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"Carm!"

The caramel skinned woman looked just in time to be caught by the flying woman. The grunts and crashes were lost in the rapid staccato of unsuppressed gunfire. Shattered plastic and faux-adobe plaster rained down on them.

The tackler flipped off of the sputtering woman and tossed a small disc through the doorway. A man shouted and then the disc let out a quiet thump that made the walls floor tremble and the battered wall rain down fresh dust onto the stunned woman's body. A flash of light burst through the doorway and the holes in the wall.

The woman was through the door, her arms spread out wide and razor sharp blades gleaming as they extended a centimeter beyond her bedazzled black fingernails. She dove over a couch and caught the machine pistol the man held in one hand while her other hand drove her razors into his chest. The ballistic nylon weave in his shirt didn't stand up to her blades.

They crashed back onto a composite coffee table built under the strictest standards of barely holding up its own weight. With the gunman and the petite whirling dervish of a woman on top of him, it shattered like an light bulb hit with a sledgehammer.

The woman in the hallway rolled up to her feet in a huff and risked a look through the doorway. She saw two men with their arms spread and their heads shaking as they blinked rapidly. One held a pistol and the other a submachine gun. She hissed and pulled her arm back and then flung it forward. A flame that had grown in her palm launched forward as though she'd used a slingshot. It struck the man with the compact automatic in the chest like a fiery water balloon. Flames burst across his chest and up to his neck and beard. 

He sucked in a breath and then realized what was happening and started to scream. He spun, half-blinded by the flashbang and half-blinded by the pain and leaping flames. A short burst ripped from his submachine gun through a chair and wall before he threw himself on the floor and started trying to smother the fire.

The smaller woman sprang from her position on top of the man she'd taken down. His large caliber pistol thundered in the room but the woman wasn't fazed by the thunderclap of sound. The bullet passed over her shining black hair. She felt it burn through her booty shorts and graze the skin beneath, but it wasn't an active concern. She felt it as though it was a memory that happened long ago... or might yet come to pass if she let it.

She slammed into the gunman and lifted his arms up high. Her knee drove into his groin, forcing a blast of burrito scented air to assault her. She let go of his arms while they dropped down on her. He was trying to grab his crushed balls though, not her, and she only got in his way. It left her free to slide her hands inside his armor lined jacket and force her fingers into his flesh high on his sides. Her nails raked over his ribs as she sliced them up and into his armpits. She dug them deeper there, shredding muscle, tendons, nerves, and the rubbery blood vessels that weren't built to withstand her abuse.

The man howled and tried to fight back. His arms didn't work right though. He told them what to do, but they wouldn't move forward. He had no strength in them, just a squirmy feeling in his chest and sides beneath the pain.

The woman looked up at him and smiled. The smile didn't reach her midnight black eyes. "I think we're done here," the woman said.

He opened his mouth. To retort? To gasp? To wonder if her irises were really that big or if her cybernetic eyes just made her look like he was staring into the abyss? She jammed the fingers of both hands into the hollow underside of his jaw. Both carotid arteries split and pulsed red heat over her fingers and his skin. His windpipe was sundered like rice paper to a sword. She pulled her fingers free and stepped back, flinging her arms down and away to send a spray of his blood across the floor.

The man managed to reach up with one arm and grab at his throat. It didn't help him, of course, but he dropped to his knees and then toppled forward with what little comfort that allowed him.

"Stupid," the mage said as she entered the apartment and looked at the man who had finally stopped writhing on the floor. "The flames were magic... as long as I focus, they don't go out."

The other woman wrinkled her nose. "Smells like roast pig in here."

"I know, it's so nasty that people smell like that when they burn. I can't eat pork anymore because of it!"

"Good job, by the way," the slasher said. "Sorry about, you know, taking you out. I saw him and my reactions kicked in."

She rubbed her Carmel colored skin on her side beneath her bulging halter top and said, "I know, but you almost broke some ribs that time."

"Sorry baby, I—"

"Am— Bling! I am not your baby!"

The dark haired woman grinned. "You'll always be my baby girl."

"I'm older than you!"

"That's not what I meant, Carm."

The mage glared at her.

"Carmella," Bling corrected.

Carmella nodded. "That's better. You know to use our superhero names when we're on a job like this."

"Superhero names?" Bling snorted and rolled her eyes. "Chill, these guys aren't talking. Not now and not ever."

"Yeah, but we've set off every alarm there is, we've got to get out of here, like, now!" Carmella said.

"Didn't expect them to have guns."

"I didn't expect anyone to be here!" Carmella said.

Bling looked around and then down at herself. She scowled at the blood drying on her hands and arms and staining her belly-baring shirt. Her belly ring was coated in blood, earning and extra glare when she saw the black glass stone in it was painted a reddish brown. "So... where do we find this stuff?"

"He said it would be stored on a computer," Carmella said. She turned and studied the apartment. "No computers out here... how about there? No, that's a bathroom. Ah ha, bedroom!"

"Go for it, baby girl," Bling said. "I'm going to wash up a little."

"Don’t leave any evidence," Carmella said while ignoring what Bling called her.

"It's  their blood, not mine," she said.

Carmella heard the sink in the en-suite kitchen start and stepped into the bedroom. The lights were on but she was drawn to the darkness immediately. It wasn't a shadow, it was a chocolate brown skinned man with the biggest, whitest eyes she'd ever seen staring at her. He held his hands up, palms out, and shook his head slowly.

"Shit," she muttered. She thought up the magical symbols she'd need and began to manifest them into a pattern of reality that would—

"Please!" he whispered. "Please... I don't... I'm not... I'm not with them, I mean! Well, I am, sort of, but I'm not. I was hired to come here, that's all! They were hired too. Hired to get me here and protect me... I didn't think I'd need protection, but... well... there's you."

Carmella switched spells while the man babbled. She used a different pattern of symbols to generate a wind that she curved through the air and swirled around him. His high and tight hair barely moved but his mouth opened as he struggled to breathe.

She let the magic fade so he could realize she'd closed the distance and stood in front of him. He sucked in a gasp of air and then jerked back against the chair he sat in. The computer was right beside him but he has a data cable extended from his palm into a small disc the size of a makeup compact. The disc sat on the desk next to the slender keyboard.

"What's your name?" Carmella asked.

He swallowed. His eyes dropped to her chest and then lower, to her smooth belly and the figure hugging Kevlon weaved under armor pants she wore. He jerked them back up to her face. "I... Why?"

Carmella smiled at him. "Good cop, bad cop," she explained.

His brow creased. "You're a cop?"

Carmella giggled. "No. I'm the good girl. My partner, she's the bad girl. You work with me and maybe you come out of this okay? If she comes in here...well..."

He swallowed and nodded. "Okay... um, yeah. Sure. I'm Razi... but they call me Darwin."

"Darwin? Okay. I'll call you that too. Tell me, Darwin, why are you here?"

He glanced at the computer beside him.

"Data grab?"

He nodded.

"What data?"

"Stolen data?"

Carmella let out a sigh. "You're asking me what data you're after?"

"Yes? No, I mean. I... this is difficult," he said.

"Why is it difficult, Darwin? This is just a simple conversation. Almost pleasant, even, like two friends talking about their work day."

He swallowed and mumbled, "I don't have friends like you."

"Like me? What's so special about me? You mean because I'm a witch?"

He jerked his head up. "Oh! I'd forgotten... yes, I don't know anyone that can do that."

Carmella tilted her head to the side and smiled. "Wait, if that wasn't it, what did you mean?"

Somehow she saw the blush on his dark chocolate cheeks. "I.... well... you. You're so pretty. Beautiful, even. I don't know anyone who looks like you."

"Aww, that's so sweet," Carmella said. "Tell you what, Darwin. You help me out and I'll help you out."

His eyes widened.

Carmella laughed. "No, I'm not going to give you a hand job or a blowie. I'm not going to fuck you or even flash you. You're sweet though, so  help me out and I'm going to make sure you remember this."

"Remember this... so you mean... you're not going to kill me?"

"That's right," Carmella said. "You help me, and I'll help you. We don't want to kill anybody. Those assholes out there shot at us first."

He nodded. "Okay, um, yeah. I was hired to come and recover whatever data was here. It was stolen and I had to make sure I wiped it out and made certain it wasn't copied or opened or anything."

Carmella looked at the disc on the desk. "Is that some kind of massive storage box?"

"No, that's Constance."

"Constance?"

He shrugged. "It's my translator. I plug into it and that way I have a firewall to keep whatever I access from getting back into me. Constance connects wirelessly to anything around her. I can plug her in direct too, but only if I have to."

"Oh... why Constance?"

"Constance Garnett?" he asked.

Carmella shook her head.

He shrugged. "She lived a really long time ago. She was the first person to translate Chekhov, Tolstoy, and Dostoyevsky. Others too, but those are the big ones."

"Oh," Carmella said. "I didn't know."

"Nobody does these days," he said.

"I don't know who those people are either... sorry."

He smiled. "Famous Russian authors. Don't worry about it."

She nodded. "So, did Constance find what you're after?"

"Yes?"

"You're asking me again."

"I'm nervous... sorry."

"I promised you I wouldn't kill you."

"I know... you can't promise me you're not beautiful though," he pointed out.

Carmella grinned. "You're good for a girl's self-esteem, you know that?"

"Sorry, I don't spend much time around people. I usually work remote. I had to come onsite for this though."

"That's all right, I don't mind. Here's the thing though," Carmella said. "I need that data. I can't let you have it... well, I can, but I'd need a copy of it, at least."

"They'll know if I copy it," he said.

Carmella frowned. "Darwin, you really seemed like a smart guy, don't disappoint me now."

"I am smart," Darwin said. "Genius, even... I'm not bragging, just saying that's why I'm here."

Carmella smiled at him. "I believe it... but a smart guy like you must realize that we've got a problem."

He nodded. "I do. I can't think of a way to trick you that would work either, and there's no way I can compete with what you can do. Then there's your partner... Bling, was it? I've accessed a few things on the net about her while I've been sitting here and everything I read tells me I don't have much chance against her either."

"You looked her up while you've been sitting here?"

He nodded. "I heard you two talking after... well..."

"Right," Carmel said. She frowned. "What about me?"

"Carmella, Bling's sometime partner," he said and smiled. "Not nearly as much, just that you run with her sometimes. The jobs you two pull together aren't typical either. Hostage recues and data grabs. Sometimes something more serious, but those are just rumors."

"You are good," Carmella agreed. She sat on the desk next to him and saw his eyes go to her bare stomach. She was in damn good shape thanks to her magic and staying active — so much better than she'd been a few years back before she and Bling went through the portal and she got sick and discovered her magic. "So here's the deal, Darwin. My partner and I... we need that data so we can go after a corp. They're cutting corners and putting a lot of kids at risk."

"Kids?"

"Korvex owns half the bussing contracts in this state and almost all of them in Arizona. Bussing, Darwin... like school buses."

His eyes widened.

"Yeah, we need that data to prove that not only are they faking safety inspections, not performing maintenance, and saving every buck they can on quality, but also to find a paper trail that shows they've paid off people like you and others to take care of speed bumps along the way."

"Speed bumps?" he asked. "You mean paying people off or... well, silencing them if they couldn’t, don't you?"

"You are smart," she said.

"Well... the problem is the data is here, but it's triple encrypted. Rotating quantum keys that won't even be valid beyond another twenty one hours. Without an inside track or a blunt force ran by a quantum mega-processor, you won't be able to open this."

Carmella frowned.

Bling's voice sounded from the other room, "Hey babe, what— well hello, who's this?"

Carmella and Darwin but turned to stare at the doorway. Bling stood in it, wet shirt in her hands and her bare chest glistening with water. Her breasts weren't large but they were well rounded and capped with rosy pink nipples hard enough to cut glass. They were pierced with a barbell that wrapped around into a concentric ring that matched the outer edge of her areola. The metal was black, matching her finger and toe nails, belly ring, lip stick, and eyes.

"Bling!" Carmella hissed. "Put your shirt on!"

"It's wet," Bling pouted. "I had to wash the blood out. Can't you help a girl out?"

Carmella let loose a sigh and shook her head. She put the symbols in play and drew out a pattern that created a gust of warm air that whipped and tossed Bling's shirt in her hands and then sucked the moisture away from Bling's skin. Her jet black hair whipped up and around as Carmella let her spell go a little out of control on purpose.

The wind died away and Bling grinned and walked closer. She pulled the shirt over her head and tugged it back into place. Her pierced nipples left nothing to the imagination beneath the crop top.

"Thanks, sweetie," Bling said. "I love it when you blow me."

"You're such a brat," Carmella said. She turned to Darwin and said, "Ignore her, she's my partner, but not that kind of partner."

"Oh... right. Okay. Hi, I'm—"

"Darwin," Bling finished for him. She smiled and said, "I heard."

His eyes darted to the door behind her and then back to her. His eyes glanced up to where Bling's hair had fallen back properly and he noticed the slightly pointed tip of her ear. He studied her eyes next, noting the hint of an almond shape to them. "You heard."

"So," Bling said, letting the unasked question drop. "Triple encryption? We need that, Darwin. How are you going to help us get that data? If you looked us up then you know we do good things for people. We help."

"Arguable," he said. "But you can make an argument for that."

"Can you help us?" Carmine said.

He hesitated and glanced down at Constance.

"Darwin?" Bling asked.

He looked up at her.

"I'm not really the bad cop," she said. "In fact, I can be a really good cop. And for a sweet taste of dark chocolate like you, I can be a really nice cop."

"Bling!" Carmella hissed.

Bling sighed. "Carmella's saving herself. Forgive her for being frigid. Me, I'm a girl that isn't afraid to have fun."

"Cross your damn legs already and stop trying to bribe him," Carmella snapped. 

Bling pouted. "You're no fun. Because you don't want to pop your cherry doesn't mean I don't get to have—"

"Bling!"

Darwin laughed nervously. "I... um... I wouldn't ... ahem, look, I'll help you guys. But we'll need to get out of here first. I've got the data, but breaking it will take me some time and this isn't the place."

"Yeah, the cops will be here any minute. Real cops, I mean," Carmella said.

Darwin grinned. "Oh, I took care of the alarms and calls. They won't be bothering us."

Carmella looked to Bling and saw her looking back. "You did?"

"Told you I'm smart."

Carmella laughed. "All right... but you said this was going to be impossible to break?"

"It would be, for anyone else. Remember, they wanted me to verify the file. I can't do that without getting some of the necessary keys. The last one I can handle on my own, I just need a secure place to do it from."

"Oh, well... in that case..."

"Let's bail," Bling said. "I'll meet you guys at the door."

"You don't need to steal their guns."

"They're not using them," Bling said. "Besides, I don't keep them, I sell them."

"You know you don't need money, right?"

Bling shrugged and turned away. "Baby girl, when you give in and go from being my partner to being my partner then you can tell me what to do with my money. Until then..."

Carmine snorted. "Fine."

"Fine?" Darwin asked. "Did you just... I mean, are you two..."

"No, fine as in she can fence the guns and stash more money away," Carmine said. She raised her voice without needing to and added, "Not fine as in I'm going to start screwing her."

Darwin blinked a few times. "Woah."

Carmella sighed. "I'm not into women. Bling's my sister. We've bled, cried, and suffered together, but that's the love we share. I wouldn't want to ruin that with sex even if I did swing that way. She means too much to me."

"Love you too, sweetie," Bling called from the other room.

Carmella flipped the doorway off.

"Come on, tall, dark, and handsome. Let's get you someplace safe so you can help us make sure a whole lot of people don't get hurt."

"Won't this hurt the people at the companies?"

Carmella scowled. "Sure, but they deserve it after all they've done."

* * * *
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Darwin looked around the trailer Bling and Carmella led him inside. "You ladies live here?"

Bling and Carmella looked at each other. "Do you think we live here?"

"You said you were sisters," he said and shrugged. "Half sisters, at best though."

"Why do you say that?" Bling asked.

"Your ears... you were changed by the Poly virus, weren't you?" he asked.

Bling reached up to run her fingers over her ear. Her hair was over it, proving he'd seen it earlier and not now. "You're sharp," she said.

He smiled. "It's hard not looking at you two."

Carmella turned to her friend. "Bling... he's so sweet... can we keep him?"

Bling rolled her eyes. "No, I never had PV. And no, we're not related by blood. That's all you need to know."

"Rumor on the net is you were born on Dark Earth," he asked.

"I'm starting to understand why they call you Darwin," the petite woman said.

Carmella held up a hand. "What else does the net say about us?"

He cocked his head a moment and then nodded. "Well, not a lot and people aren't connecting things very well."

"What's that supposed to mean?" Bling asked.

"Well, Bling and Carmella both do investigative work for Lost Girls Investigations, LLC. LGI is run by Misty and Sonia Wimple... I guess King-Wimple would have sounded strange? There is a third daughter adopted by Katalina and Skylar Wimple, Carmine. She looks a lot like you do, Carmella. Nobody seems to have put that together though, but nobody's ever really dug into you either."

"Not so for Bling," he said. "I found a birth record for Amelia Foster, although it is not certified by a hospital, rather by Immigration and Naturalization Services. Amelia's mother was an illegal alien that was deported back to Dark Earth. Amelia and her brother remained and were put into foster care until—"

"That's enough," Bling growled.

He frowned. "But you asked."

"No, it's good we know," Carmella said. "Good to know that somebody can put that together if they dig deep enough. And now you know, she's Amelia— Amy, really— and I'm Carmine. But around anyone else it's Bling and Carmella. Got it?"

He nodded.

"Wait, did you just break into the government's system?" Bling asked.

"What? No."

"Then how did you dig up that data?"

"From the INS servers," Darwin said.

Bling and Carmella shared a confused look. "But you said you didn't break into them just now..."

"Oh, I broke into them over a year ago. I keep accounts active so I can get in any time I need to."

Bling stared at him. "You're some kind of special, aren't you, hot chocolate?"

"Hot chocolate?" Darwin asked.

Bling smiled. "Dark and creamy and you make me want to drink you up. Then you open your mouth and ruin it."

Darwin's goofy grin was gone as fast as it appeared.

"Maybe not share so much, so quick?" Carmella recommended.

Darwin nodded. "Yeah, I do that. My mouth gets me in trouble a lot."

"Mine too," Bling said. She nodded down the hall to the back of the trailer. "We've got a office set up in here you can use to crack that code."

"Oh, right!" he said. "I don't need any equipment though, I've got it all."

"You've just got that little disc..."

"Constance," Carmella supplied.

"Right, Constance. Can she— it— do all that?"

"Some, but I've got a mathematical co-processor in line with my datajacks. I'll be doing the work up here mostly, in my head."

Bling couldn't help but look at where he tapped his finger just behind his ear. There was a port there to hook a wire into, same as the port in his palm. She shrugged. "Okay, make yourself comfy then."

"Is there anything off limits here?" Darwin asked.

"This is a safe house, not our house," Carmella said.

"All right. I'll go to the office then."

"Yeah, good idea," Bling said and gave Carmella a look.

Carmella pressed her lips together to keep from laughing.

"I could do it out here," he explained. "But I might twitch a little or make some grunts or noises at times. I'm told it's disconcerting."

"Yeah... it might be. We'll check in on you, don't worry."

Darwin smiled. "Okay... I'll just go there then."

Bling smiled and nodded and then, when he hesitated some more, she waved for him to go. Darwin offered an embarrassed grin and then slipped down the hallway and into the first door. After it shut behind him Bling and Carmella looked at each other and burst into laughter.

Bling collapsed on the couch and groaned. No took the faux-leather chair and shook her head. "Oh Amy, he's a mess? Why did I let you talk me into this Amy?"

"He is cute though," Amy said.

"What is it with you and guys that are so tall you only come up to their crotch?"

Amy snorted. "That way I can see firsthand what they've got to offer."

"Oh my god!"

Amy grinned. "You know that's got nothing to do with it."

"Bullshit! Size does matter."

Amy burst into giggles again. "Okay, you've got me there. That's not what I meant though. He's just so... not stupid, obviously, but... I don't know, something."

"Naïve? Trusting?"

"Yeah, that works."

"Like I told him, he's good for a girl's self-esteem," the caramel skinned beauty said.

"Pfft, like you need someone to remind you that you're a hotty. Carm, you're on my top ten list sexiest women alive and you know it."

"You're biased."

"So?"

Carmine stuck her tongue out.

"Careful, I'm likely to take as an invitation and think you're offering me a ride."

"Oh my god!"

Amy burst into more laughter. "Spirits, I wish all my jobs were with you."

Carmine sighed. "I know, we work so well together."

"All you have to do is come out and we can do everything together," Amy teased her friend.

"Ugh, stop. You'd make a terrible lesbian and you want me to be one too?"

Amy shrugged. "You could teach me how, you're great at everything you try."

Carmine rolled her eyes and then turned to look down the hallway. "Anyhow, how long do you think it will take him?"

Amy shrugged. "No idea. I know how to use my tech, but I have no idea how to do what he does. I don't even know what he does. What even is rotating quantum encryption or whatever the fuck he said?"

"Dunno. Sounds tough though."

"We've chewed up and spit out tough plenty of times."

Carmine grinned. "You're more of a swallower, I thought."

Amy gasped and threw one of the pillows off the couch.

Carmine giggled after it bounced off her chest.

"You're lucky I love you," Amy pouted.

"I love you too," Carmine said. "Now let's get back to the case."

Amy nodded. "We got the data...sort of... what's left?"

"Assuming we can use it, Misty can't use it in the case, so we use it for leverage," Carmine said. "Use it to threaten them."

"Why can't we use it?"

Carmine gestured around them.  "We're not exactly obtaining it legally."

Amy frowned. "This is one thing I like about Dark Earth, none of these stupid laws. If you do something wrong, you can get punished for it there."

"Or if somebody thinks you did something they don't like — right or wrong — they can have you and your entire family killed," Carmella pointed out.

Amy winced.

Carmine scooted forward and then slapped Amy's shin. Amy scooted her legs up to make room for the woman to sit on the couch, then she stretched her legs out across Carmine's lap. Carmine started rubbing her lower legs gently.

"Mmm, don't forget my feet."

"Oh my god, gross."

"They don't stink!"

"Anyhow," Carmine deflected, "Misty will make sure they know we have it. Maybe it can't be used for her court case, but she'll make sure they know if they don't settle out of court for her client, it's going to be released."

Amelia made air quotes with her fingers and said in an ominous voice, "Ooh, the media! You know the news companies are owned by the fuckers that Misty's going up against, right? It won't even get any air-time."

Carmine shook her head. "Not all of them," she said. "Besides, Sophie will make sure it gets spread far and wide. Who knows, maybe we'll see if Darwin can help too. We throw some money his way and I bet he'd help."

"Help? He got to see my tits, he owes us!" Amy teased.

Carmine smirked.

"What?"

"You do have nice tits," Carmine offered.

"I know, right?" Amy agreed. "A little small though. Every time I go under the knife I can never decide what I want to do with them though, so I never do."

"I think they're perfect on you," Carmine said.

"Says the girl that refuses to be gay."

Carmine stuck her tongue out.

"I swear I am going to take you down and grind on that thing one of these times!"

Carmine grimaced. "So gross!"

"I am not! I'm clean, my pussy is bare, and I taste pretty damn good, if I do say so myself."

Carmine gagged.

"Ugh! You're such a....a..."

"A what? Kid? I'm a couple months older than you, remember?"

Amy snorted. "I was going to say such close-minded, but I couldn't find the right words."

Carmine gasped. "Oh my god! Me, close minded? My mom's are lesbian! Misty's a lesbian! Sophie and I are straight. And you... you're like my best friend in the entire world— no, in both worlds, Earth and Dark Earth. You're part human and part elf, a stripper, an addict, thoroughly bi-sexual, and you've got more technology in your body than my car. If I'm close-minded than—"

Amy lurched up, jerking her legs out of Carmine's hands. "Did you hear that?"

Carmine frowned. "Hear what?"

Amy rose to her feet and motioned for Carmine to follow. "Come on... from back here."

"Darwin knock something over?" Carmine wondered as she rose to follow.

Amy crept silently up to the door to the office and listened for almost an entire second before she grabbed the knob and opened the door. "Shit! Carm!"

Carmine was right behind her. Darwin was lying on the floor, the chair he'd been in beside him. He twitched and jerked while blood spotted his lips. The cord running to Constance was still plugged into the data port behind his ear.

"What—"

"Can you use your magic to help him?" Amy asked. 

"Oh my god! He's bleeding," Carmine breathed as blood began pool out of his nose and darken his upper lip. His eyes were closed by the skin around them was puffy and had a bruised purple tint.

"Ya think?" Amy snapped. She reached for the cord and was about to yank it out when Carmine sank to her knees beside her.

"Don't... that might hurt him more," the witch said.

"I'm not sure how much more this guy can be hurt."

"Just... give me a minute," Carmine pleaded. She put her hands on Darwin's face and stared at him. Her eyes lost focus and her hands moved, tracing lines across his face and the side of his head that Amy couldn't see.

Amy looked around and nearly launched herself to her feet a half dozen times in the agonizing seconds Carmine was making. She fought to keep her boosted reflexes from coming online and slowing the world around down to a crawl. It was bad enough having to wait as it was.

"I'm sorry," Carmine whispered. She turned his head a little and blood began to  pour out of his ear. It drained for  several seconds before she tilted his head back and bit her lip. Her fingers traced around his ear and then she closed her eyes and slumped back.

Amy caught her with a hand to her back to keep her from falling. "Carm? Baby, are you all right?"

Carmine nodded and drew in a shuddering breath. "Healing meat isn't hard, but he's got a lot of tech in his head. It's a lot harder then."

"That's why you have a hard time healing me when I get hurt, right?"

She nodded again. "You're worse. Your skin is covered in techno-crap and your skulls got all that plating. Your nerves are tricked out, your bones are artificially densified— is that even a word,  and... well, basically not much of you is natural."

"My boobies and lady parts are all real," Bling said.

Carmine let a tired smile slip. "On the inside, the skin was still rebuilt by those nanobots."

"Nanites," Amy said. "And it made it sooo much more sensitive. I can cum from having my nipples played with. Want to try it sometime?"

"Oh my god!" Carmine gasped. She shook her head and sat up on her own. "Really? You go there now?"

"I need you, sweetie," Amy explained with a smile. "Figured that would wake you up."

"Puta," Carmine swore even as she realized it had worked. She smirked and turned her attention back to Darwin. "There was a lot of blood on his brain. Whatever happened tried to make his implants fry him. I had to tear his eardrum to get the blood to drain and then I did my best to repair the damage. If he wakes up, he'll wish he didn't."

"Can I unplug him now?" Amy asked.

Carmine shrugged. "Sure... I guess."

Amy nodded and reached for the cable that connected Constance to the port behind his ear.

Darwin's  eyes snapped open and his hand grabbed Amy's. "D—Don't," he stuttered. "L—Leave... now! Korvex. Coming!"

Amy and Carmine met each other's eyes. Amy mouthed the word, "Fuck!"

Carmine nodded and bolted out the door to start the car. Amy dropped Constance on his chest and scooped up the lanky man in her arms and lifted him with ease. She protected his head and his strange device that was resting on his belly , but his feet smacked the door jamb on their way out after Carmine.

* * * *
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"Really wish we'd cleaned him first," Carmine said from the back seat of her Nissan Coyote. "If I have to take this to get bloodstains cleaned out again..."

"Better blood stains than bodies," Amy pointed out. "I can't drive all night, you know, we need to figure out what to do."

"He said they were coming... how do we know they don't have a constant trace on us?" Carmine asked. "They could be following us right now."

Bling checked her mirrors for the thousandth time. "I don't see anyone following us."

"Maybe a drone or something? Or cameras... they could be jacked into traffic cams."

"Spirits, Carm, you're one paranoid bitch!"

"I don't know!" Carmine said, her voice rising. She fought down her panic and said, "This computer shit drives me crazy. I don't know nothing about it. You're full of it, why don't you know how all this works?"

"My tech helps me keep you safe and put bad guys down," Amy said. "That's all I ever wanted."

"Aww, that's sweet of you, but it wasn't just me you were trying to keep safe."

"Well... no, that's true," Amy admitted. "But I put Martina and her family behind me, remember?"

"You still talk to the girls."

Amy scowled. "They're dumb, sheltered kids. They need someone they can come to that will tell them how it is."

"Isn't Sofia in college now?"

"Yeah, so? She needs advice now more than ever."

"From her mom's former lover," Carmine pointed out.

"From her former head of security," Amy corrected.

"Whatever," Carmine said. "I think you still talk to Martina too."

"I..."

"Busted."

"Now who's the puta?" Amy muttered.

"Still you. I'm not sleeping around. Not since... well, that was before all of this. Before I met my family too."

"I'm your family," Amy growled. "Don't you forget it."

"I couldn't if I wanted to," Carmine agreed. "Why don't you call up Tank?"

"Spirits! Why are you digging through my love life?"

"I didn't mean that! I meant maybe he would know something. If nothing else, maybe we could meet up and he could drive."

"What, my driving's not good enough?"

"That's not it," Carmine said. "You're driving is fine. A little fast... but if we're being chased I—"

"We're not being chased!" Amy snapped.

"Oh my god! I said if. Chill already. I meant if we do run into something, it's better if your hands are free, you know?"

Amy snorted and focused on taking a corner as fast as safely possible. She had to weave around another car pulling out of a parking garage and bit her tongue to keep from shouting at the other driver.

Carmine sighed as she thought through things. "If you and Tank aren't on good terms he'd probably charge us though. Sonia'd be pissed if we had to pay for extra talent."

"She'd be more pissed if you got killed," Amy pointed out.

"If either of us got killed. You're family too, remember?"

"Adopted, maybe," Bling muttered.

"We're all adopted!"

"No, I meant... forget it."

"What? What did you mean?"

Amy sighed. "I meant you guys are real sisters. Maybe not by blood, but because of your parents. They adopted you all and love you all."

"Oh, Amy..." Carmine's voice grew soft.

"Forget it, now's not the time."

"Fuck that, we make time," Carmine demanded.

Amy stayed silent.

"We all love you, you know. You and Sonia kind of butt heads sometimes, but that's because you both care so much and have just enough in common that Sonia looks up to you. A lot, really, but she doesn't want anyone to know. She always wanted to be like our mom, tough and rough and someone that didn't take shit from nobody. Then you come along and she realized that you do it so much better than she does."

"Katy doesn't seem too fond of me."

"She worries about you," Carmine said.

"See?"

"Shit, that's not what I meant. She worries for you. For all of us. You because she knows when things get really dangerous, you're the first one to face it."

"That's because I can," Amy said.

"See, she's got a good reason to worry for you."

Amy caught Carmine's grinning face in the rear-view mirror. Amy snarled and Carmine smiled wider.

"You're too old for them to adopt legally," Carmine pointed out. 

"Spirits! No... that's too much. Don't even say that. I've got my own blood."

"Fenris is running around the wilderness on Dark Earth and your mom... well... we don't even know if she's alive or not," Carmine said. "I don't mean they aren't real people you should care about, but we're here, now. And my sisters and I, we have adopted you, Amy. You're the fourth musketeer."

"I thought there was only three musketeers?"

"D'Artagnan."

"Who?"

Carmine sighed. "You really need to read a book sometime."

"Only if it has pictures... oh, and lets of sex."

"Oh my god!"

Amy grinned and decided at the last minute to turn another corner. She was driving as randomly as she could, just in case Carm was right and there was someone trying to follow them.

A groan from the back seat almost made her miss a light and slam into a woman on a motorcycle. Amy jerked the wheel and pulled up beside the biker instead.

"Darwin? Are you awake?"

"I hope not," the man moaned.

"What— oh! Oh, I'm still connected... that's good, or I would have— wait, no... I'm okay. But how... the subroutine cycled through, I should be dead."

"Carmella healed you," Bling said.

He looked up at Carmine through squinted eyes from where his head lay in her lap. "You can do that too?"

"I'll turn you into a frog next... and not the kind a princess will kiss."

He smiled and then winced. "Oh god... if you healed me, why do I feel like I fell on my face?"

"There was a lot of bleeding and bruising around your implants. You've got a lot of tech in your head, including your eyes," Carmine said.

He grunted.

"So, what happened?" Amy asked as she took another turn.

"The second layer of encryption had some burner countermeasures tied to it that were triggered by the keys I had," he said.

"Burner countermeasures?" Carmine asked.

"Yeah, it burned me by ramping up my hardware and overriding safety protocols."

"You said that was the key they gave you?" Amy asked.

"Yeah. It triggered a hard burn on me and a ping to their system, letting them know where I was. That's how they intended to make sure I had the right data – by recovering my body."

"Oh my god," Carmine gasped. "That's... terrible."

"Tell me about it," Darwin said. "Last time I work for them."

"Uh... yeah, either way," Amy said.

Darwin's eyes narrowed and then he smiled a little. "Oh, yeah, good point. Damn, this is a killer headache. You guys got any meds?"

"Nothing," Carmine said.

"Here," Amy said and tossed a packet between the seats. "Stim patch, should dull the pain and give you a boost. After a few hours you'll be dragging ass though."

"Chill," he said and fumbled with tearing it open. He slapped it against the side of his neck and clenched his teeth as tiny claws dug into the outer layer of skin and administered the medicine.

"So you said there were three layers of encryption, right? The second one did this to you, what will the third do?"

"Nothing," Darwin said. "I can't hack it."

Amy clenched the wheel and missed a light changing, earning a car honking as it slammed on its breaks when she drove through the intersection.

"You said you could, what happened?" Carmine asked.

"The key is spatial," he said. "It will only unlock when it recognizes that it's within the Korvex network. A sub-network, really, otherwise we could just find any remote office or VPN secured station at some corporate drone's home office."

"Oh..."

"Yeah," Darwin said. He sat up slowly and moved to the other side of the back seat. "But hey, I owe you my life. So, um, anything I can do..."

"You can open that file for us," Amy said.

"I can't. Trying to spoof that many environmental checks needed would take more years than the three of us combined have left in our lives." 

"Spoof?" Amy asked.

"Yeah, you know, fake it out. Trick it into thinking it was home in the perfect bed eating the perfect bowl of porridge," Darwin said.

"Porridge? What the fuck?"

Carmine giggled. "Books, sis. Try them out sometime."

"You don't know Goldilocks?"

"We don't have Goldilocks where I came from," Amy muttered. "Not many books either, so bite me."

"Oh, right, Dark Earth. Sorry."

"Don't let Bling upset you," Carmine said. "She's a softie under all dazzle and chrome."

Amy snorted.

"Sure... well, um, there's no way to fake the encryption out," Darwin said.

"So we don't fake it," Amy said. "If we get you on-site, then you can crack it, right?"

Darwin looked up at Carmine since there was a headrest between him and the black haired head that had proposed the insane question. "On-site? I don't... I mean, I never... they have security. A lot of security!"

"They're big, but not that big," Amy said. "When we get you in, can you finish the job?"

Carmine smiled at him and nodded encouragingly.

Darwin swallowed and reached his hand into his pocket where they'd stashed Constance. He felt her reassuring weight and nodded. "Uh... yeah, I think so."

"Good deal. Now I just need somebody to tell me where Korvex is at."

"West Mesa, a suburb of Albuquerque," Darwin said. "A little over two hundred and ten kilometers from here."

"I can do it in under two hours," Amy said.

"Do you think we can handle it ourselves?" Amy asked.

Amy caught Carmine's in the mirror. "I thought you were worried about Sonia?"

"I thought you were worried about us getting flat-lined?" Carmine riposted.

"Darwin, how good are you?" Amy asked.

"At what, exactly?"

"We're going to need data. Guard schedules and gear layouts, building plans, police routes and patterns, and someone we can pick up some extra gear from."

"Oh... um... two hours? Yeah, I can do that," Darwin said.

"Don't get burned this time, okay?" Carmine asked him.

Darwin winced. "I like to try everything at least once. Now that's on my list of things to never do again."

"Good," she said. She leaned over and gave him a kiss on the cheek. "For good luck."

Darwin's eyes widened and he reached up to touch his cheek. He dropped his hand and smiled at her. "I'm not, you know, that naïve. I'm not, like, a virgin or anything."

Carmine smiled. "And I'm not teasing you. We like you, Darwin, we don't want you dying."

"Yeah, but don't think we're not inviting you back to our place for a threesome either," Amy pointed out.

Darwin's eyes widened and Carmine laughed.

"Wait, does that mean you two are a twosome?"

"Data... now," Bling snapped.

Darwin jumped and then blushed when Carmine winked at him. He pulled Constance out of his pocket and nodded. "Right, I'll set up a sat link and..."

"And what?" Amy asked.

"He's zoned out," Carmine said. "Hacking the net or whatever it is guys like him call it."

Amy nodded. "All right, let's do this. You ready?"

Carmine met her gaze in the mirror. "No, but I've got a couple hours. I will be."

* * * *
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Bling looked away from the wall display to Carmine and Darwin. Carmine was frowning and Darwin looked pale. "You don't look so good, you need another patch?"

"My head's fine," he said. "I've just... I've never done anything like this."

"You'll be fine,  Bling and I will keep you safe," Carmine said.

"What do you mean? You were on site when we found you," Bling said. "Same difference, really."

"Uh, no... security systems with guards and rapid response teams?"

Bling shook her head. "Pfft, they're not big enough to be rapid response here. Local police are the most likely thing we'd see if things went south, and they're not going to stick their neck out. This isn't like a Teknomancer movie, this is real life and in real life people are lazy, sloppy, and way more interested in staying alive than in doing their corporate duty."

Darwin brightened up. "I like those movies... even if they are totally over the top."

"See, nothing to worry about," Carmine said.

He nodded. "Okay... just... bear with  me, all right?"

"We will, but remember, you need to stay with us too, got it?"

"Yeah... I got it."

"All right, one more time then," Bling said and returned her attention to the display. She pointed at the different sections and said, "We go in as the cleaning service. Carmine got us in and Darwin already added our creds to their system, right?"

Darwin and Carmine both nodded.

Bling smiled. "Okay, so we get in and find Darwin a terminal. He plugs in, does what he needs to, then we get out. Easy, right?"

"Too easy," Carmine said. "What aren't you telling us?"

Bling sighed. "No guns or explosives, obviously. So it's your magic and what Doc Healz gave me if we run into trouble."

Carmine raised an eyebrow. "And why would we run into trouble?"

Bling turned to Darwin. "Well, how long will it take you to break the last encrypto-layer-thingy?"

"Should be quick, it just needs to validate that we're in the right place."

"See, no reason then," Bling said. "But you and I run interference while Darwin works, just in case someone comes by. It's late, doubt we'll run into many people."

"You make it sound easy," Darwin said.

"That's how she rolls," Carmine said.

"Hey! Did you just tell him I was easy?"

Carmine grinned at her bestie. "Well, aren't you?"

"Hardly!"

"I could have you without raising a finger," Carmine teased. "If I wanted you, that is."

Bling pouted. "Only because I'm hopelessly devoted to you."

"Hopelessly?"

"Hopefully?"

Carmine rolled her eyes.  "Come on, let's get changed. A maid uniform... I feel like I'm setting back women's rights two hundred years."

"So we can't role play later?" Bling asked.

Carmine ignored her and looked around the office built into the warehouse they'd met the fixer Darwin had made contact with. His name was Germaine and he was unknown to all of them, aside from coming recommended from the anonymous contacts Darwin found on the net. Not only were there no cubicles or restrooms, but the room had windows looking out into the rest of the warehouse.

Carmine frowned and turned back to see Darwin's jaw hanging open. She followed his wide-eyed stare to where Bling had already stripped off her top and boots and was pushing her booty shorts down her legs. 

Amy stepped out of them and looked up to see both of them staring at her. "What?" she asked.

"No underwear?"

Bling grinned and thrust her hips forward. A sparkle of reflected light shone at the top of the split between her legs— another piercing adding proof to her namesake. "Can't get my panties in a bunch if I'm not wearing any!"

Carmine rolled her eyes. "I was going to tell Darwin to turn around but I don't need to, we're going to need a crowbar to get his eyes off of you."

Amy laughed and reached for the cleaning service uniform. She grimaced when she looked at it. "So ugly," she muttered. "This just won't do. Spirits... they're going to make me wear a mask too?"

"It's a job," Carmine reminded her. "Not a fashion statement! The masks are for public safety, remember? Slowing the spread of PV since they can't beat it."

"Pfft, it's a magical virus. Even three years later they still don't accept that?" Bling said.

"And have the government admit they can't control something? They still insist they aren't being run by corporations," Carmine said. "Now get those designer duds on for the runway show."

"Oh, it's a fashion statement, all right," Amy scowled. She pulled on the form fitting dark blue stretch pants and ignored the grey socks. She saw Carmine scrambling to change in the corner behind a desk but kept her expression blank so Darwin remained focused on her. She added a little sway to her movements, exaggerating them to the music in her head. Might as well have a little fun with it.

She added the dark blue long sleeve top and was glad she wasn't wearing anything underneath the clothing. They fabric clung to her like she was going to the gym. Panty and bra lines would have been distracting. Of course that meant it was obvious her nipples were on high alert – obvious they were pierced too. She smiled and shrugged it off before adding the sheer gloves.

She flexed her fingers, making sure the gloves stretched enough to let her move them freely. The material wouldn't stand a chance if she had to pop her razors from under her fingers either. Satisfied, she grabbed the snug fitting tunic and pulled it over her head. The tunic was a grey color and had the cleaning service's logo on it, a crossed broom and feather duster over a bucket.

Bling noticed that Carmine was still changing so she frowned and looked at her gloves and then at her bare feet. "Oh! That's right, I need to change," she muttered.

"You, um, did change," Darwin said.

Bling winked at him. "Not that, silly," she said and pulled her gloves back off. She grabbed her bag that she'd brought in from the car and opened it up. A little digging around and she pulled out a small case. She popped it open to reveal several compartments inside of it. She opened a few of those until she found the items she wanted. She pulled out a special pair of pliers and hopped up on a desk.

"What are you doing?" Darwin asked.

"I can't help the uniform," Bling said, "but I can at least accessorize."

His forehead furrowed while Bling used the pliers to carefully extract her fingernails. He gasped and shuddered when she pulled the first one back and popped it off her finger. Nine more followed, revealing the smooth grey of her tungsten carbide extendable razors. She replaced the shiny black fingernails she'd removed with gray ones that matched her tunic and then repeated the process with her toes.

"What... you have replaceable finger and toe nails?" Darwin asked.

Bling held up a foot and a hand. The razors extended from both, providing a centimeter of cutting potential. She retraced them and slipped her feet into the boring grey flats that were part of the uniform and then pulled her gloves back on.

"Oh wow, so you'll still be armed!"

Bling winked at him and then tugged her shirt up to reveal her muscular belly. She twisted the gemstone on her belly ring and placed it in the case. She replaced it with a grey colored piece of faceted glass. Her other piercings followed, from nose to eyebrow to ears. She cycled through the options her bionic eyes offered and a moment later her irises darkened to a matching blue for her uniform. Carmine rejoined them before she finished and gave Amy a thankful nod.

"There, I'm ready," Amy said.

"You, um, you didn't change all your piercings," Darwin pointed out.

Bling laughed. "Bold! I like it. I bet you're gonna offer to do them for me too, wouldn't you?"

Darwin's eyes widened so much she wondered if they might fall out.

"I'm not offering," she let him off the hook. "My nips are special. That's a gift I got from my father's people. I won't change them. My clit ring... well, if they get close enough to see that I think we've got different problems."

"Oh... um, sure... good point," Darwin said. "Who were your father's people? You mentioned being born over there."

"Nobody knows much about them," Bling said and shrugged. "That includes me. I met one of them, once. They're elves, and they stay very well hidden from humans. Except, obviously, for the one that boned my mom."

Darwin stared at her.

"You look like you stuck your dick in a power outlet," Bling said. "Relax. Mom was a Mayan. Dad was an elf. Dad got killed by the Mayans in mom's tribe and then she ran away before they could kill her too. Then they got wiped out by something else, I don't even know what. Serves 'em right, fuckers."

"I... I don't know what to say," he managed.

"So don't say anything," Amy said.

Carmine walked up behind her and wrapped her arms around her, hugging her.

Amy smiled and kissed the back of Carmine's arm. "I was so young by the time we came through the portal I don't remember much of it. I never knew him, and... well... I haven't seen my mom in almost twenty years. I'm here and living this life, not that one. We've got a job to do, so let's get on with it."

"Oh! Right... um... there really is nowhere to change, is there?"

Amy slipped out of Carmine's hug and grabbed her arm. "We'll turn around, you change," she said.

Darwin nodded and, after a glance to make sure they really had turned, he began to quickly strip off his clothes and put the form fitting uniform on. His was the largest of the three, due to his height, but he still tugged and pulled at it in places where it felt a little too snug. When he finally pulled the tunic on he cleared his throat and said, "I'm done... but I am not comfortable."

It was Bling's turn for her eyes to grow. "Holy shit! Carm! Check that out!"

"Check wha— oh my god!"

Darwin dropped his hand to his crotch to hide himself.

"I thought you said that was just an urban legend?" Carmine asked her partner.

"It is! But... damn, it's guys like this that keep it alive," Amy said.

"Girls!" Darwin gasped. "Please! This is hard enough."

"Oh spirits, I want to see it hard," Bling giggled.

Carmine snorted and then slapped Amy on the shoulder. "Stop teasing him!"

"I'm not teasing, I'm hungry for sausage all of a sudden."

Darwin spun around. "I can't do this."

"Oh stop," Carmine hissed. She walked up to Darwin and reached up to put her hand on his shoulder. "You can do this, it's okay."

"Yeah, Carmella and I are sporting some serious camel toe. Stare all you want, we don't mind."

"Speak for yourself," Carmine snapped.
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