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An Indiana Jones-style caper across the desert of New Mexico; high-tech gadgets, a mystery and a romance. Alexia is trying to protect the crystals that power the city of Haven. Going undercover and stealing the crystals seemed like a great idea--until a real thief showed up. Bait and switch is suddenly cat and mouse--but who is the real thief? And why is Chris, the attractive new security chief, spending so much time looking into her background?
Confessing her secret plans to protect the crystals might help Chris narrow in on the real culprit, but it would cost Alexia her job, her freedom, and her status. Of course, if she keeps standing in the way of the real thief, it will cost her a whole lot more.
Dr. Alexia Zimmerman wondered, not for the first time, why people believed that burglars always wore black. Efficiently, she donned white gloves to match her outfit and slid through the doorway into the first chamber. That particular stereotype was about to cost the City of Haven its livelihood. Again.
Of course, she didn't really intend to steal the crystals that powered the experimental city; this was her way of proving that they weren't being guarded carefully enough. Locked away in the mountains of the Cibola National Forest in New Mexico, various experiments utilized abundant sunshine and wind to provide much of the electrical needs for the city. The crystals, a serendipitous discovery, provided the rest.
Carefully, she launched an electric current to confuse the listening devices that recorded noises as quiet as breathing. The steady hiss would cover any minute sounds she might make and fool the alarms that triggered on sudden noises.
A white reflective shadow, she crossed the room to the second door and organized her tools for final penetration into the chamber that actually housed the crystals. She drew a white hood over her head. It did not sport eye or breathing slits, but if all went well, she wouldn't need it long. Like a phantom, she dodged through the invisible light beams that crisscrossed the room, her stark white suit reflecting the beams back. The illusion was complete. No sirens sounded, and Alexia allowed herself a small smile of triumph.
As lead psychiatrist on the case of the thefts, she was supposed to help profile the mind behind the thefts. As part of the team of experts, she had access to the specifications for the security system--a fact that wasn't supposed to help said thief.
It helped her.
Above the room, she knew that a real person watched a camera feed. His pulse was monitored so that if he began to snooze, a jolt of electricity would awaken him. Five minutes ago, Alexia had blocked the camera feed with a computer-simulated picture of this very room.
Using lasers of her own, she bypassed the more complex light beams surrounding the package. The computer she carried could produce up to forty beams, and she had memorized the necessary pattern before she entered the chamber. She set the device, feeding light into the receptors just long enough for her to grab the small package. She swapped the crystals with an empty bundle, removed her computer and scooted through the doorway.
Hurrying now, she placed the crystals in the first room where they would still have minimal protection. She removed her gloves and hood, shook her blond hair free and tucked her tools away.
The outer door opened onto a hallway. Her watch indicated that she had just over a minute before one of the "random" electronic sweeps would detect her presence. Listening to the tiny microphone she had planted outside the door, she heard nothing.
Good.
With the clock running down, she quickly inserted a metal strip that would keep the door contact sensors happy.
Just as she was about to open the door, she heard noise.
Voices.
It took superhuman effort, but she held perfectly still and listened. The voices weren't coming closer, nor were they fading. Her hand, turned to keep the doorknob in position, cramped.
Her heart beat faster and she licked sudden beads of sweat off her upper lip. She didn't dare look down at her watch. Doing so would twist her hand, and she couldn't chance the knob moving. As long as no one glanced directly at the door…
She counted without moving her lips. Thirty seconds…forty. There was going to be a blue screen of death coming if she didn't get a break soon. She had perhaps fifteen seconds, maybe ten.
Voices fading slowly or not, she had to get out or she would be caught, and that would be the end of her legitimate career as well as her extra-curricular activities.
Edging through so that she could watch the hallway, she eased the contact strip out as the locks re-engaged.
She held her breath as the two people who had passed continued talking. They were not facing her and took no notice.
Alexia put her shaking legs to use by walking steadily away from the scene of the crime. People might see her now, but would think nothing of it. This hallway was quite populated in the daytime, and it was only just after lunch.
Another myth: burglars always work in the darkness of night.
Alexia removed a sandwich from her pocket and chewed as she made her way through the hallway. Fingerprint readings for the doors would show her taking her lunch break in case anyone tracked her movements. As soon as the package was found, tracking would be required. The scientific community of Haven couldn't exist without the crystals. Without them, energy would have to be drawn from polluting materials just as in the rest of the world.
Contrary to her current activities, her life before Haven was not that of a thief. She had never actually stolen anything. It was just that when she was told she could not go to a place because it was closed, she had a tendency to…disobey. She went to the library after hours, museums and anywhere else that presented a challenge.
Of course, the Corporate Board of Haven had approached her because of her degree in psychiatry, not because of her undocumented penchant for sneakiness. Her ability as a thief could easily cost her everything she held dear. There were other psychiatrists at Haven that would have a field day with her career if they found out about her side activities, even though she had a very good reason for her actions.
Reaching her desk she typed "zap," onto her console. The picture of the room disappeared from her machine and from the camera feed. The blank hallway shot suffered the same fate. No one would find any crucial evidence tied to her person because it no longer existed.
She checked her appearance in a hand mirror, trying to erase the triumphant twinkle from her brown eyes. It might have been smart to change out of her reflective spider-silk outfit, but if someone had seen her as she made her way back through the corridors, it would seem odd that she had changed. As a psychiatrist, she knew how unlikely it would be that anyone would remember, but there were always exceptions. Her suit was as common as any other at Haven, except that most women preferred regular silk rather than threads woven by spiders.
Much to Alexia's surprise, it took the guard over twenty minutes to notice the package sitting in the outer room. He must have gone down to check personally because when the alarm finally did sound, it was the opening of the hall door that caused the system to respond.
Always ready to conform to other people's expectations, she remembered to breathe hard and look panicked as she ran back into the hallway and joined the flurry of people.
"What happened?" a voice demanded from within the crowd.
"Not again." A gasp or two and then someone accidentally fired a stun gun into the crowd.
Alexia pushed forward, her white suit now serving the purpose of identifying her as medical help. "Calm down. Please move back." She pushed until she reached the package.
A guard was holding it, his eyes roving in wide-eyed panic. He waved a stun gun aimlessly, unable to pick a target in the crowd. Spittle dripped from his mouth. "Can't...ca..n't..get it on my shift!"
"Mr. Miller--George." Alexia read his name from his tag and edged closer to the distraught man. "With this many witnesses, I don't think you have to worry about the package disappearing. Set it down and take my hand." She stretched out her own in a friendly manner.
Before George could respond to her overture, a harsher voice intervened. "The package has gotten this far. Who is to say it won't keep walking?"
George turned quickly, shouting, "Sir! Darren!"
As soon as George shouted the name, Alexia knew that the head of security, Darren Westmore, had taken charge. Darren's arrival caused her patient, and she was certain she had a new patient, to panic anew.
"George, who do you trust with the package?" she asked.
George, beyond an answer, shocked her with his next movement. "Sir. Darren. Mr…Westmore, sir." Reaching for a lifeline, he stumbled to Darren and dropped, not only the stun gun, but the precious package. He grabbed Darren's shirt and hung on desperately.
For a moment, Alexia forgot the psychiatric condition of George. She stared at the package, thanking God it was wrapped. In the future when she took it, she would double-check the outer covering.
Darren's harsh voice broke the silence. "Dr. Zimmerman, if you would be so good as to remove this--individual, I'll take charge." He ripped George's offending digits from his shirt.
Numbly, Alexia gathered her wits. "George, why don't we go sit down?" Fortunately, he needed no restraints. His own action of dropping the package, coupled with the disapproval in Darren's voice, had frozen the poor man in his tracks.
Alexia was happy to spot Dr. Brandon, her mentor and colleague standing by, ready to help. She got George to the door. Dr. Brandon offered to take over. "I'll get him settled. You finish up here. Come along, George."
Dr. Brandon led a mumbling and shattered George away. The man would have to be kept away from sharp objects for a while. He obviously viewed his defeat as worse than treason to his country. She sighed and rubbed her eyes. Haven, and the crystals that made the place possible, was like a country. It was truly its own territory with patriotic citizens that sometimes went too far in their beliefs and their actions.
Looking up, she found herself staring into the handsome, but malignant blue eyes of the man who now held the package. His black haircut was on the long side, allowing a slight wave to his perfectly combed hair. He was dressed in dark slacks and a white shirt, the collar of which was slightly crumpled from George's assault. For a fraction of a second, she wished that she had opted to follow George under the pretense of treating him.
"And you are waiting for?" Darren pointed his chin at the door in insolent command.
"The investigation. I'm part of the newly assigned team of psychiatrists that is helping to profile the thief." She pointed to her badge, which gave her name, rank and title.
His blue eyes flashed with irritation, but he turned his attention elsewhere. "Surround this package and take it directly to--"
On what Alexia suspected was a rare occasion, Darren was out of words. She filled in the blank for him. "How about the last secure area?" She kept her voice low so that only the closest guard could hear. "We've finished gathering anything useful from the theft that occurred there. Place extra guards outside that area, the battery storage area and Darren's office."
Darren slanted his eyes and then nodded his approval. "The thief may assume from the extra guards that I have the crystals or that they are charging the battery system that supplies Haven with electricity. Let's do it!"
His troops moved in quickly to obey his orders.
As soon as the crystals were out of sight he bellowed, "I want this floor scrubbed." Arms waving, he ushered people out before they could so much as breathe more contamination into the room.
Alexia barely held her temper. Scrubbing the outer room was already useless because so many people had entered when the alarm went off. In fact, scrubbing at all was useless because she had worn no special clothing. Everyone in the complex wore natural fiber clothing. No chemically processed or dyed clothing was allowed at Haven. "I would think you could skip that step and move on to the mechanical records."
Before Darren could reply, a new voice broke the staring match between her and Darren.
"Ah, but that would imply that the mechanical devices detected something. In which case, the jewels wouldn't have been successfully taken," the new speaker chortled.
Alexia turned to find merry green eyes watching them.
The man pointed a finger at Darren and wagged it, scolding a naughty child. "This was the perfect trap, you said. Your own people watching and wired like robots so that they couldn't fall asleep on the job." He shook his head in a not-so-convincing show of sorrow and moved towards them. He narrowly missed a technician that was scrubbing the room with a monitoring device. When he reached Alexia, he stuck out a hand. "Chris Appleton, here."
Alexia stared. He was impossibly nondescript. She could have seen this person a thousand times and never noticed him. In fact, had he not spoken, she probably wouldn't have noticed him in the room. He was of medium height, medium coloring and medium appearance. His blue jeans were not fancy, nor did his dark blue polo make much of a statement. They were merely functional. Only his green eyes stood out in an otherwise unremarkable face. They were grinning at her.
Chris Appleton reached out his other hand, the one that wasn't held in a shaking position, grabbed her own and deposited it in his slightly larger hand. "Glad to meet you. You're the local shrink, right? Trying to study the inner working mind of the thief." He leered at her, tapped his forehead, and then glanced around her shoulder at the towering man whose face was frozen in a glare.
"You!" Darren finally managed to strangle out. "How...Get out!"
"I don't think so," Chris said. "You know as well as I that father said I could take over if you failed again. He didn't want to give preferential treatment, but he has no choice but to admit that even I, his son, could perform at least as well as you have."
"Uh," Alexia began, realizing that Darren was not going to take the insult well.
"Imbecile! I have not yet proved that I don't know the culprit!" His face was gaining color at a rapid pace, going blotchy red all the way to his dark wavy hairline.
Alexia began to worry that Darren might suffer a heart attack, complicating the investigation and certainly her own day. "Uh..."
"And do you?" Chris challenged, cutting her off. "Have you apprehended anyone?" He displayed his own two empty hands and turned in a circle, finding no one except Darren's men. The laughing eyes of the man who had identified himself as Chris Appleton turned cold. "I think not. And that means you're off the case."
He treated Darren to a final mocking eyebrow before he turned and walked through to the inner chamber. The lasers and infrared beams in the doorway had been turned off, but after standing in an area not protected by the beams, he used a remote control to re-activate the alarms.
Alexia halted midstep in her intention to follow him. She still had on her reflective suit. If she walked through the first set of lasers and they didn't go off...
As if reading her mind, his eyes caught hers. She held her breath until her chest ached. She was too good a doctor to allow any expression on her face, but only because she had sat through so many bizarre confessions of patients. The green eyes that had been so friendly before stared into hers with the intelligence of a hunting cat.
"Mirrors," he muttered and turned away. "Could have been mirrors or--" he wheeled around on one foot. "Come in here."
Like a deer caught in headlights, Alexia merely stared. He beckoned her forward impatiently.
With a hard swallow, Alexia moved her foot forward.
Behind her, confusion reigned. Darren shouted orders from somewhere down the hall. The sweepers collected particles and people milled about. The world carried on despite her predicament.
She was still wearing her reflective spider-silk outfit. Only her hands and head were exposed. Her bare skin would be enough to break a beam, so long as her head or hands interrupted one. She considered waving her arms to force the beams to break, but that would be a touch too obvious. If she walked quickly, she would cross more of the beams. The more she crossed, the more likely one would hit her head or neck and trigger.
Instead, she forced a serene smile. With apparent nonchalance, she moved forward, stepping inside the room.
The hardest part was not breathing a sigh of relief when the alarms registered.
Chris held her gaze for another fraction of a second, and then began walking around the various traps, muttering. "Too easy. If I knew where these beams were placed, I could walk around them." He paced the room, stepping over one of the lasers. "And he calls me an imbecile."
The man who had done just that reappeared as if called, rushing back into the room and yelling at the top of his lungs. "Remove him! Now!"
Alexia turned again, this time to stare at Darren with surprise. Chris came from behind her and gently moved her from harm's way. He flashed a card at the approaching guards. "Sorry, gentlemen. No fun today. I have a pass, activated when the alarm went off." He addressed Darren. "I was willing to deactivate my own pass, assuming that you had actually arrested anyone, but you did not." His smile had all the warmth of an iceberg. "The security of the crystals, as of a few minutes ago, is mine."
Darren nearly suffered apoplexy before he managed to get the next phrase out. "I have made an arrest! I want you out! Out!" He came at Chris with fisted intent.
Alexia put her head into her hands. She had led the wrong patient away. Obviously she should have subdued Darren.
"Oh?" Chris met the bigger man face to face. "Who? Who is the culprit?"
"George Miller. It's the only possible solution."
Alexia nearly fell down. "What?" She took a deep breath to stop her next words. Until the report was compiled she had to maintain her facade. After that, she could point out fallacies. For now, she couldn't afford to defend anyone, even if it meant that Darren arrested the wrong man.
Thankfully, she was saved from risking herself. Chris did it for her. "You're claiming that the man who discovered the package, that nearly incapacitated man, is guilty? How was he supposed to have carried that off? The alarm that sounded was this one." He pointed to the outer door. "You're saying he stole the package and then set off the alarm by coming back into this room? What was he going to do, return the crystals?"
Darren didn't back down. "Of course he was putting it back. He took it with the intention of leaving it here to be found and then came back in to guard it personally. That way the package wouldn't be damaged or stolen by someone else. He set off the alarm to let us know he had finished successfully."
Alexia couldn't just stand by. "This is the same George who was so organized that he triggered his stun gun when people came running? The same guy that then dropped the package at your feet?" She shook her head. "Not even close to the medical condition that I witnessed when I arrived. Sorry. I can't back up that data."
Darren glared at her. "Of course you can. The man became so worried that a hostile person would actually gain access to this room and steal it that he," Darren waved his hands in an attempt to come up with the medical terminology.
Alexia supplied a few of the terms that she knew he was holding back. "He blew his stack? He lost his marbles? He short-circuited the network?"
Sarcasm was lost on the man. "The photographs will prove it." Darren pointed to the camera. "Ollern, my second in command, will escort you out."
Ollern was a smartly dressed man, obviously emulating his master. He stepped forward to do Darren's bidding. He was shorter than Darren, but no less focused. His light hair was military short, and his fatigue dress perfect. He moved towards Chris like one of the laser beams.
Alexia wanted to scream. This was precisely the attitude that was putting the crystals in so much danger. Darren cared more about his career and saving face than setting up protection that might stop a real thief. What was he going to say when the film showed a blank? She rolled her eyes heavenward and stomped to the door.
"When you two figure out who is in charge, let me know. I'll be waiting for the report." She slammed the door shut behind her and fled to her office.
After pacing uselessly for fifteen minutes, she decided to head home. This new development was far worse than she had anticipated. Her actions were supposed to improve security, not negate it completely.
She shut and locked her office. Guilt assailed her as she contemplated the fact that she may have actually ruined George's life. Of course, any person that could not accept fallibility had problems. Men like Darren played upon the pride of people like George by telling them they were trustworthy, offering them chance upon chance to prove it. It was unfortunate that George had picked her territory to guard. Since her sixteenth birthday, she hadn't met a lock she couldn't pick.
"What else could I do?" She hadn't known George was near an edge.
Plagued by guilt, the first thing she did when she arrived home was call the hospital and check on him. "How is he?"
Sally, the work clerk, checked his chart. "Sedated and resting comfortably. Will you be in?"
Alexia shook her head at the video screen. "There isn't much point until he sleeps some of it off."
"Okay doc, see you in the morning."
Guilt caused stress. She flexed her hands and tried to put off worrying about him until tomorrow. Normally, after a break-in, she was relaxed and, if she was forced to admit it, a little smug. This time, however, all she felt was dismay.
She sighed and got ready for bed. There was a lot of work to be done tomorrow, especially now that a new player had been introduced. Chris' appearance changed the picture entirely. Darren had been in charge of the security for some time now. He played consistently by the same rules. Until today he had never shown his face this early in an investigation. Apparently Chris' arrival had challenged his effectiveness, if not authority. Darren now had something to prove.
Too little, too late, in her opinion.
Unfortunately, Chris wasn't necessarily an improvement. He had taken on the other man with all the subtlety of a bulldozer in a nature preserve. That technique had proved so effective she now had not only a patient, but an accused patient at that.
"Thank you, Chris Appleton."
And what if the only way to save the patient was to confess her part in the theft?
That thought sent her heart plummeting and kept her awake most of the night. If she had to leave Haven, she would be the one who went insane.
By morning, Alexia had decided on a plan. Her new patient took precedence over her other projects, including the crystals. Truth to tell, Haven wasn't the type of place that generated a lot of psychiatric patients. When Haven offered Alexia a job, it was to study the effects on a society that lived within the false scientific bounds that Haven had created, not to take care of patients. Alexia earned a comparable salary to what the outer world paid, but like all members, she gave up social security and public funds for such things as schools, roads and other amenities. No outside incentives, including government subsidies or political contributions that might influence decisions, were accepted. People reacted differently when the rules they understood were suddenly replaced. It was her job to document and study the patterns.
This morning, however, she had to find a way to convincingly argue that George was innocent. If she confessed that she had taken the package, it would certainly exonerate him. Of course, Darren would then arrest her and although he would save face, she would have even bigger problems.
She sighed as she pressed her hand into the security reader at the hospital. It was a small building; more of a clinic and laboratory wrapped into one. The physician community performed high level research here and developed new machines, medicines and techniques for various illnesses.
Alexia made her way to the patient floor. Sally, a petite brunette, was on duty again. She had a reputation as a prankster in the ward, but she took her job seriously as long as she didn't have a grudge to settle.
"Anything new on George Miller?" Alexia asked.
Sally shook her head. "Nurse said he slept through the night." She pulled up a copy of the record and added, "All his data has been updated. He's current."
"Thanks." After noting his progress, Alexia handed back the electronic chart display and made her way to his room. Even though she knew George's problems went deeper than a single failure, guilt nagged. She made a mental note to talk to Darren about his training methods. No one should be brainwashed into believing that personal worth was equated to guard duty performance.
After a fruitless hour of talking to George, Alexia called Dr. Brandon. The picture seemed off in its color match, but Alexia knew better. He really did have hair that red-orange, and his skin was almost transparent.
"How's George?" he asked immediately.
"Not so great. I wondered if you..." George was really her responsibility. She didn't have a good excuse to ask for help. She couldn't tell Dr. Brandon that she simply knew too much about the robbery to treat George effectively.
"Sure, not a problem. I'll check in on him."
"Can I list you as primary?" She didn't give reason. She couldn't.
He looked surprised, but didn't ask any questions. "Sure. That's fine." The screen blurred with red-orange as he nodded.
Glad he hadn't asked why, she signed off. She updated the chart before leaving.
Feeling nearly as much a failure as George, Alexia headed to her office in the main complex. The report on the theft awaited, as well as a surprising development. The first page of the report informed her that Darren had been "reassigned" on the case, and Chris had been given the lead. The most interesting part was that Chris, unlike Darren, did not have an entire agency of people working for him. He worked alone. The message conveyed by Corporate was that because he did not have a professional entourage they had hesitated to assign him the project. However, the report pointed out, "Thus far, the Agency has been unable to provide for the safety of the goods in a manner which is acceptable."
Great. Darren was going to need psychiatric help now. With a loud plop, she sat. Before she could figure out a plan of action, her office door flew open.
"Hi!"
She nearly jumped over her desk before her brain registered that it was Chris in her doorway. "What?!?"
"Didn't mean to startle you. Just stopped by to get your opinion." Chris grinned and pointed to the report showing on her console.
Alexia took a deep breath and settled back into her chair. "That's it? From your entrance, I thought maybe the building was on fire." She waved at the screen. "Congratulations. I'm sure you can be proud."
With open amusement, he clarified, "I mean about the robbery, not me being in charge. I want your opinion on what kind of mind could perpetrate such a crime."
"Oh." Alexia blinked, switching her train of thought. Concentration was critical now. "I haven't read the entire report. I did compile a set of documents from the previous thefts that detail, in my opinion, the mind behind the crimes."
"Yes, I've read them." His green eyes were watchful.
She stared blandly back. As a psychiatrist, she knew the signs of guilt. As a thief, she knew how to hide them. "And, what did you think? Do you agree with my analysis?"
He waited a moment longer, like a quiet statue. "It's as good a guess as any other," he finally allowed.
Alexia had to be very careful. The line between a psychiatrist who demanded respect for her ideas warred quietly with the thief who demanded total silence to keep from getting caught. "There are two or three other reports from my colleagues available. I assume you have read those also." At his nod, she continued. "In my opinion, we can dispense with Phillip Teldman's report; whoever is committing this crime is definitely not insane."
Chris came in and sat in the chair across from her desk. He leaned forward, his eyes bright. "I quite agree. Whatever mind is behind the crimes is brilliant, responsible and clever." His fingers worked the edge of her desk as though he couldn't wait to get his hands on the criminal. "Though an insane person can be diabolically clever, there has been no sign of an unbalanced mind. No odd sacrifices to the crystals, no attempts to draw them too far from the base. Dr. Teldman's conclusion that the thief is at war over wanting to possess the power and wanting to do what is right makes no sense. The thief has never taken the crystals and brought them back, he has only removed them from protection."
Alexia nodded, unable to keep herself from being drawn into his enthusiasm. "Dr. Teldman's argument that the challenge of outsmarting the best minds of Haven could be closer, but that doesn't necessarily show a tendency towards insanity."
"And what about Dr. Ann Reven?" Chris asked.
Alexia sighed. She liked Ann, but the woman was very idealistic. "Ann has some valid points. The thief could be trying to warn Haven against misuse of the crystals. However, I would have expected some type of note demanding proper behavior if that is what the thief had in mind. Additionally, leaving the package outside the confines of protection belies the underlying premise that the thief wants to see the contents protected. By taking the package, it is vulnerable for however short a period of time."
Chris nodded. "Her idea that the thief is homeless is totally incorrect. Whoever has been breaking in has access to Haven and is a member. I refuse to buy the theory that a stranger could walk in here."
Alexia grinned at his misunderstanding and had to hold back a real chuckle. "Uh, I don't think she meant homeless in quite that manner, Chris."
"Oh?" He sat forward, his face wrinkled in disapproval. "Hidden meanings within the text? I thought she was supposed to be clarifying the matter."
Alexia laughed. "I'm afraid I have prior knowledge. If you had ever met Ann, you would know exactly what she meant." Alexia got up and sorted through the information chips on her bookshelf. She grabbed one, inserted it into her computer and quickly found the page she wanted. She turned on the console that was located on his side of the desk. "You'll note that almost every time she refers to ‘homeless' the word ‘soul' follows within the next word or two. She is referring to a state of the man's soul, not his physical amenities. A homeless soul is a man in search of God, not a man who is homeless, as in without a physical structure."
Chris groaned. "How did I miss that?"
"Ann is subtle. She doesn't want to give the impression that she is a Christian zealot. Otherwise, people discount her from the start. Once you meet her, however, or hear her talk, it's no contest."
"So." Chris was obviously suspicious now. "She didn't exactly give her true opinion."
"What do you mean?"
"Her analysis is flawed. For one, she is taking into account her own consideration of the universe. She assumed things about the thief based upon her own views. For two, she hides her real point, which, now that you've mentioned her ideals, is obviously that we are all poor souls in search of--" he stopped and then waved a hand, "in search of whatever she feels souls search for. A kind God, salvation, whatever."
Alexia couldn't disagree with his assessment, because she knew that every psychiatrist had to fight against including personal views. "That's a fair statement. Although Ann does look at the facts, they tend to take on a religious coloring."
"Interesting that someone who is supposed to study other people's minds would lie about what is in their own."
Since Alexia's own analysis contained half-truths, she squirmed. "Sometimes a psychiatrist has conflicts of interest, just like everyone else." She forced her hands to relax even though she felt a need to grip the sides of her chair. In her imagination, Chris was able to see inside her head, and she shuddered at what he would find there. "I'll be sure and let you know if I have anything to add after I study the rest of this report more thoroughly." He would get the most convincing report she had ever written.
"Hmm." Chris didn't look entirely satisfied, but he stood and handed her a chip that he had brought with him. Her assumption that it was a copy of the security report was incorrect. "I'd like your opinion on this proposal, also. It's the next plan for the location of the crystals. I want to know whether this mind," he pointed to the psychological analysis, "will be able to break into this new location."
She stared in dismay at the proposal. He hadn't even asked her opinion about security measures before compiling his ideas. She was more than a little tired of lame proposals. "Certainly," she replied halfheartedly. "I'll get back to you tomorrow."
He nodded and turned to go. As an afterthought he looked back and asked, "How is George?"
Alexia grimaced. "Dr. Brandon is going to help out with that. It may take a while, and George probably won't be getting back into the same line of work."
Chris grunted. "I don't place much belief in people guarding objects anyway. Too vulnerable. They can be killed or corrupted."
With that uplifting, optimistic remark, he disappeared down the hall, leaving Alexia wondering. She wouldn't have expected such a cynical remark from the happy Chris Appleton.
The rest of Alexia's day was filled with reports. Her hands had a tendency to shake when she thought of Chris' green eyes boring into hers, questioning. She tried to convince herself that Chris had no way of knowing she was guilty and no reason to even suspect her.
Unfortunately, she couldn't get her work done in her current state, let alone consider Chris' plan for protecting the crystals. Grabbing the reports, she headed home. It was imperative that she study her newest adversary. It was also important that she find out what security had learned about the most recent theft. She would have an easier time keeping her tracks covered if she had all the facts.
To her relief, the theft report contained exactly what she expected. Security had easily figured out that the outer door had been bypassed by use of metallic tape. There were several inconclusive theories about the camera malfunction and George's apparent lapse. Once they figured out that she had inserted a blank picture of the room, George's real treatment could begin. Dr. Brandon could tell him that it wasn't his fault he had been fooled.
Chris' proposal for security was an entirely different beast. After only the first few pages, she groaned.
Chris Appleton had decided to set a trap that few people in the world could break. His conclusion: the egotistical thief would try to break through no matter what. Chris Appleton would be there to catch said thief.
Alexia found herself plagued with doubts. Chris may have researched her background; then again, he may not have. She didn't know enough about him.
That was a problem she could solve. Most medical records were available to her because she was a psychiatrist, but she wasn't going to be that obvious. She bypassed the normal logon system, copied his records and exited. It took less than thirty seconds.
She chewed her lip, wondering if Chris had set any traps on his file. Once assigned to protect the crystals, it would be normal for the thief to investigate the new security expert. She found herself wishing she had used a machine other than the one in her home, just in case Chris found a way to unscramble the mess.
She took a deep breath. It was too late to worry about it now. Tomorrow she could go into the complex and remove her false user name and create another one.
Meanwhile, she got down to reading.
His file absorbed her for the next two hours. His education was normal, his upbringing normal and his career normal. He had taken various technology courses as an undergraduate, and several years ago when his father had founded Haven, he began to seriously study biology.
By the time she had finished reading, she had at least part of her answer.
Chris was too normal. Therefore, his file was a lie. He had to be more than he appeared, and the answers weren't going to be found in the folder.
Frustrated, she turned off the computer. It was nine o'clock, too late to accomplish much else.
She ate a quick snack pack and headed to bed, but her misgivings and Chris' plan refused to leave her alone. His sketch for protecting the crystals was pure genius. He wanted to keep the crystals at Haven, but put the instructions for creating them elsewhere. The crystals had to be at Haven in order to obtain the energy, but the instructions for creating and refueling them did not. A thief needed both, because with just the crystals, the crystals couldn't be recharged or reproduced.
She sighed and flopped over, but there was no point in trying to sleep. She got up and put on her hiking shoes. She had skipped karate practice today. Better to do her required amount of exercising now than have to double-down tomorrow.
Darkness did not bother her. As a precaution against wandering coyotes, she carried her knife and rifle. She didn't care to become an easy dinner.
The breeze was mostly cool, although vestiges of the hot air that was trapped in the valley during the day buffeted her gently as she hiked upwards. Even climbing as straight as possible, her favorite perch was almost a mile away. If she were a bird, it would have been half that.
The view it afforded was worth the climb. Haven was nestled below. The protection of darkness kept her from feeling too much a part of it. The main complex shown with a few lights. Mark, Ed and Sam worked into the night, every night. Higher up, another light winked, and she knew that Grace had stayed late again. Grace was only an occasional night visitor, but frequent enough that Alexia had bothered to find out who left the lights burning.
She shifted the rifle and sat on her boulder. A like rock, covered with desert lichen, rested on another mountain on the opposite end of Haven. She grinned. Her thief instincts kept her watching from several angles.
Not that she knew what she was watching for. If Chris had his way, she would be spending her time watching her own tail rather than the peaceful valley of Haven. His plan couldn't have been tailored more perfectly to challenge her talents. In fact, maybe Chris' idea of protection was good enough.
She tried to stifle the next thought, but it was like trying to keep an ice cube from melting in the desert sun. Could she break-in? Was there a real need to do so, other than to prove that she could? Chris' plan was certainly safer than any of the others.
She shook her head to clear it. The motion caused her to notice a flickering light. This time the light wasn't in the main office building, it was near her house. In fact…she stood up on the rock for a better look. It wasn't unusual for people to be out and about at night. Haven was a safe community. Eccentric scientists weren't likely to steal, rob or mug anyone.
But...there was a flicker again, right near her bedroom window!
Now why would anyone be at her house? And shouldn't they be near the front door? She blinked and carefully measured the distances that appeared smaller from her vantage point. Fully alert now, she readjusted the rifle across her back and worked her way down the first slope. Knowing the terrain, she ran as quickly as possible, but it didn't really matter. Whoever was at her window would probably be gone long before she could get there.
Once on level ground, she cut through the lot where an experimental house made from gelatin had once stood, nicknamed little piggy house one. She took another shortcut through Anderson's garden, one end of which bordered her own yard. She hoped that her occasional trip-up in the dark didn't hurt the numerous desert grasses. If so, she would hear from her grumpy neighbor come morning.
At her gate, she paused and tried to breathe quieter.
Slinging her rifle into place, she crept cautiously through the entrance. The baked-brick garden wall was too high to allow her to see anything from outside the yard. Moving carefully, she edged near a twisted scrub oak and peered anxiously around the corner of the house.
Unbelievably, a male figure still stood in front of the window. The intruder did not move.
Alexia eased back, confused. If he was thinking of stealing, what was he just standing there for? Was he some kind of pervert who wanted to peek through her curtains? Shouldn't he at least wait until she was home to do the peeking?
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/3798 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!