he heard a couple of bullets smacking into the underside of their vehicle.

“The little bitch is still shooting at us?” Flick pushed the throttle forward. 

The Ford surged toward the east and presently re-joined the traffic corridor. Flick set the vehicle to coast at the maximum legal speed. The system would be coming back online any moment now.

Ray reached down to nurse his throbbing leg.

What a fuckup!

 

~~~

 

Sam emptied her gun after the departing flitzer, stopping only when the slide of her antique projectile gun locked back as her ammunition ran out. Her assailants’ flitzer vanished into the night. She unclenched her tight grip on the weapon and dropped her arms to her side.

She wasn’t quite sure what had happened just now, but that didn’t matter. Her system was still soaked in adrenaline. Right now she would have gone head-on with an army!

Phew!

The clear night of the New Mexico desert, illuminated by the waxing moon, closed in around her. The smell of stale desert dust mixed with the faintly unpleasant reek of her own perspiration. They said you smelled different when you were afraid. Apparently it was true.

Creaking sounds came from the cooling metal where the rockets had hit the Lotus. Somewhere, off to her left, she heard faint moans, which presently ceased. 

Her bods… 

Where were they? 

She looked around. Despite the moonlight she was still too blinded to tell the difference between the many rocky outcrops and what might be the leftovers of the downed GM.

The rush was slowly abating, replaced by more deliberate thought.

So, that’s what it’s like.

Jim had told her about it; had described it at length; trying to prepare her for the moment when she might have to face such a situation. Never believing that it would happen, of course. But trying to anticipate it anyway.

And now it had.

Sam took a few deep breaths and tried to calm herself down.

‘What matters in the end is who’s left standing.’

Well, Jim—I guess I owe you my life.

She looked up. In the distance, from the general direction of Alta Vista, lights were drawing closer. 

As she watched them approach she noted, not without some guilty relief, that, if nothing else, the whole thing had definitely dragged her out of her bullshit existentialist angst pit.

 



Chapter 2

 Jim was losing the battle with the salmon. A ten-pounder at least; maybe more. Definitely too large and powerful for the thin line on the reel. Which was why Jim had to play him along and couldn’t just force him ashore. A tricky business requiring finesse, patience, and a goodly deal of luck.

The luck was running out, it seemed. The fish had tired of the game and started heading straight out to sea, displaying an amazing amount of reserve energy and taking the last few meters of line with him.

Behind his wraparound specs Jim squinted into the sun setting on the Tasman; still strong and bright, despite the advanced time of day. He wondered where the fish was. How far down. Why it had given up its initial tactic of leaping out of the water and jerking and twisting to free itself of its irksome burden. A fish that size would feed Jim for a few days; obviate the need to go into town tomorrow to procure something decent to eat.

The reel’s noise stopped as the line reached the end. The rod bent sharply. Jim walked forward as far as he could, until the next step would have plunged him into the frothing water a few meters below. Another jerk. The line twanged and snapped. Though prepared, Jim still tumbled back a step. The line settled on the water surface and presently became invisible.

“Good luck, buddy,” Jim said softly. “You did good.” 

The fish, trailing two hundred meters of monofilament line dangling from a hook in his mouth, would be an interesting addition to the coastal fauna. The filament would biodegrade within less than two days of constant exposure to salt water; and then only the hook would remain, probably annoying the fish; but these suckers were tough, and in the end it would learn to live with it.

Jim turned away from the ocean—and froze. Over the old beech trees appeared a flitzer. He heard the whine of its turbofans as it slowed, coasted until it was suitably positioned, and settled on the ground.

Jim, from a habit so ingrained that he didn’t even know he was doing it, stepped sideways until he was half-covered by a boulder that could serve as a cover should he need it. He reached behind his back to flick off the safety of his antiquated Beretta. He unclipped the UnIFac from his belt and did a quick scan. No drones in the vicinity. Maybe. That was the problem with unhooking from the grid, despite all the good reasons to do so: you weren’t forewarned. He even was separated from Alena; meaning that she couldn’t warn him, and his personal safety was entirely up to himself.

The flitzer’s door folded open; the passenger emerged. Jim toggled the safety back and stepped out from behind the rock. 

“How’re you doing?”

Paul Hades waved a greeting. They crossed the distance between them and shook hands. 

Paul eyed him up and down. “You look good, Jim. Not a year over thirty. Gerotards doing wonders for you it looks like.”

“You look harassed,” Jim replied. He motioned at the house. “Come inside. Coffee?”

Paul nodded.

“Need one myself,” Jim said. “With a shot of Bourbon. You wouldn’t believe the size of the one that just got away.”

Paul laughed and eyed the empty reel on Jim’s rod.

Their footsteps clunked on the verandah. 

“Have a seat.” Jim pointed at a couple of home-made chairs, fabricated from an eclectic collection of pieces of driftwood. He went inside and returned minutes later with two mugs of aromatic coffee, reeking strongly of a hefty dose of alcoholic fortification. Paul accepted his gratefully and sat back, stretching his legs, and looking out over the spectacular, yet placid, evening scene.

“How’s the break?” he asked his friend.

“I’m retired.”

They played this game every time.

“Sure.”

“What’s it been? Three years? More? How much longer do I have to keep this up this before you believe me?”

Paul laughed. “Bullshit. You’ve worked for most of that time.”

“Small contracts,” Jim said dismissively. “Training security guards mostly. I’m not independently wealthy like you-know-who.” He glanced at Paul. “How is the old twerp?”

Paul shrugged. “Gerotards doing their job for him, too. He doesn’t look any older than you.”

Jim nodded thoughtfully. 

“Heard about his latest crusade against the Listerites.” He sighed. “Pity really that gerotards work on just about everybody. I had my hopes up that maybe they’d be incompatible with his deranged genes.”

“Tut, tut—” Paul grinned. “He’s not that bad.”

“Haven’t seen his other side yet?” Jim asked darkly. “Surprising really—given you’ve got my job now.”

“He doesn’t interfere. Well, not much.”

“He didn’t with me either. Not until he realized that his wife was eyeing me up and down. Like she was doing with everybody else, of course.”

“Can’t blame the man. Laura’s something else.”

Jim squinted at his friend. “Done her number on you yet?”

Paul laughed again. “No. I think she’s too scared. Or maybe she’s not forgotten Jim Corwin.”

Jim made a rude gesture. 

“Would you mind?” He turned serious. “Why are you here?”

“Because I’d just love to spend the next week fishing with you.”

“Sure.”

“No, really!”

“I know. But that’s not why you’re here.” Jim took a sip of his coffee.

“He wants you back.”

Jim sputtered. A mouthful of hot coffee spurted across the verandah.

“What?”

“We need you.”

Jim wiped the coffee spatters off his face and scowled at his friend. 

“You’re joking.”

“Am I smiling?”

“What for?”

“To protect the family. Carl thinks they’re under a direct threat.”

“By whom?”

“Everybody.”

Jim snorted. “Let me guess.”

“Of course.”

“Bullshit! Carl Ilkwood PR crap. You know that.”

“The Listerites have been busy,” Paul said. “Three major nodes in the south-western branch last week. The whole of New Mexico had to be switched into the Californian net.”

“Why would they do that?”

“To make a point.”

“What point?”

“Don’t know! But they did admit to the sabotage. The customary communique, with the usual mix of hare-brained cyber-babble and threats of more of the same to come.”

Jim shook his head. “Doesn’t sound like Listerites to me. Give them credit for a bit more intelligence.”

Paul shrugged. “Maybe not. But if it wasn’t them we would have expected some denial from the real Listerites. Which didn’t come.”

Jim eyed his friend. “What’s that got to do with Ilkwood’s personal safety? “

“Someone tried to kidnap Sam.”

Jim’s face froze. Slowly he put the mug on the coffee table between them.

“When?”

“Couple of days ago.”

“Is she all right?”

“She’s fine.”

“Why haven’t I heard about this?”

“We spiked the channels.”

“Why?”

“Carl thought it wouldn’t be wise to publicize it. Not at the moment anyway.”

Jim eyed his friend with a suspicious squint. 

“ What’s he up to?”

“Don’t know. Despite everything he’s got a very high opinion of you; at least as far your competence is concerned.”

“Sure. What exactly happened?”

“According to Sam there were two. They rocketed the bods’ car and forced Sam down.”

“And?”

“Seems like she wasn’t as easy a target as they’d thought. When the cops arrived on the scene the attackers were gone. There was blood on the ground. Theirs.”

Jim stared at Paul. “She fought them off?”

Paul twitched his head. “All the way.”

Jim exhaled sharply. “That’s my girl,” he said softly; with more than a trace of pride.

Paul chuckled. “Older, prettier, sharper, and less patient than ever.”

Jim leaned back in his chair and stared out over the sea.

“I don’t want to step on your toes,” he said. “You’re the chief now. I’d hate to ruin our friendship because of this.”

“But you’re going to do it anyway, right?”

Jim nodded. “If they’re going after Sam—”

“Ilkwood’s Party’s coming up in about three weeks,” Paul reminded him. “I’ve got enough to do without having to worry about some assholes trying to nail the boss’ family. You’ll have a free hand. You name the conditions. I’ve been told to agree to just about anything.” He shook his head. “They want you bad, Jim.”

“Who?”

Paul chuckled. “It wasn’t Laura, if that’s what you’re asking. She’s hasn’t said a thing about it all.” He grinned. “It’s a funny thing: JB resigning a position over a woman’s attentions. Not like you at all, Jim.”

Jim shrugged. Paul was correct: it wasn’t like him. But the predatory inclinations of Carl Ilkwood’s latest and most spectacular wife had provided him with an excellent excuse to conceal his real motivations for quitting his job with InfoGen. Reasons he had not shared with Paul Hades; who had been his friend for more years than he cared to admit to, but whose current position would create a severe conflict of interest if he knew.

“It wasn’t a good situation,” he said. “And I hear that her habits haven’t changed all that much over the last three years.”

Paul eyed him curiously. “Now, how would you know that? It’s not exactly been in the public domain.” 

He raised a hand and tapped a finger to the lightly tinted, frameless spectacles he was wearing. “No interface. No connection! Makes you look like a closet Listerite. You know that, don’t you?”

Jim put his UnIFac, which was about half the size of his hand and barely half a quarter of an inch thick, on the coffee table. 

“I prefer this,” he said. “It’s less ubiquitous; self-contained. Wave of the future.”

Paul eyed the device, read the inscription. “Heard of these. ‘Universal Interface’? Looks like wave-of-the past to me.”

Jim shrugged. “Remember Apple Computers? iPhones? iPads? Except that now we have organomol processors; submin sensors; chem-sets; DNA analysis modules; holo projection-matrix; virtual keyboard; device-local AI. The only reason why it’s so big is that this is just about the minimum sensible size.” He laughed. “Anything smaller you’ll lose.”

“It’s still archaic. Why use mobile computing if you can have an interface?” 

Jim produced a small handgun attached to the underside of the coffee table and placed it on the top. 

“Recognize this?”

Paul looked at him quizzically. “Is that a trick question?”

“Just trying to make a point. Guns have been around in one form or another for over fifteen hundred years, give or take a century or two. Knives and swords have been around for even longer. Or look at hammers.”

“Hammers?”

Jim nodded. 

“Hammers. Timeless tools; improved over the years, but with no basic change. The UnIFac is in that league. You can make it better and more powerful; add bells and whistles until you’re blue in the face—but basically it is what it is, and it’s going to be around for a thousand years and more, because you can’t really improve on the basic design. Interface implants…” He shook his head and grimaced. “Hate them. Everybody and everything’s networked. Thanks, but no, thanks. What we need for the future is localized independence, for people and devices alike. Cause as we go out to the stars we’ll need devices that can network as well as being autonomous, multi-function, adaptable, rugged, self-contained, and which can be made to do just about anything that has to do with information and data transmission, recording, and analysis.”

“Sounds like a rehearsed promo spiel.”

Jim grinned. “You’re not wrong. But, let’s face it, anything that makes one independent of TransNet is to be welcomed.”

“Better don’t talk like that in public. Could give people the wrong impression.”

“The Listerites have a point. And you know it.”

“They’ve got a long, uphill battle to fight; which they’re going to lose.”

“Or not.”

“Knowing you, you wouldn’t mind at all.”

“Don’t much like TransNet and everything it stands for.”

Paul chuckled. “You should have been born last century.”

“I was.” 

“Yeah. Old geezer.”

“Yep. One of those who made it here. Almost didn’t.”

Paul looked Jim up and down and grimaced 

“Not everybody takes to life-ex like you did. Except for your seriously antiquated attitudes. It didn’t cure you of that.”

“Doesn’t mean they’re wrong.”

“Just Jurassic.”

“We’ll see. If I’m right, the obsession with all the bullshit of the last thirty years or so is falling apart. Lister and the A-space drive did that. Humanity is finally starting to look outward. At least some of our species are going to head out. Make sure that not all our eggs stay in the one basket; and if that gets nuked—BANG!—bye-bye human race. Not anymore. Still, we have to fix some things, too. And pronto.”

Paul nodded, silent for a moment.

“It was Sam,” he said.

When Jim gave him a questioning look…

“Sam asked for you. Insisted and got Carl seriously pissed off. He would rather never see or hear from you again.”

“That’s more like it.” 

“But he agreed.”

“You know Sam.”

“Yep.”

Jim looked out over the ocean and shook his head. He tried to visualize the scene. Plural. Scenes. And his imagination probably didn’t do justice to what had happened. The Sam he remembered had been eighteen; and a lot could happen in three years, especially at that age. It was bad enough at sixty-one. But eighteen, that was a completely different story. He had only the very faintest of memories of his own mid-to-late teens; the most disturbing time of his life, and good riddance to it.

Jim had a fair idea of Sam’s machinations. She didn’t respect her father—for a number of very valid reasons—but knew how to get her way; mainly through persistence, a no-nonsense personality, as well as being wily and wise far beyond for her age. She always had been; knew and understood the world and its inhabitants better than most people ever would. 

“Rumor has it,” Paul said, “that she told Carl she’d leave, find you herself, and stay with you; wherever you happened to be.”

“I see. That doesn’t leave me with much of a choice.”

“Unless you wanted her to show up here one day very soon.”

“That wouldn’t be such a good idea.”

“You know what she did a couple of years ago?” Paul said. “Somehow she found out that you’ve completely given up bio-interfaces. She immediately told everyone that she wasn’t going to use one either.” He grimaced. “Do you know how difficult that’s made our job?”

Jim shrugged. “Sam does as she does.”

“Because of you! How does it feel being a teenage idol?”

“Not a teenager anymore.”

“You’re telling me! But she still idolizes you.”

“Give me a break.”

“She’s been keeping tabs on you.”

“I see. We’re going to have to have a long chat about that I think.”

“Good luck with that,” Paul said.

 



Chapter 3

Sam, by now mostly recovered from the encounter with her would-be kidnappers, bounced into the teak-paneled study, surprising her father and stepmother, Laura, in one of their frequent arguments. Another marriage, if that’s what it could be called, was about to wind up. It wasn’t completely dead yet, but getting terminally close; a walking corpse, ignorant of its own state. Sam knew the signs. She’d seen them before and here they were again. Carl’s current air-head trophy-wife on her way out.

They had all been trophy wives; even her own mother, whom Carl had married not for love—an emotion Sam considered him incapable of—but for any number of obscure and invariably inadequate reasons.

Sometimes Sam wondered what it all meant. Was this mental aberration of Carl’s something genetic, or what? If it was genetic, had it been transferred to her? Would she be congenitally unable to love anybody and have it last?

Her mother’s genes didn’t hold out much more promise either. Not that Alicia Ilkwood had been a bad woman. She had functioned perfectly as the dutiful wife. Maybe too perfectly. 

Maybe it would have helped if she’d…whatever. 

Who knew what might have been? It wasn’t, and that was that.

Two years after Sam’s birth, Carl divorced Alicia. For seven years after that Sam shared time between her mother’s apartment in Denver and Alta Vista, Carl’s expansive mansion outside Albuquerque. When Sam was twelve, Alicia married the agricultural engineer she’d been sleeping with for the previous two years. For their honeymoon—and the rest of their lives—they’d joined the first major exodus into space, helped along by technologies developed as a result of Lister Diamond’s revolutionary theories, and the booming industry that was developing at breakneck pace. GenSpac—the company founded by the savvy Lister Diamond before he went AWOL and became obsessed with bringing down TransNet and InfoGen and everything cybernetic—was rapidly becoming an economic force second only to InfoGen itself.

Alicia and her husband went off to the new colony on Fargo 5, some eighteen light-years distant, and one of the first new worlds discovered within the first five years of exploratory missions. It offered a favorable atmosphere, and an even more favorable ecology to work with. New horizons beckoned, much like it had been on Earth hundreds of years ago—if one ignored the technology, of course, for the new lands weren’t explored with covered wagons, but with flitzers. By the time the bulk of settlers started arriving, in a period of less than ten years after the planet’s discovery, much of the planet was well on the way to being ‘terraformed’—meaning reconstructed to Earth specifications. A few tweaks on the genetics of the colonists, and their offspring would be able to walk the surface of the planet without the need for any kind of breathing equipment.

Sam’s mother had departed with a tearful goodbye, but determined to let nothing, not even her own flesh and blood, stand in the way of her future. Her daughter, she had decided, was old enough to fend for herself. That hurt. Mothers weren’t supposed to behave like this. But her husband-engineer—who smelled funny, loved raz-ball, smoked cigars, and had a way of looking at Sam that gave her the shivers—wanted his own kids; not some difficult prefab pre-teen. Alicia Ilkwood, now Alicia Dichtag, chose to oblige.

Sam was left behind with a father whose main interest in her appeared to be that she looked good in InfoGen publicity brochures. Humanizing the guy at the top; promoting the impression that there was more than just the forbidding, excessively wealthy, corporate stereotype. Having a daughter helped a lot there; anyone with children that good-looking couldn’t be all that bad. A family man. Crap like that. And if the daughter was moderately beautiful—which she was, and she knew it; no point being coy about what nature had generously endowed her with—that helped even more. Beautiful people posing for the world.

The truth was, of course, that Carl Ilkwood basically was just your average corporate executive sleaze. He couldn’t be bothered about the mental state of his one and only child. He interacted with her and did a lot of the ‘right’ things, but that was all façade. His true interests lay in making InfoGen and its, possibly sentient, AI super-brain universal, and getting his hard-ons from the power that came with being the brains behind it all. That and a few other luxuries, like marrying sexy blondes with oversized tits. For show mainly; with his busy schedule he couldn’t get that much of an opportunity to explore those mammaries at any great length—which no doubt accounted for the fact that Sam’s current stepmother—barely five years older than Sam herself—had an extremely hungry look about her, especially when she was around any good-looking male between eighteen and eighty—and beyond. As long as the gerotards were working and he performed Laura didn’t care.

If looks had been all Laura Ilkwood expended on such objects of interest, there wouldn’t have been a problem. But she went further. Not just once, or even twice. The staff at Alta Vista recorded a long and colorful history of Mrs. Ilkwood’s bedfellows; both, from in- and outside. Those on the inside were sometimes available for communication. Gossip hung thick in the air of Alta Vista’s halls; about Laura Ilkwood’s appetites; which, if the, possibly exaggerated, claims were to be believed, were considerable, often exotic, and sometimes verged on the unbelievable.

Sam often wondered how far her stepmother actually had gotten with Jim Corwin. Obviously not far enough to satisfy Laura; no matter what Carl may have thought.

Stupid woman. There were plenty of candidates. Why did she have to go for Jim? The silly cow should have known better.

 

~~~

 

The subject of Sam’s reflection looked up upon her entry. Laura’s mouth snapped shut. She gave her husband a last venomous look and swept out of the room. The door hissed shut behind her.

Carl Ilkwood warily considered his daughter. Sam noted the mood. She knew he didn’t like it when she barged in on him like that; one of the reasons why he preferred the office, where everybody was in awe of him and wouldn’t have dared either to interrupt or argue.

Tough titties.

“What do you want? I haven’t got a lot of time.”

Sam gave him a don’t-give-me-that-crap look. “I want to know what’s happening. I feel like I’m in a prison.”

“You’ll have to stay here until JB arrives.”

Yes!

That’s was what she’d really come here to find out.

Thanks for making it so easy!

But, she told herself, from now on it was probably better to play it cool. No need to exhibit too much enthusiasm. There was stuff here she didn’t want to go past the boundaries of her skull, and her father was not stupid. He was probably wondering about all sorts of things; what with her making all this fuss. But that couldn’t be helped. She’d meant it when she told him, in no uncertain terms, that she trusted no one else with her life; that, if he wanted her cooperation, she wanted Jim. No substitutes were acceptable, thank you very much. You want your precious girl safe; you get the best, and nothing but the best. Period.

“When’s that going to be?” she asked casually.

Carl Ilkwood shrugged. “Later today. The sooner the better.”

That soon?

Suddenly Sam was in a terrible hurry. There were so many things to be done. Like she really had to get that haircut and her room was in a total mess and she hadn’t even cleaned the gun and…

“Gotta go,” she said.

“I hope you’re happy now.”

She nodded. “You ought to be happy,” she pointed out. “At least we know I’ll be safe.”

Carl Ilkwood’s face was studiously indifferent. “I hope he still knows what he’s doing.”

Sam laughed. “Of course he does!”

He eyed her in a curious kind of way, which hinted at things unsaid. and intentions carefully concealed. 

“I hope you realize I’m doing this for you.”

“It’s the best for everybody. You’ll see.”

“When this affair is done, he’s out again.”

She shrugged. She’d do what she could to ensure that it would be some time until Jim was free to wander off to his hideout in New Zealand again. As she left the room she wondered briefly what her father and Laura had been fighting about when she came in. Maybe he’d been telling her that Jim was coming, and to keep her greedy hands off him.

What a laugh! Tell the Earth to stand still.

Sam sobered. It would be good to see Jim again, for all sorts of complicated reasons. If nothing else, having him around would do a lot to help to rid her of the nightmares that had been plaguing her for the last couple of nights.

Might as well admit it, she thought. It was scary.

Thinking back to it she couldn’t understand how she’d kept her wits together and chased them off.

Jim’s presence would restore some of a sense of security. Plus a lot of other things.

 

~~~

 

“Jim Corwin’s suddenly in the game.”

Flick made a grimace. “Damn!”

Ray agreed. “Yeah.”

“What’re we going to do now?”

“Proceed with the contract.”

“After the way we screwed this up?” Flick just couldn’t believe it. Truth was, if he had been in their clients’ position, not only would he have canceled the contract, but he would have put out a contract on them! What a mess! Flick felt like crawling into a hole in the ground and never coming out again. He had visions of the future. This calamity had all the potential for becoming the in-joke of the profession. Whispers behind his back.

‘Flick-napping.’

‘Flick-fuckup.’

To get whipped like that by a girl!

Of course, they’d been handicapped. Under normal circumstances they would have blown the bitch away. If the ‘nap failed—tough. Better to kill the intended than to let them get away with it. Gave the profession a bad name.

Sure—and what they’d done was any better? Wasted two bods and then get outgunned by a girl?

Ray noted Flick’s gloomy face. “Cheer up,” he said. “The clients don’t seem upset. They’ve acknowledged that we hadn’t been adequately briefed. Apparently the kid had some training.”

“Training? What training? Where? Special Forces boot camp?”

“Jim Corwin.”

“Great! What else didn’t they tell us?”

Ray shrugged. “Never mind. We’re getting another crack at this. Soon.”

 

~~~

 

Laura Ilkwood stood in her dressing room, studying herself in the enormous mirror which covered the entire bottom half of one wall. Behind her, about two paces away, stood another mirror, not quite, but almost parallel to the first. Laura stood and gyrated slowly, carefully evaluating every angle of herself. She wore nothing but a bra and panties; the black ones which, Carl claimed, drove him into a frenzy—but they didn’t do that much of it, if for no other reason but that he was seldom around to actually take a good look. And when he was…well, she had a few tales to tell. Pathetic ones, really.

She wrinkled her nose. She didn’t really need Carl—not for that kind of thing anyway. Juicier morsels clamored for her attention; waiting to hold those ample, and yet remarkably firm, breasts of hers while they lay under her and did what they did best.

Except for the one who got away, of course—and who was coming back; to this house; to stay under the same roof. In the same wing even. How else could he protect her and Sam?

Opportunities galore.

Laura unhooked her bra and let it drop to the floor. She assumed a variety of poses she considered suggestive. Like this maybe. How could he resist? He’d never seen her like this before. Cleverly avoided any situation where she might push him to the point of no return. But if there was some alarm, some commotion…and he happened to chance upon her in this manner…

No immediate response was required. Exhibit the goods, withdraw in a timely fashion, and let him stew a bit. Once he had a better idea of what he was missing, imagination would surely do the rest. It usually did.

Unless, of course, he was like her husband. An alpha-male gym freak with nothing worthwhile mentioning between his legs; making up for the lack with excessive attention to business and the rest of his body. The problem with a lot of alphas. All that macho-dominant shit; nothing but a front. When it came to drop their pants they either had nothing much to show—or if they did, they had nothing remarkable to give with what they had to show. It was so sad, so pathetically sad, to see a powerful man—respected, feared; a man whose every action affected the lives of millions—to see a man like that pumping and jerking like a bunny rabbit.

Was JB like that?

Somehow she didn’t think so.

And this time she would find out for sure. The curiosity was simply killing her!

Of course, there was the vexing issue of Carl and his pathetic jealousy. The stupid jerk had actually had the gall to tell her to her face that he didn’t trust her!

Ha! Who did he think he was?

Laura gave an exasperated twitch and dropped her hands to her side; stroked her long legs.

Maybe like…this…

 

~~~

 

Jim slowed the flitzer and coasted while the estate’s security system verified his identity. After a brief ritual involving a voice and retinal ID, made more complicated because he didn’t wear an interface, he received the all-clear. He locked the flitzer into the estate’s traffic grid, which, in due course, deposited him on the wide, flat roof of Talis wing. As he drifted over the sprawling complex of buildings he took note of the new additions: a new racetrack, and another landing pad, large enough to accommodate several transporters.

All that in just four years and for purposes Jim couldn’t possibly fathom. He had a grotesque vision of the monstrosity that was Alta Vista sprawling from horizon to horizon; testimony to one man’s need to make a footprint visible from orbit.

A lone figure awaited him at the landing site: Carl Ilkwood.

Making time for the arrival of a bodyguard?

Strange—even if the bod was Jim Corwin; even if it was the man’s family he was going to be guarding. Carl Ilkwood never bothered with such bagatelles. He was the archetypal ‘busy man’. Always had been and had never given any indications that he was capable of being anything else. Unless he’d had a religious conversion of sorts. Or maybe he had been reborn—into a human being.

Sure…

“JB.”

“Carl.”

With those two words the men re-established their relative positions in the big picture.

Nothing new to report, Jim thought.

Everything was at status quo. Carl Ilkwood was still the biggest cheese around. Bigger than POTUS; the ultimate alpha and aiming for an even more supreme alpha status, when InfoGen would finally shrug off the pathetic restrictions imposed on it by pesky bureaucracies and take full control over TransNet. Carl’s ultimate hard-on—so close one could almost taste it.

Unfortunately, Ilkwood’s supremacy was tuned down a few notches in the current context. Though on Ilkwood territory and surrounded by all the signs of his power, Jim Corwin was an equal. They had asked him back. And, though Carl could not know Jim’s reasons, he was surely aware that Jim had not returned because of the preposterously large fee he’d been offered. Which he had doubled; only to have that accepted without a blink.

No, Carl knew that the fee was a non-issue, that Jim had his own reasons for coming back, and that these reasons had nothing to do with doing any favors for Carl Ilkwood. The most probable scenario was that Ilkwood suspected the return to be motivated by his sexually overactive wife. Which was probably why he was here; to piss in a few corners while Jim watched, so that he knew the territory and whom it belonged to.

Fine with me, shithead. Piss away.

Ilkwood was in a hurry, and had no intention of spending any more time on this than he absolutely had to. He turned, heading for the door, obviously expecting Jim to follow.

When Jim didn’t, Carl stopped and looked back. “What?”

Jim looked around. “Before we go any further. I want a free hand. No interference. What I say goes. For everybody.”

Ilkwood shrugged. “It’s your game. For as long as the threat exists anyway.”

Of course…

“Clearance level two,” Ilkwood said.

Jim turned back to his flitzer.

“You don’t need level one!” Ilkwood snapped at his receding back. “You’re here to provide security for Laura and Sam. You’re a damn bodyguard!”

Jim shrugged and continued toward the flitzer.

“Stop!”

Jim complied and turned. “No compromises, Carl.” He ignored Ilkwood’s withering stare. “I’m not going to operate with one hand tied behind my back. Don’t pretend you expected anything else.”

Carl Ilkwood shook his head. “You haven’t changed,”

“Neither have you.”

“I guess that’s as it should be.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that. A bit of change might be nice. But you wouldn’t have asked for me if you’d thought I was anything less than thorough.”

Ilkwood didn’t correct Jim’s deliberate misstatement. Anything else but agreement would have implied that he was subject to a woman’s whims.

Not Carl.

“You’re going to live here.” It wasn’t a question.

Jim nodded. “I want the women and me in the same wing—within shouting distance preferably.”

He could see Ilkwood’s mind go over the scenario; JB and Laura under one roof; maybe next door to each other—for weeks and maybe months. Carl knew his wife only too well. However, Jim was also aware that her dalliances with insignificant young studs didn’t really bother her husband anymore. According to Paul, he had learned to live with his wife’s libido, which he was patently unable to service in an appropriate manner—all of which meant that, as long as Laura was discreet about it, he regarded the men as nothing much more than substitutes for mechanical devices that might achieve the same aims.

With people who mattered the issue was different. An affair with Jim Corwin would not be looked upon in such an offhanded manner. The king didn’t mind a footman screwing his wife, but if one of his officials tried the same, the matter suddenly assumed a new dimension.

“I’m not interested in Laura,” Jim told Ilkwood, rather bluntly. “For a number of reasons; the main one being that I’m just not interested. Period.”

The other man stared at him for a moment. He hadn’t been expecting this level of directness. He should have known better.

“She’ll try,” Carl Ilkwood said dryly.

Jim nodded. “Of course.” He shrugged. “It doesn’t matter.”

Ilkwood motioned toward the exit. “My office. I have to confirm your authority to the local network.”

“I hope Tad won’t mind me underfoot,” Jim said. Tad was the current security chief for Alta Vista; had been for more than eight years. He had worked his way into this position from his very early days more than two decades ago, when Carl Ilkwood was still up-and-coming, and Alta Vista as it existed now was just one of Carl Ilkwood’s many dreams. Tad was a good man. In the past Jim and he had always gotten along well. 

However, Tad, though reliable and thorough, suffered from a lack of imagination, an indispensable element in the anticipation of—rather than just reaction to—potential and real threats. In this game you had to play your own little mind games. Just erecting fences and surrounding people with armed bods wasn’t the way to be a successful protector. No matter how good the fences or the bods; someone always got through.

Always.

Jim’s approach—one which had made him into such a good security chief—had been to guess at what might come next, preferably even before the perps had thought of it themselves. This required that one knew one’s enemy;. In this case, if Paul’s comments were anything to go by, nobody had the foggiest idea. That was Paul. Also lacking imagination. 

Or maybe, Jim told himself, it wasn’t that at all. He knew he had a talent others apparently didn’t. What it was he didn’t know. It had something to do with intuitively seeing what was going to happen, sometimes with preternatural clarity. Better than AIs sometimes. Better even and more accurately than InfoGen’s distributed monstrosities.

“Why?” Jim asked Carl, as they traversed a long hallway, at the end of which lay Ilkwood’s office. Except for themselves, making only muffled sounds on the carpet, there wasn’t a soul in sight. The house of the dead.

“Why what?”

“Why do they want Sam?”

“I have a few ideas,” Carl said, but didn’t elaborate further.

The door to Carl’s office hissed open. Jim followed his client into the familiar room and looked around. Nothing much had changed here. The Picasso had been joined by an Ungtel. The walls now were a light brown. They had been greenish-gray. There was a new set of chairs around the coffee table at the far end. Otherwise it was as it had been. The massive oaken desk still dominated the room; the far wall was still bare, doubling as Ilkwood’s main display panel.

Ilkwood went to his desk and sat down. “Personnel security clearance entry.”

The wall lit up. The InfoGen logo appeared, a stylized globe immersed in the glow of a partially-concealed sun; the whole thing set against a starry background. The globe itself was crisscrossed by a network of luminous lines, symbolizing a network.

TransNet; not yet InfoGen’s and its all-pervading AI; but soon—unless somebody did something rather drastic to prevent such a calamity.

“Listerites?” Jim ventured.

“Who else? I don’t know what makes them think this’ll do them any good. But it’s just the kind of stunt I’d expect from them.” He turned to face the wall. “Change status of James Beltane Corwin. Security clearance: level one for Alta Vista. Level two for the rest of InfoGen.” He looked at Jim. “That agreeable?”

It was good enough, meaning that Jim could get in just about anywhere, except some top hush-hush labs and the financial network. Besides, it didn’t really matter. He had levels of access Carl wouldn’t have dreamt of.

He nodded.

“You don’t use an interface,” Ilkwood stated.

Jim took out the UnIFac. Ilkwood regarded the device with a mixture of disdain and amusement.

Carl told the computer to register the UnIFac as Jim’s default interface.

A negligible delay; Jim’s UnIFac displayed the InfoGen logo, indicating that he was linked into the system. The AI would have attempted to take control of the whole device, but Jim was confident that it hadn’t. Not unless all his work had been for naught. That the AI didn’t balk at its lack of control access was a good sign. It means that InfoGen didn’t know what was really going on. Hopefully it wouldn’t—until it was too late to do anything about it.

“The Listerites,” Ilkwood said, “are behind it. Seems like they’re ready to move to bigger things, beyond trying to crash TransNet and trying other dumb pranks like that.”

Jim kept his face carefully indifferent. “Possibly.”

“Definitely.” Ilkwood said. He pointed at Jim’s UnIFac. “The run of the place is yours. Sam and Laura are in Carter wing—awaiting your arrival, no doubt. I’ve got business to attend to. This whole shit has already consumed for too much of my time. So—”

He withdrew a pair of interface specs from his pocket and put them on. After a brief, all-encompassing gesture, and without another word, he turned and left.

Jim stood for a moment and then clipped the UnIFac back to his belt. He looked around. The logo on the wall irritated him. But there was one more thing to do.

“Com for Tad Klotzcek. Priority one. Meeting at 1500h with all available level three and above security personnel. Location: Situation Room Two.”

“Message delivered.”

“Location of nearest weapons locker.”

A map appeared on the display; a blinking dot marked a location adjacent to room he was in. If Jim recalled rightly—and he remembered Alta Vista’s layout very well indeed—that used to be a bathroom. A few strides took him to the door, which slid open. It still was a bathroom. He looked around. There was a cabinet set into the wall that hadn’t been there before. Inside the cabinet was a small armory. Jim selected a small-caliber electro-dynamic needle gun: non-lethal equipment for close combat. He tucked it into his belt, beside the Beretta. He took a spare mag of needles, put it into his back pocket, closed the cabinet door, and returned to Ilkwood’s office.

Jim paused, contemplating his next steps, and wondering where it was all going. How he felt about things: about being back; about, at least to some extent, having official power and an access to InfoGen’s resources exceeded by only very few people. About, once again, being answerable only to Ilkwood himself.

It was, he admitted, a bit of a rush. Strange how it all came back. A weird sensation of familiarity. Been there—done that—stopped doing it—now doing it again. Just like that; back in the seat and effectively commanding a small army of almost a hundred men and women.

Strange really, how Carl hadn’t blinked an eyelid at Jim’s uncompromising demands; meaning that he had been expecting them. The resistance had been an act.

Jim chuckled softly. It had been an act either way. Because there were things Carl didn’t know. Like that Jim didn’t actually need Carl’s authority to do anything either at Alta Vista or at InfoGen HQ. During his years at InfoGen Jim hadn’t exactly been idle. Somewhere deep in the contextual networks of the distributed neural AIs that were the brains of InfoGen and its associated systems, there lurked a ghost, a cybernetic genie inserted with great care and patience by Jim during his years of virtually unlimited access to the system. It was the ‘care and patience’ aspect which made the ghost so subtle. It was detectable only to deep scans, and could be deleted only by a complete re-initialization of the whole system from uninfected servers—and there were none of those left by the time Jim had quit InfoGen.

Unless one specifically looked for Alena—Jim’s name for the ghost—she did not exist. Scanning complex neural processors and storage systems for the likes of her was an excruciating task, which tended to temporarily disable the systems in question, and was therefore only performed when it appeared justified. More often than not, the various components of a network like InfoGen’s scanned each other during ‘idle’ time, but such scans were too superficial to detect her. Since during the course of the last few years Alena had also insinuated herself into the scanning code, her detection had become virtually impossible.

Of course, InfoGen could, after his departure and in an attack of excessive—though, in this instance, justified—paranoia, have subjected all its systems to checks of unusual rigor. But they hadn’t. They’d had no reason to suspect that he had any axe to grind; which might have cast doubts on his behavior during his years as a security chief. All of that was before the troubles with Laura had started, of course; and before certain of the darker aspects of Carl’s personality had been revealed. It was also before Carl finally realized that Jim Corwin would never be his man. Jim often wondered whether Carl was aware that Sam had told Jim just about everything she knew about her father’s plans and schemes, and how much that was an additional factor in his dismissal—which, superficially, had been a mutually agreeable parting-of-the-ways.

Motives to suspect Jim of clandestine activities inimical to InfoGen?

Possibly, but not likely. He knew the profile InfoGen’s internal network had generated. Of course he did; he had contributed to tailoring it to suit his purposes. As a result, there’d been no reason for extra post-dismissal checks. Also, since Jim’s successor had been Paul, who had known Jim for many years and thought he knew him like the back of his hand, there had even been less danger of Alena ever being detected.

Her existence implied that his access status exceeded Carl Ilkwood’s. But he wouldn’t use it unless absolutely necessary; for Alena’s power over the system could be used only once.

Jim grimaced. He had been conferred enough authority and freedom of action for his purposes.

Authority? Ha! When it came to his charges he might as well not have any.

Laura would do as she pleased. She did that with just about everybody; her husband included.

As for Sam? Sam was Sam. Always had been and always would be. A strong-willed, charming vixen with a mind as sharp as a katana. Her father’s intellectual equal, if not superior. She had never let on, of course. She was too clever for that. Only to Jim, with whom she’d hit it off the first day they’d met, had she once confided that she thought her father, though a man of some significance, wasn’t really ‘up with it’ in some important aspects. Jim prudently had refrained from asking just exactly what she meant. He didn’t need to anyway.

Jim walked through the halls, heading for Carter wing. Carl Ilkwood’s enormous residence was arranged in the shape of a pentagon; his homage to a, now-defunct, institution of the former United States of North America: the Pentagon; destroyed decades ago by a vetted and security-cleared employee with a micro-nuke, smuggled in through the security checkpoint in the guise of an early-model UnIFac. The bomb had killed over eight hundred, including the perp himself. 

The only reason why anybody knew who’d done it was because the attention-seeking perp had insisted on declaring himself minutes prior to the detonation. He’d started a lengthy speech deriding the evils of the modern world, the ungodliness of the renascent space exploration, the conjectured rape of the ecosystems of alien worlds, the insidious control of Earth society by TransNet, and a number of other issues on his axe-grinding agenda. About halfway through his oratory the guards, idiots that they were, shot him; thinking they could stop him from triggering the device and not realizing that he had anticipated such an act and installed a dead-man switch.

Ilkwood, who believed in symbols, and especially those which had to do with power and control, decided to construct his new residence in the same shape, though only about three quarters the size. The sides of the pentagon were named after some of Ilkwood’s heroes. Men—and one woman—whom he considered worthy of being eternalized in his home: ‘Talis’, ‘Kenton’, ‘Chien’, ‘Rand’, and ‘Carter’. Carl Ilkwood had an odd assortment of heroes.

The pentagon surrounded a courtyard, decorated with artfully arranged beds of flowers, hedges, and small trees—kept alive by the efforts of gardeners despite all attempts by the New Mexico sun to cook them into crisp skeletons. Genetic engineering had boosted the resistance of some plants to the ever-rising greenhouse temperatures. But there were limits to the possible. Only cacti really thrived and grew to occasionally monstrous proportions.

In the center of the courtyard stood a circular fountain, about ten meters across. In its center, on a titanium pole twenty-four meters tall, sat a three-dimensional model of InfoGen’s logo: an opaque three-meter globe of what looked like smoked glass. During the night the globe emitted a dim glow, delicately accentuating the carefully drawn continents, as well as the luminous web covering everything. The ultimate testimony, Jim reflected, to Carl Ilkwood’s personal, but as yet unfulfilled, dream.

Jim considered the sphere. Something had changed. The globe was larger, the pole taller. The phallic symbolism of the monument and its recent enlargement didn’t escape Jim, and elicited a cynical, crooked grin.

Talis and Carter wings were contiguous. Jim spurned the moving beltway and chose to take a random path through the building, which allowed him to snoop into a few places he wanted to know about. He didn’t meet anybody. The place was deserted, as it usually was: endless stretches of rooms, all of them lavishly laid out. Suites for guests used to luxury; empty rooms awaiting a purpose; banquet halls. A palace for non-existent royalty.

Once every two years all of this changed during the week of Ilkwood’s Party (capital ‘P’!); an occasion that saw the richest and most important agglomerate here to hobnob with one another. The media were admitted to certain formal occasions, recording them for distribution to the masses of the world. The remainder of the time was informality taken to new heights; in a place guaranteed to have not a single pickup within the scope of the participants.

In a world where law enforcement and everybody involved in the ‘security’ business had become completely reliant on ubiquitous surveillance of everybody and everything in every place, the complete lack of any pickups and the four-mile drone-free perimeter around the residence was a security chief’s nightmare; a disaster waiting to happen. Party week took more out of your life than the whole preceding year of routine protection. It was an occasion with unrivaled potential for complete catastrophe. All that was needed was one tiny nuke; like the one that vaporized the original Pentagon. That was the reason why, at the time of the Party, the sky was littered with military and private craft packing enough firepower to annihilate a small asteroid; and on the ground enough weaponry to fight a fairly serious war. All outside the four-mile perimeter of course.

The purpose of the Party? Who knew? God and Carl Ilkwood might, but they weren’t telling. Not the truth anyway. During the last decade the Party had become an institution; a week of mixing everybody there with everybody else; allowing communications that were otherwise highly unlikely to ever take place. Even avowed enemies contrived to shroud their animosities behind a screen of affability for the duration of their attendance. Or maybe they weren’t enemies at all, but had a common goal that was best served by continuing to uphold the pretense of public enmity.

Ilkwood had gone on record to state that he considered the Party the most significant public service ever rendered by a single human being to the prospect of world peace and understanding, as well as lots of other warm-and-fuzzy things; and he made the most of its promotional value for InfoGen. Even his detractors, of which there were many, found it difficult to contrive reasons to dispute his claims. Many of them were among the attendees, and it would have appeared churlish and hypocritical to denigrate the very occasion to which they were unfailingly invited.

It was conceivable that he was right, and Ilkwood’s private pentagon spent most of its life waiting for the one week when it hosted the greatest of the great, the richest of the rich, the most scintillating of luminaries.
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