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      The sky was a hard, hot blue with nothing more than faint haze on the horizon, the air dry and dusty to match, and the grass around the hotel brown in patches, the water supply having been irregular for weeks. The young Fulani woman stood near the locked chain-link fence, looking across fields to the distant hills, and smelled the occasional stink of the oil pumpjacks from the fields. Her sister, five years younger, had been brought out with the other laundry workers, and the girl held onto her trying to be brave, only the occasional sniffle revealing her fear. Behind them the crowd, a few oilfield workers scattered among the rest of the hotel staff, stood closer to the building. They smelled of sweat and fear as well, the occasional burst of gunfire echoing in the air. Rebel troops had come in first thing in the morning, having taken the oil field and the services, as well as the hotel, herded them all together and out, locked them into the fenced area, then ignored them. They had been standing or sitting for hours and the north African sun was hot, even in the winter.

      The shooting quieted down late in the morning. Another few hours, and she saw a white man being shown around by one of the rebel officers, and was flanked by another white man and an Asian, clearly with him, and a rebel trooper. His clean, dark hair was neatly cut over a thin face with a pencil mustache, a face that was neither kind nor gentle, with hardness in every line. They came close, and the rebel officer pointed at the people behind the fence. “What shall we do with them?”

      She had seen men in the hotel who were hard, who had let greed lead them to accept offers they should not have, and took a chance. She stepped to the fence, leaving her sister behind. “Please, m’sieur, water? Toilet?”

      The man looked at her dismissively, began to turn back to the rebel officer, then did a double take, and stared at her, a tall, slender African woman with a classical oval face and high cheek bones. Finally, in badly accented French, he said, “You can pee in the dirt.”

      He didn’t move. Staring back, she realized that she had only once or twice seen someone dressed in clothes that fit so perfectly, and both of them were important people. With that, she bent and reached under her hotel uniform skirt, pulled down her panties and dropped them, stepping out carefully. Then, carefully, deliberately, she pulled up her skirt, exposing herself to him, and incidentally to the men around him, thrust her pelvis forward and pissed through the fence, forming a crude heart in the sandy ground, then let her skirt fall back to her knees. There was some murmuring behind her, but the man ignored the officer, the rest of the crowd, and kept staring through her performance. Finally, a minute or two later, he broke eye contact with a clear effort. “Get the hotel people back in, they’ll be needed. Secure the oilfield workers,” he told the officers. “Clean her up, and bring her to me in the hotel office.”

      Two hours later, dressed in a businesswoman’s suit found in a suitcase from the checkroom, she was led into the office. It was not a large room, with only enough space for the desk and a couple of guest chairs. The walls were tan, with heavy beige curtains cutting the brightness of the sunlight flowing in the windows. “You can go,” he said to the Asian man who had brought her in. The Asian stepped out, shutting the door behind him, cutting off the view of her sister sitting on the couch outside. He stared at her for a while, running a finger over his phone, as she stood in front of the desk, his look more than stripping her naked. Finally, he asked, “How old are you?”

      “Twenty, m’sieur.”

      “And you’re a maid at this hotel.”

      “They ’ave started me working in accounting….”

      “You’re eighteen, if that. Any other family here?”

      “Only my sister. Our maman died in the virus that came through a few months ago, along with some of the oilfield guards and hotel staff.”

      “You and the brat didn’t go home.”

      “The staffing company for the hotel told us we needed to work another year to make the money to go home.”

      He nodded. “You service anyone the hotel tells you to?”

      Her features grew cold and immobile, and she looked far older than her age. “No, m’sieur. They only offered me twice, and I only serviced one, someone close to the owner of refinery.”

      His stare had become like a spotlight. “How does the hotel see you, other than this?”

      She changed her whole body language. “Why, m’sieur, I am just a young woman from Niger, without much education, who can certainly be useful if the tasks assigned me are not too compli…complicated,” she said, pretending to have trouble with the longer words.

      He broke up laughing. “What’s your name?” She told him, and he replied, “Too hard for me. You’ll be Francoise. You’ll address me in public, as M’sieur Tolliver, and in private as Phillipe.” She looked at him, and he added, “Oh, yes, you’re hired. I’ll buy out your contract. We’ll find something to do with your sister, school maybe. If she’s anything like you, she could be useful in a few years. In the meantime, we’ll get you a wardrobe, and you’ll be introduced as an assistant. You will use that other personality, the simple girl from Niger, and will give me reports on what you overhear. Understood?”

      “Oui, m’sieur. Of course, the first report I should give you is that your French accent is terrible, and French speakers probably laugh at you behind your back.”

      His mouth fell open. He closed it and rose, nodding, and came around the desk. “By damn, you just earned a raise. You’ll give me lessons, then.” She nodded, and then he slapped her face, hard. “You will never be insubordinate.”

      She stood, cheek red though the dark brown, showing no emotion. “Oui, Phillipe.”

      Later, when now-Francoise and her sister, who was to be called Amelie, were alone in one of the hotel rooms near the office, the girl looked at her. “What you did today….”

      “Years ago, I told you that you should not remember papa striking maman, only good times. You should not remember this, either. Just remember I am always on your side, and will do whatever I can for you.”

      Amelie looked at her for a few minutes, then asked, “But who is on your side?”

      Francoise’s face grew harder. “Every chain has an end. For this one, I must be there for me. I must stand up to the world, as hard a place as it is.” She held out her arms, and her sister came close, and she leaned over and held her close, keeping her warm in the coolness of the hotel.
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      Over the next week, Francoise and Amelie were given immunization cocktails, the paperwork was arranged, although the two of them understood little of all this at first, and were asleep from the effects of the shots for most of that time. Within weeks, they were in Paris, where one of Tolliver’s main corporate offices was located. Francoise waited with Amelie in their hotel room, sometimes coming into the offices, where she would sit and study what information she had been given. Along with clothes, she had been allowed to bring a few things from Africa, including a musk oil her mother had worn a few times. They had also given her a modern phone, and a quick lesson in how to use it. She spent a lot of time trying to understand who Tolliver was, and the world into which he had brought them. The days went by until he finally called her into his office. A man and a woman were sitting there.

      The woman, a stern expression on her face, her hair a bland brown, looked at her. “We will be putting you and your sister into accelerated learning. We expect she will be ready for university level in three years. You will receive an intensive version, and will be at university level in about a year.”

      “May I ask why the accelerated learning?”

      “So that you can understand better what you hear, so that you can tell what is important and what is not,” Tolliver said, and Francoise nodded.

      The woman reached up and handed her a media. “This has all the information you will need to begin. Read the introduction, and show up in the location it provides tomorrow at 0800.”

      “Oui.”

      The man, older, a little gray in his dark hair, wore a sports jacket and a shirt with an open collar. He rose from his seat and walked around her, looking her up and down, like a laboratory subject. After a couple of minutes, he turned to Tolliver. “I don’t see any problems. We’ll want to run several tests, but I think she can be done within two months.”

      She looked at Tolliver curiously, and he said, “Do it, then. Francoise, we’re going to do some minor genetic modifications that will fit you better for the purpose for which I intend to use you. Your skin will be a bit lighter, your hair will be lightened, the curls looser, your bust larger, and your immune system will be jacked up, which will also give you immunity to several common drugs.”

      She said, in her emotionless manner, “As you wish, m’sieur. Will this just be for me, or for my sister as well?”

      Tolliver looked at the man, who said, “Non. We will wait for puberty to begin before we make modifications to her genes.”

      Tolliver nodded. “By then, we’ll see how well you deliver results.” She nodded. He looked at the two and said, “That’s all.” They rose and left, shutting the door behind them. Turning back to her, he handed her another media, colored red. “You will begin studying this. Marsden is your first target. When you’ve finished, let me know what you see in this, and anything else you can speculate on.” He paused and sniffed. “The perfume you have on, I like it.”

      “Oui, Phillipe.” He nodded again, and turned to reach for a bulky AR headset. She started to leave the room, but he called to her. “You said your mother died at that hotel. What happened to her body?”

      Puzzled, she looked at him. “They cremated all those who died, to prevent the disease from spreading. I have her ashes in a small urn.”

      “Did you want them sent home for burial?”

      “Oui. I had intended to do so.”

      “Do it. Here’s a charge number.” He handed her a slip of paper. “That will be all.” She left the room.

      That night, back in their room after dinner, Francoise told Amelia about their mother’s ashes, and then about the genengineering, and the advanced learning. “They’re going to change what you look like? Forever?” her young sister asked, a worried look on her face.

      “Just my hair will change, and my skin tone. My face and body are still my own.” She smiled. “As is my mind. The person who could do what I did was part of what got Tolliver to pay attention to me in the first place, and saved us from whatever he was going to let the insurgents do.”

      Amelie thought this over for a while, then looked up. “What is advanced learning?”

      “I have heard and read a little of this. For the intensive learning, they are going to implant electrodes or whatever in my head, just as the advanced countries do to their air force pilots and such. That is not a big deal, I hope.” She looked at her sister. “Do not worry, this is something that has been done for thirty years around the world. It won’t change who I am, or my love for you.” She took a sip of juice. “You, on the other hand, will be expected to work hard to learn what they give you.”

      She did not tell her sister what she had already come to understand, about the look he had given her, that first day in the hotel office. It was not merely sexual, but considering how he could use her, her looks, her intelligence…or her organs, should he need them for something. She, like everyone around him, was a thing to be used or discarded.

      At their next meeting, Francoise and Tolliver both had the bulky AR headsets on, looking at information on Krock, a trillionaire he intended as use as her first target. After a while, she said, “I noticed, and this was not in your notes that you sent me earlier, his avoidance of general biotech. That may be related to several relatives who jumped into genengineering early, and had themselves modified, to find that the modifications failed spectacularly.”

      “Interesting. I had not noticed that.”

      “I had to dig into his biography. The accelerated training is already helping me do research.”

      “Very good. Anything else?”

      “He seems to have issues with families with older money from the East Coast of the US, and is cozy with several Russians, and oddly enough, several Ukrainians.”

      He nodded. “Very good. More background that I had not put together before.” He reached out, in the real world, and took a sip from a mug in front of him. “I have my own issues with old East Coast money. Give me another report in two weeks. I want to see if you find anything else, and I want to see how the accelerated education is working.”

      “Oui.”

      Later that week, she was taken to a hospital, where she spent five days, in bed or a recliner, some of the time listening to the sounds of the room, the pumps, and the smells of the disinfectants as her body dealt with side effects from the first round of gene editing. Most of the time, however, she spent in AR, either going through her course of education, or in discovering how to use AR most effectively for how she wanted to use it. She avoided the real world as much as possible, to avoid the aching in her bones, the itching over her entire skin, and the presence of the hospital. Other than the nurses and the doctor, her only visitor was Amelie, trying to assimilate how her sister now looked.

      “They will do this to me, as well?”

      “Oui, though they tell me in two years or so, when they do you, it should be faster, easier, and less painful.”

      Three weeks later, she spent another week in the hospital for the second round of genengineering, which included metal and biosilicon nodes in her head, similar to those used by the military. This round of changes left her with much more severe pain, and she went deep into AR, to the point where she found herself unsure what was AR and what real world, in the effort to escape the pain that came through in spite of the drugs. Deep down, she found that there were paths to invoke physical effects in her body. More than once, she knew that she had just run a mile. Once she came up from an orgasm with someone she remembered from school, only to find the agony of her real body, and skipped away. The accelerated education was another escape, and she went through nearly three weeks of studies in days.

      Finally, the pain was down to something manageable by drugs and a cranial headset that sent electrical signals to the brain to block it. She was back in the apartment that she and Amelie had been given, but the first evening, after Amelie was supposed to be in bed, she had gone through half a bottle of vodka with orange juice, that she heard was called a screwdriver, before the pain let her fall asleep. It did not help that she knew Amelie was sneaking looks from her bedroom, worried about her.

      Slowly, as the days crept by, she managed to get to sleep with less and less alcohol, or perhaps the alcohol did not work as well for the pain as time went on.

      Late that week, she was in AR, lying in bed in the apartment, almost ready to stop and sleep, when she felt Tolliver coming into her AR presence. Somehow, she wasn’t sure what he did, but they were there, back on that first day, and he was watching as she pulled up her skirt, but she was wearing the finer clothes she had now, rather than the hotel uniform, and her skin and hair were the way they looked when she looked in the mirror earlier that day. She felt herself peeing, and then the other people faded away, and he was in front of her, and she fell to her knees, in the wet dirt, and he used her over and over. It went on and on, until from somewhere, she pulled the memory of the orgasm with the oilfield worker who had courted, then dumped her, fed that to him, and he finally climaxed, then let her go. She woke to the real world, the urine-soaked bed, and the sweat on her skin.

      Free for the moment, she yanked off the headset and buried her face in the pillow. After a while, she got up and rinsed herself off, changed the sheets. Then she got the vodka she now kept in her things, and some orange juice from the refrigerator, having found that alcohol, unlike other drugs, also distorted the input from the AR, to where she could shut down.

      Since before she was in double digits, she had edited her own memories far more than she had ever told her sister, first to assure herself that maman and papa loved her, then to assure her sister of the same. After they left Niger, she did it even more, remembering what had happened, and then deciding what she should have done, to be ready for the next time. Once she had done that, whenever the memory came up, so did the second version. The morning after the mental rape, she used the AR to put herself into the state where she was not merely separate from her body, but was someone else, watching, and coldly following what he had done. It took hours, but she finally found how he had come through her security. Then she started researching how to redirect intrusions, and over the study course hours of the next several days, she set up canned memories and paths such that he would be redirected to, and would take his suggestions and play it out however he wanted, all without her being present…if that had any meaning in AR, other than to know it was happening.

      Then she packed up the memories of the mental rape and put it into the storage for the system, closed it off, inaccessible unless she called it up consciously, as she had been doing without the AR for so many other memories for the last years, and washed it all down with vodka and orange juice.
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      In the months since Tolliver found her, Francoise had been busy. The body modifications complete, a woman assistant had taken her shopping for the kind of clothing that people in what was about to be her social circle would wear. Among the clothes they bought there was a white linen suit that Francoise desired. The woman argued against it, but finally admitted that perhaps it would work. They added a blue blouse, and allowed her to add the jewel-toned green one she desired, and a wide-brimmed, low-crowned black hat. Then there were extensive lessons in manners, and protocol, until she followed them automatically.

      A month later, she had her first taste of accompanying Tolliver on a business trip. While he was in a meeting with several other trillionaires, she was out in a room where there was a light buffet and drinks. She was nibbling on a sweet cake when two men came over, picked up cakes, and turned to her.

      “I ’ave not seen you bevore,” said one, with dark hair, dark eyebrows, and a heavy Russian accent. “You are new?”

      “Oui. I ’ave just joined M’sieur Tolliver’s team, and this is all so exciting!” she burbled. “All zis travelling, and meeting important people….”

      The men rolled their eyes. “Th’ excitement’ll wear off purty soon,” said the other, a man of medium height and sandy hair, who spoke with a Midwestern American accent. “We all jus’ wind up standin’ ’round while they argue.” He smiled at her, and held out a hand. “Kin Baker. Ah’m with Mr. Waters.” She shook his hand.

      “Yaroslav Ossov,” said the Russian and shook her hand as well. “I am wis gospodin Kagalovsky. Ve might as vell relax. Someone vill tell us vhen meeting is over. Come, let us get drinks, and make comfortable ourselves.” He nodded towards a couch. The three chatted for a while about the city, until all heard the announcement over their phones to be ready to leave.

      Francoise stood and shook their hands. “It has been a pleasure, I hope we run into each other again!” Seeing Tolliver coming out with two aides, she followed behind. As they were coming out of the building, she put on her AR headset and spoke to him through it. “M’sieur Tolliver, I should probably be in a second car, at least until I can change my clothes, and someone can scan me for bugs.”

      He glanced back with a hard smile. “Very good, Francoise. We will speak later.” Three cars pulled up, and they got in, with her in the last car.

      Later in the evening, after dinner, he called her to his room to report. “I was not able to get much useful from zem, although Waters’s man seemed to be curious about our interests in the Chicago area, and Kagalovsky’s man seemed interested in North Africa.” She paused, “Oh, and you may want someone to examine zis,” she said, pulling out a brown-stained napkin from her bag. Opening it, there was a partly dissolved pill. “I saw M’sieur Baker drop it into ze drink he was bringing me, and I managed to spill ze drink and partly mop it up.”

      Tolliver leaned back with a thump against the back of his chair. “Well. Well.” He nodded. “I was not expecting that.” She looked at him, curiously. “It’s not that uncommon to try to slip a new person something that will make them more talkative, but that you caught it is most certainly uncommon.”

      “I had heard other women in the hotel talk about someone slipping things in zheir drinks, and what zhey would do.”

      He took the napkin, and put it on the table by him. “You had better remember all of those conversations, because the next meeting, I will throw you to the wolves, and we will see how you do.”

      “Oui, Phillipe.”

      The next meeting was only three weeks later, and she found that he was not exaggerating about the wolves. This was a large meeting of over twenty-five of the trillionaires, and over the course of a day, she was approached by no less than five men and two women, all of whom were very friendly. One woman, especially, used an approach of commiserating about the meetings, and their employers. The second day, one of the men who had approached her the day before spoke with her quietly about making money on their own, and suggested that he could assist her in setting up a private account unknown to her employer, and they spoke for a while about this, and exchanged contact information.

      The meeting ended with a large lunch the next day. It was the day after that when Tolliver got around to having her report. She gave him a long report on all of the conversations, as well as recordings she had made with the hardware implanted in her head. Finally, she got around to the last man. “Zis man seems to have been actually sent after me. He spoke with me for a while, ze first morning and afternoon, and zen sought me out for the private chat ze second day, to speak of private accounts, and how I might make money on my own.”

      He leaned forward, resting his chin on his palms. “Who does he work for?”

      “M’sieur Krock.”

      A sharp smile came to his face. “Not Marshall, who controls Krock Industries, but Krock himself?” She nodded. “Very good. I think you should allow him to help you set up the account, and put whatever you get from him in it. You will, of course, report it all to me.”

      “Oui, and let you know whatever I can peel out of him.”

      “Oui. Now, tell me why you’re telling me this. He’s quite right, you could make money on your own.”

      Francoise snorted. “For a short time. After which, I would either be somewhere very unpleasant, or dead. You ’ave my sister, you ’ave had things implanted in me, and I presume your own bugs in me. On top of zat…why should I trust him? With you, at least, I know where I stand, you ’ave spoken of possible futures for my sister and myself.” She paused. “And you made sure that I could ’ave our mother’s ashes buried. Why would I trust anyone of zem to even care? No. I chose to sell myself, and will stay bought.” She smiled a hard smile of her own. “Besides, it was Krock who owned ze ’otel.”

      “Very good. Go see Peterson in Finance, and have him set up an AI trust for you.”

      She looked at him, confused. “An AI trust?”

      “Of course. The AI is set up, incorporates in a data haven, such as in the Caribbean, one of several US states, South Ossetia, or a few others - I don’t care to use Taiwan, with Wu having as much control as he does there - then assigns you as the trustee. All the income goes to the AI, and you have its trust to borrow against, and use to pay back the loans…while you’ve used the money for whatever you want. No taxes.”

      Her look grew pointed, giving her an almost fox-like look. “So zat is how they are avoided in developed nations.” He nodded.

      After that, she went with him to a number of meetings over the next year and a half, where she would pretend to take notes, or was left outside the meeting, or wander around during breaks in the meetings with one of his people supposedly minding her, but who would find some reason to ignore what she was doing. Some of those notes she made were based on her now-enhanced hearing, which was something she could control, such that she was not knocked out by loud music or noise. Some were from approaches the aides of other trillionaires made, and some even from ploys little fish billionaires tried on her. Several times, she had taken a proposal, and offered AR sex using the program Tolliver’s people had installed in her AR. When the other party was done, she would probe them through their AR without their realization.

      One day, they were in his office, reviewing the status of three of his projects, when she turned to him. “M’sieur Phillipe, a few questions, if I may?”

      “Certainly.”

      “There are proposals out for raising the seawalls around New York City. Why are we not bidding?”

      “Garrick and Kelly are from old, East Coast money, and have connections with all the local politicians, so they have the whole mid-Atlantic tied up between them. As profitable as that would be, it’s pointless.” He paused. “Though perhaps they should be nudged…. Perhaps failures in their work might change that in the future. I shall think more on that.”

      “Convenient accidents, M’sieur Phillipe?”

      “That would be impolite, although one does always need to pay attention to one’s employees. A moment.” He called someone, and she heard him tell the man to contact someone else. “Have it arranged that the cement used for the glass block windows in the seawall, when they get to them, are less resistant to salt water than fresh. Much less.” He hung up, and turned back to her. “More?”

      “Oui. I see Marshall, of Krock Industries, is almost out of the 400 wealthiest families, with the loss of the oil fields and refinery where you found me, plastic recycling, and nuclear fusion replacing fossil fuels for electricity. On top of that, your moves resulted in a serious loss of stock value. The news is saying that Krock and his wife have been trying to retake control. Still, I understand they were both associates of your father, and built the seawalls protecting your home town of Chicago and the steel mills along the lakefront near there in Indiana from the rising lake level.”

      “Why go after him? As my father’s associate, they were nothing to me. But years after my father died from one of those new diseases, Marshall, with Krock’s aid, drove my mother’s pharmaceutical industry in Paris into near insolvency, which was why she killed herself. That made him a target.”

      “From my studies, I understand that the 400 control most of the world, and have for centuries. Playing games against each other to change status has always been normal, but the projects I work on for you are aimed not merely at weakening one or another, but destroying them, wiping them out of the 400. Will not others notice it, and attack us, especially since there are many more of them?”

      His smile grew predatory. “Ah, but times have changed. From the time that the 400 arose, the world was always opening up, new parts of the world becoming available, new markets and products. That is no longer the case. We are in the end times, the end `game. The world, and the markets, are closing down. What was once valuable property is no longer, between the risen sea level, the climate-change caused storms, and whole regions which are no longer habitable, and cropland that is useless. The millions of refugees are no market, just problems for someone else to deal with. We are now in a dominance game, which all of us are playing, and those left standing will win, and the rest will be nothing. I intend to be standing when the cards are laid out.”

      He looked at her intently, a look she had seen other times, as he was clearly considering how to use her. “You are one of my cards in the game, and not the least valuable. I have others of which you are not aware, and it shall stay that way.”

      She stared back, her own smile beginning to mirror his, growing from a mindset she was gaining, of judging how someone could be used, offering as little of herself as possible. “An eight, perhaps?”

      “More of a jack, because I know you are not one to play others’ games against me.”

      His projects in petrochemical and construction industries were where he used her, and he had her begin to look at fusion plants. Thinking about what he had said later, she could see that his moves in pharmaceuticals and especially genengineering were what he kept her away from. She shrugged, deciding that she would find out why, eventually.

      Not long after that conversation, Tolliver announced that her sister would be going to a boarding school outside London. “But why? She is doing well in her lessons, and I am the only relative with whom she has any contact.”

      “She needs to learn to interact with other people of her station, and a boarding school such as this will fit her for her future work. I hope to have her take up your current work, when she is older, and you advance to more important positions.”

      “You plan for me to advance?”

      “Oui. You have, shall we say, a limited shelf life in this role. Another few years and your real role will be clear to our opposition. I find you quite useful, and so you will move onward, picking the fruit that I knock down.”

      That evening in their apartment, she and Amelie had a difficult conversation. “But I don’t want to leave you! Tu es tout ce que j’ai!”

      “Ma cherie, I know, I know. Nor do I want you to leave, you are all I have. But we have no choice in the matter. He has decided.”

      “Can’t we just leave him?”

      “Non. I know too much, so he does not dare allow me to leave. And…” she paused, looking at her almost fourteen year old sister. “We live in a world where choice is a valuable commodity, and we have little. You were still a child when we came with mama to the hotel, because there was no work in Niger, and you remember summers, hot almost beyond bearing? That is the climate change that you learn of in your classes, and whether it will abate or not, we do not know. “

      She sighed, and looked at her sister, who was growing close to her own height. “I looked at what chances we had, that day the hotel was taken, and I made a choice for both of us. At least until you come of age, or he decides to use you as he has used me. Then, you may have a choice, before you know too much of his business.” She chuffed a sad laugh. “Look at me, see how he has changed what I look like? And there is more that you can not see, nor will I tell you about, that I have had to do. I must live with the choice I made, and there is no turning back.”

      Almost all of Francoise’s expressions and body language were self-edited, from her early life, and from the training she had been given by Tolliver. She worked to allow herself almost none. But she set her face to show what an unedited look would be like, for her sister to see. With one look, Amelie flung her arms around her sister, and buried her face in her sister’s blouse.

      “It will be bearable, ma cherie.” Amelie looked up at her. “If nothing else, we can visit in AR,” Francoise said, composing a happier smile, and added, “And I can show you things to do in AR that the people you meet may not know, so there will be secrets only you and I know.” Her sister smiled wanly, then hugged Francoise again and held on, taking comfort in the softness of her elder’s silk blouse, and the smell of the musk oil she wore.
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      The next summer Amelie was allowed to spend the first and last months of summer break with Francoise, who seeing her as she arrived, realized she was becoming a young woman. She was accepting of the school, and told Francoise how different it was than the schools she had been in before. Between the drugs Tolliver’s people had given her for advanced learning, the personal tutoring, and Francoise’s help, she realized that they actually expected her to learn things she didn’t know, and that they expected her to study. She mentioned that she was starting to feel more at ease, but complained there was still a lot of prejudice. “And then there are the crude boys who pinch or grab a feel.”

      That last had her older sister shaking her head, wondering about that after all these years. “While you visit, let me give you some of the protocol and manners lessons I was given. They may help you demonstrate the others’ preconceptions of you were, ah, misplaced. “ Also, perhaps you should consider a martial art. That may give them pause.” Amelie smiled at that.

      In between those two visits, Tolliver had the young woman’s hair lightened and her curls loosened. She was only in the hospital two days, to Francoise’s week, as the technology had improved considerably. Still, her older sister made it a point to visit her in the hospital. When she went back, after she went through people not recognizing her, she had an easier time in the school, the racism less overt as her skin was lighter, and the classism less as the others realized how much money her sponsor must have. Amelie discovered, too, some of her sister’s lessons allowed her to push their buttons, rather than allow them to push hers.

      Some months later, Amelie was speaking with her sister over AR, and began the call with a hard smile of her own.

      “Very well, you have something amusing for us to hear,” Francoise said, after one look.

      “Oui. I have not spoken about the martial arts class I took before, I had chosen karate as the obvious, and was doing well, until perhaps three months after I started. We had a competition with several other schools of martial arts, and I was shocked to watch this older man, who was an aikido master, simply walk through four of our top black belts. They could not lay a hand on him, yet he had two of them on the floor as soon as they attacked. Afterwards, I spoke with my sensei, and explained that I might return, but that I wanted to learn aikido before I went any further. He understood, and even put in a good word for me to the aikido school.”

      “I am not familiar with this ‘aikido’.”

      “It is a school with no offensive moves, but one uses one’s attacker’s energy against them. At any rate, I have been taking lessons for three months now, and earlier this week, one of the crude boys was walking up the hall as I was going the other way, and no one else was around. As he went to pass, he grabbed my breast. A moment later, he hit the floor face first.” Francoise’ smile grew. “He looked up, his nose bleeding, and said that he’d get me for that. I smiled down at him, and said, ‘Really? You know Louise, your mate Riley’s girl, the one who’s one of the biggest gossips in the school? You come after me, and I’ll tell her how I put you on the floor for grabbing me.” He looked up, opened his mouth, then closed it, got up, and went off towards a bathroom to do something about the blood. He’s been staying away from me since then, and I heard from the gossip that he’s passed along who our patron is, and offers that as a reason for doing so.”

      Francoise laughed, and clapped. “Brava! You are learning two martial arts then, and only one is physical.” Amelie smiled even wider.
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      The year after that, having completed the majority of her education online, with heavy use of the implants, Francoise was made assistant to Corson Norris, the CEO of TCC, Tolliver’s international construction firm.

      Norris shook his head. “I see he wants me to have you as an assistant, but I got no use for a spy.”

      Francoise’s expression hardened into one that she had perfected, based on one of Tolliver’s expressions that he used with equals, one that gave nothing away, that said that she was in control of the interchange. “I am no longer to play that role, m’sieur. Our opponents have seen through that facade, and so M’sieur Tolliver desires that I become useful in other roles.”

      He stared at her. “Damn, he had me fooled. Okay, what do you have I can use?”

      “I have a business degree, and a master’s in project management, including a minor in finance, all done through intensive advance learning, aided by the lower version of military grade AR.”

      His mouth fell open, and he stared at her for several minutes. Finally, he came to himself and shut his mouth. “The man is always farther ahead of me than I expect. Let me see how well you perform - we need to arrange a deal with Gliance for a notable building she wants in West Oakland, across from San Fran, and then for the Wu’s to provide the sand for concrete.”

      “I assume you mean the correct sand for concrete, not the low-quality rounded-edge sand?”

      He nodded. “Okay, you are what you say you are. The Younger Wu happens to also be in San Francisco, and so you can approach him after we have the deal with Gliance.”

      The next day, she was in San Francisco, and was ushered into Gliance’s suite. As all the trillionaires Francoise had seen, the woman was extremely well-dressed, attractive, and hard enough to have been carved from stone, from her severely-cut brown hair to her elegant but moderate-heeled shoes. Cold blue eyes looked her up and down.

      “Are you here to discuss my building, or spy on me?”

      Francoise displayed the expression she had used with Norris, but an even harder one, that gave nothing away, that implied “I directly represent Tolliver, and so we are equals.”

      “M’sieur Tolliver no longer employs me in such duties, as must be obvious, given your question.”

      Gliance nodded. “Very well. Are you empowered to negotiate for the entire project, or just part of it?”

      “The entire project, madam. I understand this includes acquisition of the property, code compliance with tsunami and earthquake-resistant construction, and providing utilities.”

      “That is correct. There will be some issues concerning the property, as it has an ethnic history, and some of the owners are refusing initial offers. I expect once we have explained it to them, they will find some other hovels.”

      “This is not a problem, madam. There are always safety inspection issues, especially with older properties, and some that were grandfathered in when the properties were purchased are no longer permitted.” As Francoise said that, she felt an unpleasantness deep inside, but brushed it off as irrelevant. “Once the property is acquired, we expect to have a deep enough basement, waterproof, of course, and to raise the ground level by ten meters, with a drive leading up to that, and parking beneath. This will provide a better view of the bay and the sky than your original proposition.”

      “That seems quite acceptable. Let me say that I just had dinner with the Younger Wu the other evening, and he has expressed interest in their providing some of the construction materials, with a discount for recognition of their collaboration on the project.” Gliance nodded, and looked out the window for a moment. “A very pleasant dinner companion, and someone I intend to work with in the future.”

      Francoise filed that comment away for the future. To distract Gliance from her apparently unintentional slip she asked, “Do I understand correctly, that this is to be a private museum?”

      Gliance was clearly pleased. “Quite. Many of us acquired great works of art, and find them less enjoyable unless we display our acquisitions. We are even proposing to open it to the public, for a nominal fee, once a year.”

      The discussion continued until the major details were agreed upon, and Francoise signed for Norris. The next day she met the Younger Wu at a well-regarded restaurant in San Francisco, where she was escorted to his table, in a quiet section of the restaurant suitable for private conversations. He stood, tall with a medium build, black hair fashionably cut, his suit western but with Chinese influence, and shook her hand. They sat, ordered drinks, then appreciated the view of the city and the ocean. Looking north, he commented, “The coast here is lovely, but further north, there are scenes that resemble old Chinese pen and inks, perhaps Shen Zhou.”

      “That is the artist who drew landscapes, but not the high islands?”

      He nodded. “You have done your research. I must congratulate Tolliver on his staff.”

      “Merci.”

      “Speaking of which, do I understand you have moved up in Tolliver’s organization? If so, congratulations.”

      “I have, and merci again. I have just arranged for a contract with Gliance, for which I have been told we will be looking to you for some of the construction materials.”

      “Yes. She and I had dinner the other night, and spoke of it. A very pleasant woman to work with…. I understand we will have some recognition for our contributions, as I believe the project will be highly regarded by many of us.”

      “That is my understanding. Though I do wonder whether the upcoming elections here in the States will impact the project.”

      He laughed politely, and shook his head. “The proles pay for us to entertain them, while we choose who they will pay attention to and vote for. And those elected that are guided by us will always outnumber the few who are not.” He took a sip of wine. “Besides, they are blind to the absolute submission they have given to us, and having done so, what could they do to us?”

      She looked at him and nodded, but made a mental note of the thought.

      A week later, she was back in Norris’ office. This time she was sitting, sipping coffee, as he looked up from her report. “Good job, and even better than we hoped for. Are you ready to work on a major project?”

      “Oui, m’sieur Norris.”

      “Very well, we’re building a two towers in Abuja. You’ll pick up from someone who’s left, assisting the project manager. You can start working remotely this afternoon. I want you to become fully familiar with the project before we make an on-site visit, however.”

      She nodded. “Very good, m’sieur. Nigeria’s capital is a very nice location. We shall visit there together?”

      “Yes. You’ll accompany me, and shadow me as I deal with things. After we return, you and I will review the office.”

      After several weeks of her remote work, they spent two weeks in Abuja, then returned. A week later, she was back in Norris’ office. “I see from your written report that you followed what I did and how I did it. I am pleased that you saw that there is something going on there that is continually delaying the construction, and I expect you to resolve that. Do you have any other comments?”

      “Other than that the managers there assumed I was your, or someone’s, fancy lady and nothing more.”

      He nodded. “To be expected. Given your experience as a spy, that may work well to start, but you will have to establish your authority.”

      “Oui. Do you have any recommendations as to what I might wish to take with me?”

      “Hire your own assistant. Anyone there might spy on you, and undercut whatever you do.”

      “I have full authority to do whatever is necessary?”

      He looked at her as she sat in the guest chair, perfectly dressed in a white suit with a jewel-tone blue blouse, her face calm. “If it were someone else, I’d caution you. However, when Tolliver sends you to me, I have no qualms. That construction is already over budget and behind schedule. Do what you need.”

      “Oui. I shall be on my way then.”

      He nodded, and she rose and turned, making sure he appreciated the view as she left his office, as she had as Tolliver’s spy, knowing herself as still his agent. In Abuja, she was given an office in the corporate headquarters that was less than her authority deserved, in a corner of the building that never seemed to be cool. Her assistant Alain, a young man she had brought with her from Paris, shared an office with two people, of whom one she assumed was a spy. Things seemed to go very slowly, and took forever, until a Wednesday, three weeks after she had arrived, she reached the decision that she was being stalled. She had expected to have concrete pouring a week and a half before, and with that not even begun, she reviewed what had been going on using her senior managerial level clearance. Thursday, she called Abiola, the assistant to the chair of the BPE, who the current manager had been working with to deal with the permits and licenses, as well as local labor. When the call was over, she took lunch, and then had Alain place a call for her to Okoturo, the chair of the BPE.

      Picking up the call, she saw an older man with a full head of white hair and a modest beard that was gray and black. On his face was a polite, curious expression, and she decided to take advantage of that, “Bonne après-midi, M. Okpara, I am Francoise Trouve. I have been sent by Mssr Norris, CEO of TSSC, to look into the reasons that the new towers we are building has fallen so far behind schedule.”

      “Bonne après-midi. A pleasure to speak with someone who speaks one of our official languages.”

      “But of course, I was born in Niger.”

      “A neighbor. Delightful. But about the reason for the call, I have been wondering that myself.”

      “Really? I am being told there there have been issues with paperwork, and a shortage of labor.”

      “That seems odd. Your company has filed all the papers?”

      “Supposedly the end of last month, along with the appropriate, ahh, fees, which seem a little higher than expected.”

      “That is fascinating, as I have not seen any reference to them.”

      She nodded. “In that case, I shall have to look into this more closely, and if it would not be considered rude, may I suggest to you that you might consider that as well?”

      The man on her screen nodded. “I think we have an understanding, madame. Shall we reconsider this issue next week, perhaps, mmm, Monday afternoon?”

      “That seems like adequate time for me to have pulled in some additional corporate resources. Let us agree on this, and have our people arrange a time?”

      “Quite. A pleasure, madame. Bonne après-midi .”

      “It has been. Bonne après-midi.”

      Her next call was to the Paris office, and arranged for a computer security specialist and a forensic accountant working remotely to investigate the records. Monday afternoon she called the chairman and exchanged reports with him. Before they disconnected, they had coordinated plans for the next day.

      Tuesday morning, the senior staff found they had been called to a meeting at two in the afternoon, and to cancel any other appointments following that for the day. The time came, and they found themselves waiting in the corporate meeting room, decorated in current fashion with a west African flavor even to the curtains, down the hall from the Directors’ office. The minutes ticked by, and several managers asked Rochefort, the Director, what this was all about.

      “I’ve no clue. But before you ask me how this woman has the authority to call a meeting like this, all I can tell you is she was sent by Mssr Norris, and I haven’t been able to reach him all morning. Until I do, I have to accept that she can do this.”

      They continued to speculate, the room growing warm with worry, until at nearly quarter after the hour Francoise strode in, stark white linen suit, jewel-toned green blouse, and a Nigerian-print light scarf, trailed by a handful of security guards, and two federal Nigerian police. She looked around the room with the look, which said nothing, offered nothing, then deliberately putting on the expression she privately referred to as the face, one that she had learned from Tolliver when he dealt with people who had become a problem to him. From the reactions of the executives around the conference table, she decided it was a success. She could see they felt they were being judged as to whether they were of use, an opponent, or nothing, something to be disposed of, in whatever manner she chose. Few could meet her eyes. She turned to the Director, sitting at the head of the table, and stared at him until he moved, and she took that seat.

      “You need not make yourself comfortable, M. Rochefort. I have spoken with Chairman Okpara, who I find to be quite a congenial and agreeable gentleman.” Rochefort stared at her, his expression turning from worry to serious concern. “In addition, I called upon resources from Paris, and we have resolved all issues that have been delaying the construction of the new towers to our satisfaction, though I believe they may not be so to some here, For example, I believe Director Anenih of finance and Director Anouilh of Technology will find of concern that their private accounts at Neue Deutsche Bank have been frozen, pending a legal review of the sources of significant monies recently deposited.”

      The Accounting Director, a woman in her fifties, actually gasped out loud, and her eyes went wide. The Technology Director, a heavyset man in his late forties, his western-style suit perhaps half a size too small, said nothing, but his jaw could be seen clenched and his hands drew into fists.

      “Both of you, by the way, are suspended without pay, effective immediately. Madame Anenih, these gentlemen,” she said, as two of the federal police came to stand beside the woman. “are taking you into custody under suspicion of tax fraud. Francoise nodded, and the two men took the woman’s arms as she rose, and escorted her out of the room, face pale under her hijab, shaking in shock between the officers.

      Franscoise leaned back in the chair. “You should know, M. Anouilh, that your senior IT staffer has just been terminated, and is being escorted out of the building for following your instructions to hide a number of transfers of funds. One hopes that his bonus for such work will tide him over until he finds a new position. I would suggest that should you see him in the street, you avoid him, as he may not be especially friendly towards you now.” She motioned to security. “Escort this soon-to-be former employee off the premises.” Two security officers strode up on either side of the man, and with them standing there, he rose and preceded them out the door.

      Rochefort stared as the door closed behind his head of Technology surrounded by security.

      She looked at the man, sweat beading on his forehead as he tried to remain impassive. The expression on her face that of a cat that has just cornered a mouse. “Now, concerning the primary issue that I was sent to deal with, I will say that you, M'sieur, may find that the, ahh,” she looked at her watch, “now former assistant Chair was deeply unhappy to find you had given him a 33-67 split on what we shall continue to refer to as the ‘appropriate fees and baksheesh’, oh, pardon, ‘for consideration’, and may decide to open his heart to M. Okpara to reduce his sentence.”

      Sweat was now dripping down his face, and his hands gripped the arms of his chair as Francoise’s expression grew even harder.

      “Why M'sieur Rochefort, you appear concerned. No need, we have not requested that you be arrested and extradited. You will find, however, that your account in the corporate bank are frozen, pending fuller investigation, and that your current month’s salary, and last month’s, have both been deducted, which should cover the baksheesh that was not paid to meet the schedule, but split between yourself, your Directors, and the former Assistant to the Chair of BPE. Should you return to France, there will be some legal issues concerning taxes, I believe. At any rate, your office and files will be cleaned out, sanitized, and the remainder returned to you. You will find in here,” she handed him an envelope, “the information about a storage unit we have rented to store these things, given that your multiple landlords might have an issue with your being unable to pay rents in a timely manner. You are now dismissed from TSSC, and there will be neither pension, nor severance, as this dismissal is for cause.” She looked down at a mobile, then up at the man. “My assistant has just sent out a note offices-wide that if you are found on-premises after this, they are to call security, and you will be arrested. “Security, please escort M. Rochefort off the premises.”

      “You can’t do this!” His voice rose to a rusty tenor. “You’re just….”

      “Just what? Just someone’s fancy woman, put into a position for which she is not qualified? We can debate this, but that would be a waste of time. If you like, I can call M. Norris, who you could not reach, but if that is not sufficient, I can call M. Tolliver.”

      At that name, his face went white.

      “Gentlemen?” She looked at the security men, waited as they escorted the man out, then looked around the room. “Madam Nnadi, you are appointed acting Director of Technology, and M'sieur Lavigne, you are Acting Director of Technology.” She looked straight at Thomas, who had been Rochefort’s assistant. “You will join me after we all take a break, in, say, thirty minutes, and we will call the Secretary and his new Undersecretary, and straighten out all the required paperwork, such that we can begin preparing to pour concrete for the towers tomorrow.”

      She rose and strode out of the room, Alain beside her, leaving behind a room full of shocked and shaking managers who had found themselves in a new world, far less safe than they had thought themselves.

      The towers were completed before the end of the year, to the satisfaction of the authorities in Abuja, and Norris had her begin to administer construction of a data center in South Ossetia, long since a breakaway region from Georgia, only recognized by a few countries. The project seemed to go on forever, and was nerve-wracking, dealing with both the bureaucracy and the baksheesh that was necessary to get the site, provide for power and secure housing for the staff, and to connect to the international backbone for the lines.

      When the data center opened, after almost a year and a half of dealing with the details, she brought her sister to Paris for a short holiday. Amelie could hardly stop talking about the new breakthrough in physics, and the United States, the EU working with Nigeria, Ukraine, and China all rushing to build the first faster then light probes, with India and Japan collaborating on the projects. As Amelie pointed to the screens on the wall, Francoise finished her drink and ordered a second screwdriver without her sister noticing. “Think of it, Francoise! Reaching other stars in weeks or months!”

      The elder sister, now with a slight buzz on, smiled. “It is as I have heard of the space race to the Moon.” Shaking her head, she added, “M’sieu Tolliver has a hand in that, with his aerospace company, but I am not involved. I work with technical construction here on Earth.”

      “Perhaps M’sieu Tolliver will find me a job there, once I have finished my degree.”

      “We shall see. You know how he does what he wishes, and changing his direction takes time, and even so often fails. Ah!” she exclaimed, looking up at the waiter. After ordering, she added, “Once I completed the education he has provided, he moved me into being an actual manager, and I assisted in several construction projects. M’sieu Norris oversaw all of what I have been doing, and has begun to trust smaller projects fully to me, especially if we have done something like that before, like the data center I just completed in South Ossetia.” She took a sip of her drink, and added, “Which is what we are celebrating.”

      “Is not South Ossetia known as a data haven?”

      “Oui. But then, construction of the data center includes an area owned by M’sieur Tolliver, which should not surprise you.”

      “Non. What is your next project?”

      “I am the project manager on the construction of a seawall with locks protecting Odessa, in Ukraine. I trust you find this a positive thing?”

      “Oui, Francoise. I am sorry, with the people I am in school with, it is hard not to pick up some enthusiasm for improving the world, and there are anti-trillionaire sentiments.”

      “I understand. It is not a bad thing, but remember where we are, and why.” Her sister nodded with some unhappiness. “I find this project complicated, partly because I am overseeing a counterespionage program.” At her sister’s look, she added, “Remember when the UN and part of New York were flooded, and it turned out that part of the seawall there had been sabotaged during construction? I do not intend that to occur on my project.” She did not mention to her sister that the sabotage was courtesy of their patron. With that, they turned to dessert.

      The seawall was detailed work, but nothing that had not been done before, and she had it well in hand within four months, all the permits signed, and the pilings set in, the framing for the concrete walls well under way. She took a break to visit Amelie, then it was back to Odessa, to oversee the beginning of the pouring of the concrete, and continued work at that for another seven months until Tolliver, now using her as a troubleshooter, pulled her off that project to work on one in Africa.

      The next two years passed quickly, with Francoise handling two more major construction projects, dealing with so much that it seemed as though she hardly had time to do anything other than work. She did, however, make it a point to talk to Amelie weekly. Then, coming up from all the work, it seemed no time at all until she was outside London to attend Amelie’s graduation. Her sister had done very well in her schoolwork, and even made a few friends, mostly among the less hide-bound students, after the genengineering. Francoise, sitting in the audience, glowed to see her sister walk across the stage. After, she wanted to take her out for a meal together. “But Francoise, my friends are having a party!”

      “Not to worry. Why don’t you ask them how long the party will run? I expect it will last late into the night. If so, you and I can eat, and I will drop you where the party is afterwards.” Her sister found this agreeable and they went off together, arm in arm.

      At the restaurant, they sat and ordered drinks. Francoise took a sip of her screwdriver, called the waiter back, dressing him down, and demanded a fresh one, with Polish potato vodka. She realized after that Amelie was shocked but trying not to let it show. The drink appeared, and she took a sip, and put it down, thanking the man. As he left, she looked at Amelie. “I am sorry. I find myself taking after the people in the circles I work in.” Amelie nodded, still clearly disturbed. Later, after the onion soup they both had, Amelie’s quiche, Francoise’s salmon en papillote, they were finishing Napoleons as Francoise sat back and looked at her sister seriously. “I fear the time has come, ma cherie, for you to make the choice. You have some vague ideas of what I had been doing, before I was moved into management. He did hope you would pick it up—that was why he did the body modifications to you—but our opposition has not underestimated my role for years now.”

      Amelie stared at her, sucking her lips, then said, “Sister, I have no interest in business and meetings,” she said, then lowered her voice such that only Francoise could hear, “nor playing spy, especially for him.” Raising her voice to normal, she went on, “Perhaps it was how mama died, but I have found biochemistry and genengineering of great interest. If we could make people more resistant to the new diseases with a simple change to the genes….”

      “I understand, and envy you. He may find this acceptable, and sponsor your college for such subjects, though he will expect you to work for him after you graduate for a few years at least. I can certainly speak to him about it.”

      Amelie let out a big sigh. “Thank you so much, sister. I was hoping it was not so impossible a choice that he would find it unacceptable.” She squeezed her sister’s hand. “Well, I had one other choice, but I really didn’t think they’d let me in on the starship project.”

      Francoise laughed. “You would do that?”

      “Oui, in a heartbeat. Several of my friends are trying for it. They’ve already been taking prep courses for physics and engineering, and have been talking to people on the project.” Her face was animated. “The first faster than light interstellar probes got back last year, and now they’re building a human-rated ship to start research colonies. There’s at least two of the nearby planets that are habitable and terraformable without taking thousands of years.” She paused. “Had I thought he would give me the chance, I would have asked you about that course of study, since you told me M’sieur Tolliver has a company that’s part of the consortium that’s building the ship.”

      Afterwards, they hailed a ride, and Francoise let Amelie off at the house of the party and returned to her hotel. She was sitting in the room, a drink in her hand, considering the bottles of orange juice and vodka, when he called. She put on the AR headset, much sleeker than the bulky ones she had started using years before, and appeared in a virtual room.

      When she told him what her sister had asked about, he sighed. “I was hoping, since she has the looks, but if does not attract her, it will not work. People will see through her. Very well, if she does well in the field of study in the university, I will let her work for me for a few years, and see how she does. Good genes run in your family.” Then he looked at her, and she saw a look she hadn’t seen in two years. Before she could do much, he had her, and once again she was back in the field. She tried to turn on her canned program, but this time he saw it and shut it down, and she had no recourse but to endure it, for her sister.

      After he had let her go and left, she stood and thought first of wanting to leave bleeding trails from her nails in her arms, her breasts, then thought about how completely he owned her, and Amelie was a hostage. There were thoughts of incense, of old things from Niger. Instead, she went and stood in the shower, the water as hot as she could stand it, and washed herself over and over, until she felt as though the washcloth were sandpaper.
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