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Dr. Levenson was late for his 8:00 o’clock
class. He was exhausted, but exhilarated, from spending the entire
night poring over research about his invention. He knew it would
work, thanks to Lucy and Shawna's help. He wished he had a teaching
assistant today but he had a tradition of personally administering
his final exams. There would be no question about whether anyone
cheated on his finals.

Levenson was one of those eccentric icons
found on every campus. He was perpetually disheveled, appearing to
seldom comb his hair or even straighten his clothes. He didn’t wear
the same clothes every day, but very nearly. To simplify life, he
bought clothes in threes or fours. The less talented students
devoted their time to tracking his collection of identical green
corduroy jackets by documenting the location of the wear marks on
each one. They even had a Facebook page devoted to the effort.

Meanwhile, the brighter students were
mesmerized by Levenson’s brilliance and realized what a privilege
it was to spend a few hours a week privy to his firsthand
explanations of innovative concepts. They loved leaving his class
with their heads aching at his brilliance, then gathering at a
campus hangout to rehash the day’s lecture.

Some of them had scraped together their
meager student savings to pay other students to drop the class so
they could get in. Savvy students rushed to register early for one
of Levenson’s classes as a money-maker. A couple hundred dollar
profit for dropping one of Levenson’s courses so someone else could
get in was a fun way to make some beer money.

Those who paid to get in were taking a
gamble. There was no guarantee they would get that empty seat. A
$200 bribe only meant that one spot opened up. They still had to
beat everyone else to be the first to register.

Levenson’s serious students hunkered over the
glow of their laptops in their dorm rooms late at night, debating
Levenson’s theories in internet forums. Others flocked to those
forums to learn some smattering of what those students were
studying, inspiring many of the questions that peppered Levenson’s
lectures. Students from around the planet wanted in on the
discussion. They weren’t interested in grades. Many were not even
in college. They logged in from internet cafes in Europe and Asia
and Indonesia to access information that was banned in their
countries, or at least inaccessible. They were hungry for what
Levenson was working on. Or, they were tracking his research and
contemplating the best way to stop it and preserve their
wealth.

Levenson wore ridiculously thick glasses to
cope with his severe short-sightedness. The less-talented students
never missed a chance to ridicule the fact that he seldom cleaned
his glasses, and was forever pushing them up as they slid down hi s
nose. His glasses were so bent out of shape they were always at an
odd slant. Everything about him seemed to be a little out of
kilter.

Levenson had been on campus for a number of
years, but always on a year-to-year contract basis. There was much
speculation over late night beers, by both students and faculty, as
to whether that was Levenson’s choice or the university’s.

Today Levenson loped up the street, clutching
a worn leather briefcase stuffed with exams and schematics. His
weathered and unpolished leather loafers fit too loosely to allow
him to actually run, plus he lacked the physical fitness and grace
of a runner. He appeared unstable even when he walked. As the
loafers flapped off and on his feet, as he rushed, the movement
revealed holes in his dingy socks.

The brisk late spring wind twisted his long
curls into a mess, making him seem even more disheveled. His
overcoat flapped around his knees further hindering his effort to
rush.

The carillon was chiming some vaguely
familiar classical music, marking the top of the hour and the fact
that he was now late for his class. His students were aware that
they were expected to be punctual even though, from the first day
to the last of each semester, Levenson never arrived on time and
made up for it by beginning to lecture the moment he stepped into
the lecture hall, closing the door behind him, and continuing to
fill every moment with complicated explanations while he removed
his coat and threw it over a chair. He always flopped his worn
leather briefcase onto the lectern with a thud and patted it twice,
before furiously drawing elaborate diagrams on the Smart Board. He
never stopped moving, taking notes out of his briefcase, and
drawing diagrams.

The semester was over and today, while
Levenson’s students awaited his arrival, they frantically flipped
over notes and shouted questions and answered back and forth across
the room in hopes that they might at least pass the final exam with
a C. To break the nervous tension, one of those most likely to ace
this final dashed to the front of the room and began mimicking Dr.
Levenson.

“No, no!” someone shouted. “You have to pat
the briefcase twice!”

The rest of the students roared with
laughter, as he patted the lectern where Levenson’s briefcase was
clearly absent today. Then he began pacing from one side of the
room to the other, as he waved his hands wildly and spouted
scientific terms he knew would be on the exam. As he did, students
shouted back the definitions.

Meanwhile, Levenson was rushing as best he
could. He could barely see the science and math building in the
distance, across the street and across the quad. He looked both
ways and glanced at his wristwatch. It was 8:01 a.m. In three
hours, he would be meeting with his attorney to file the patent on
the Enviroline.

Levenson barely looked at his watch long
enough to see the time. It was a just a glance. He wasn’t even
aware of the commuter bus until he felt the impact.

In that split second, as he felt the weight
of the bus crush his body, Levenson wondered, "How did I not see a
bus?" As he was falling to the pavement, he saw that the route sign
on the bus read "Out of Service" – without a driver. Where was the
driver? Where were the passengers?

It seemed so strange. He always thought his
final moment would be different. Maybe even more exotic. He had
never given much credence to any religion and never anticipated any
kind of “light at the end of the tunnel.” But he certainly never
anticipated being run down by a bus.

He was bleeding profusely and had multiple
broken bones. The pain was so intense that his body grew numb,
overwhelmed by the overloaded nerve responses.

Levenson's briefcase had burst open from the
impact and his final exams began blowing all over the street. His
last experience reflected the chaos of the universe he had devoted
his life to understanding and hopefully even improving.

Then things went dark for him.

A young woman rushed up and leaned over Dr.
Levenson, screaming, "Call 9-1-1! Oh, my god, he's hurt!"

Her name was Cassandra Nordstrum. She was a
graduate student in the Political Science department.

Cassandra appeared fragile, with a perfectly
clear and extraordinarily white complexion. Her long blonde hair
fell in angelic corkscrew curls around her shoulders and blew in
the breeze. Her huge blue eyes reflected fear and desperation.
Several young men immediately responded to her pleas for help and
dialed 911 simultaneously. They could not take their eyes off her,
and only glanced at Levenson long enough to recognize the campus
icon while they stared at this angel pleading for their help.

As Cassandra continued shouting for help, she
appeared to be collecting Levenson’s papers. She continued begging
for help from the dozen or so bystanders who assumed she was with
Dr. Levenson, even though they could hear sirens approaching.

“Help me!” she pleaded. “Help! Please!”

In truth, Cassandra never touched Levenson
and she never used her own cell phone to call for help. She didn’t
even look at Levenson. She maintained intense eye contact with one
man after another, and a couple of young women. Her hands never
stopped moving. She only appeared to be putting papers into
Levenson’s briefcase. In fact, she was searching for the patent
application for the Enviroline project.

She immediately recognized it and carefully
placed a copy of the final exam on top of it as she removed it the
patent paperwork from Levenson’s briefcase, while continuing to
plea for help. The small and growing crowd of witnesses watched as
Cassandra appeared to focus all her energy on Levenson, wondering
if she was his daughter, his wife, or his lover. Each one of the
young men hoped it was neither of the latter two.

When the ambulance arrived, Cassandra stepped
back, out of the way of the EMT's, clutching Levenson's briefcase
to her chest, shielding the patent application from view. She kept
walking slowly backward until she was free from the crowd that
closed ranks in front of her, so Levenson’s bleeding body was out
of view.

An EMT technician asked if the injured man
was alone, and if anyone knew who he was. The bystanders all
remembered Cassandra being there, begging for help.

“What was her name?” the EMT asked.

“I have never seen her before,” a young man
said, disappointed that she was no longer in sight.

“That’s Dr. Levenson,” said someone in the
small crowd.

“That young woman was with him,” offered one
of the young men who had obeyed Cassandra’s pleas to call 911. “She
was wearing dress - a real pretty dress. The kind with like…
ruffles. Flowered ruffles. And a tan overcoat over it. She had this
great-looking blond hair.”

“But you didn’t know her?” the EMT asked.
“Was she a friend of Levenson’s?”

Each one told the EMT’s that Cassandra was
clearly with Levenson. Every single witness said they assumed
Cassandra had gotten into the ambulance with Levenson. After all,
they all distinctly recall that she had a messenger’s bag slung
over her shoulder and they were sure that the old leather brief
case in her arms was his – and now it was nowhere to be found. A
couple of bystanders were Levenson’s former students and recognized
that briefcase. He always, always had it with him, clutching it
under his arm.

 


“She’s not in the ambulance,” the EMT said.
“Is there anyone here who is with Dr. Levenson or knows him?”

Everyone shook their head and looked around
at the others.

“Is he dead?” someone asked.

“His injuries were too severe,” the EMT said.
“We are now looking for next of kin or an emergency contact.”

That person was not Cassandra. The witnesses
stood in silence as the EMTs closed the ambulance doors. Campus
police had arrived and the officers were trying to disperse the
small crowd.

No one noticed as Cassandra pulled off her
blond wig with all those long angelic curls and stuffed it into her
messenger’s bag as she slipped around to the back of the
now-disabled bus that had ended Levenson’s life. With the
messenger’s bag still slung across her body, she managed to slip
out of her raincoat – a maneuver she had practiced for hours until
she could perform it flawlessly. The coat slipped down over her
hips, taking the ruffled skirt with it. She stepped out of the
clothes and left them on the pavement, as she jogged down the
street in a t-shirt and shorts, still clutching Levenson’s
briefcase.

She hailed a cab and disappeared from the
scene as Levenson died from his injuries. The cab driver looked at
Cassandra in his rear-view mirror. The Cassandra he saw sported
short-cropped dark brown hair with pink streaks.

“What happened back there?” the driver
asked.

“What happened where?” Cassandra asked.

“The bus?” the driver said.

“No idea,” she said, tucking some loose blond
curls into her messenger bag. It was an expensive wig and she might
need it again sometime.

“Where to?” the driver asked, starting the
meter.

“Just drive,” she said.

As the ambulance and police cars departed,
one person was left standing alone. Lucy Ringo had arrived just as
the EMT’s were pulling the sheet over Levenson’s face. She had time
to catch one final glimpse, enough to know it was Levenson.

She was also the only person to notice
Cassandra slipping away, and out of her clothes and wig. She knew
what Cassandra had taken, but Lucy had other concerns. She
certainly didn’t want to be the next victim of a driverless bus. Or
worse.

Lucy decided not to follow Cassandra. Not,
right now anyway.

As a tow truck arrived to haul away the bus,
Lucy leaned against the brick wall of a nearby building with her
arms crossed and one leg propped up behind her. Dressed in pleather
pants, jacket and boots, Lucy stood out in the early morning
sunlight. Behind her dark glasses, she took in every detail of the
scene.

She reached inside her backpack, pulled out a
granola bar, and began munching on it as she stared at the pool of
Levenson’s blood on the pavement. As the intersection was cleared
of vehicles and onlookers, she watching as the blood stained the
tires of cars and trucks and the soles of students’ shoes. Levenson
was being tracked everywhere.

Lucy fished a cell phone out of her bag and
texted a code, then hung up. Behind her dark glasses, she watched
students, faculty and university staff mill back and forth through
the intersection, dodging vehicles.

The phone rang and a coded text appeared on
the phone’s display. Lucy memorized it then took the cell phone
apart, stomped on the sim card, and then tossed the whole thing
into a nearby trash can as she walked away.

That day seemed like something from another
lifetime. Maybe even someone else’s life. So much had happened
between the moment Levenson died and today when Lucy was in custody
in a small jail in St. John, Nova Scotia.

“What were you doing in Senator Russ’s home?”
Norm Eadie demanded, waving a printout in the face of pretty 24
year old Lucy. Eadie was wearing a cheap suit and tie and his feet
hurt from shoes with poor support. His feet always hurt. He wore
ugly horn-rimmed glasses that had a habit of sliding down his
nose.

"House," Lucy corrected him.

"Excuse me?" Eadie asked.

"House," Lucy repeated. "It's his house, but
not his home. He is hardly ever there."

Lucy's green eyes took in every inch of the
interrogation room. She seldom missed a detail. The cinder-block
walls were a pale institutional green with dirty marks and chips in
the paint. Lucy sat with her cuffed hands in her lap, reluctant to
touch the dirty table top.

"Okay, let me rephrase this," Eadie said
condescendingly, "what were you doing there?"

“Research,” Lucy answered.

“Research?” the Eadie sneered. “No doubt, you
were doing research. How did you get inside?”

“All I did was sleep there for a couple of
weeks,” Lucy sneered.

"So, you admit to being inside the Russ
mansion?" Eadie asked, proud of catching her in an admission.

"You know I was inside," Lucy said. Eadie was
disappointed that she admitted to it so easily.

“Who hired you?” Eadie said and then added,
"Put your hands where I can see them."

Lucy raised her hands and jingled the cuffs
at Eadie before letting her hands and cuffs fall to the table in
front of her.

"Hired me for what?" Lucy asked. "The
research?" Lucy found it amusing to answer Eadie's questions. He
was asking the wrong questions and it was clear he didn't have a
clue about what was going on. Lucy had no intention of bringing him
up to speed.

"Okay," Eadie agreed, only beginning to
realize how baffled he was by the tiny bits of evidence before
him.

"Yeah, the research. And to enter the Russ
mansion." Eadie was as confused as his line of questioning.

Lucy stared steadily at a spot on the
wall.

“Young lady, we traced the IP address of your
computer and you’ve certainly been on the move,” Eadie said. “That
doesn’t look good. Who have you been meeting with?”

Lucy refused to answer. It was obvious Eadie
wasn’t the one who did the trace. He wasn’t that sophisticated. She
suspected he actually read “traced the IP address” off the
clipboard he kept glancing at.

“Why have you been on the move?” Eadie asked,
tossing a sheaf of papers on the table in front of her. He stood
over her, staring down at her. “Who have you been meeting
with?”

Lucy sighed and stared around the room.

“Who did you meet with in Brattleboro,
Vermont?” Eadie asked.

"A friend,” Lucy replied.

"As… Mathilda McElhinney," Eadie said,
looking at a piece of paper bearing that name. "Who is Mathilda
McElhinney?"

"No one," Lucy said. "She doesn't exist."

"So you forged an identity?" Eadie asked.

Lucy stared at the wall. She had grown up in
a world where everyone she knew went by an alias, a userid, or some
sort of persona.

"What about Mary?" Eadie asked, trying to get
some useful information out of Lucy. "We know you went by the name
Mary in Burlington, Vermont, when you met Maureen Hopper. Maureen
is a very nice lady. She gave you a ride – into Canada and back, in
fact. Do you have contacts in Canada?"

"Have you heard of the internet?" Lucy
asked.

Eadie said, "I surf the 'net," he added,
trying unconvincingly to establish some fragment of rapport. His
effort was too late and without hope. His face flushed as he
thought of his bumbling efforts to find a girlfriend in online
chatrooms. Even online, he was not glib.

"We also know that, when you were in
Escanaba, Michigan, you stayed in Sen. Russ' mansion," Eadie said.
"His family home. For generations. You dared break into his
home...."

"Well, I didn't really break in," Lucy
laughed.

"What do you mean?" Eadie asked. "Sen. Russ
reports you did not have permission to be there. How did you get a
key?"

"Oh, the keys were inside," Lucy said.

"So you admit to being inside the Russ
mansion?" Eadie asked.

"I already admitted that. I'm sure you have
fingerprints. Why deny it?" Lucy sighed.

The fact was the police had dusted for
fingerprints and only found them in the kitchen.

"So, how did you break in?" Eadie said. Lucy
looked up at him and cocked her head. Eadie was sweating. He looked
like he maybe sweated all the time but at the moment it was Lucy
that had him sweating.

"I didn't break in," Lucy said.

"Then tell us how you got inside?" Eadie
demanded, pounding on the table. "And what were you doing in the
kitchen?"

Lucy tried to hide her surprise. "The
kitchen?"

"We found your fingerprints in the kitchen
and the pantry," Eadie sneered across the table at Lucy. "Why would
you break in to the mansion and only use the kitchen?"

Eadie liked to use that word, mansion.

"Why," Lucy laughed. "Was it a problem?"

"Because it is illegal," Eadie hissed at her.
"Unlawfully entering."

"Was anything damaged?" Lucy asked. “Did I
break a blender?”

"What?" Eadie asked. He was losing his
cool.

"Was anything damaged?" Lucy asked again.

"That isn't the point," Eadie said. "Entering
is illegal."

"Was anything stolen?" Lucy asked.

"We don't know," Eadie bellowed. "But, young
lady, you should know that we have photographs of every inch of
this house. Sen. Russ pays top-notch for a state-of-the-art
security system."

Lucy continued to sit in silence. Eadie was
infuriated. He really wanted to solve this and get in the good
graces of the senator. Eadie thought maybe there could be a
state-level security job in it for him. Unfortunately, Eadie wasn’t
very bright and it baffled him that a young woman wouldn’t answer
him, and was clearly not intimated by him.

He knew he was out of line questioning her.
She was going to be extradited to Michigan, where she committed her
crime. But, he was obsessed with the idea of solving this case,
before extradition, and getting the attention of the senator. His
mother would be so proud of him if the senator hired him as part of
his security team.

"Sir?" Lucy asked.

"Yes?" Eadie responded.

"Do you have some hand sanitizer to wash off
this table?" Lucy asked.

"You're kidding!" Eadie mocked. "Our little
police station isn't good enough for you?"

"I just can't help wondering how many germs
are on this table," Lucy said.

"What were you looking for in the kitchen of
the Russ's mansion?" Eadie demanded.

"I was doing research," Lucy answered.

"You were doing research on Sen. Russ'
house?" Eadie asked.

"Why would I research a house?" Lucy asked,
giving Eadie an incredulous look.

The young women he knew from church – the
only place he knew any women – never treated him like that. They
certainly never looked at him like that. Actually, they seldom
looked at him at all. But, they were sweet. Obedient.
Responsive.

"That's something we're trying to figure
out," Eadie said. "You say you were doing research. We have
evidence that you were in Sen. Russ' house. What kind of research
were you doing?"

"I do research for many people," Lucy said.
"I don't,” she scoffed, “research houses, though."

"What kind of research do you do?" Eadie
demanded.

"Data research. Geographical, statistical,
business," Lucy rattled off the short list. "I get paid to look up
information."

"Government information?" Eadie asked.

"Government is pretty much related to
everything," Lucy said. "But I have never been asked specifically
to do research for the government. Any government"

"Then, why the Russ house?" Eadie demanded.
"Why him? Who told you to research him?"

"I was not researching Senator Russ," Lucy
swore.

Eadie stared at her, wishing she would say
something helpful.

"Maybe your clients will fill us in," Eadie
threatened.

“The identity of my clients is confidential –
and none of it is about houses,” Lucy said. “Most of them
eventually publish papers and books using research I conduct for
them. They don’t want the world to know they hired someone to do
their research.”

“Dr. Clifford Ames sent a very large payment
to your PayPal account,” Eadie said. “Was that for research?”

“I can’t tell you that,” Lucy said.

Literally, she really couldn't. Dr. Clifford
Ames didn't exist any longer than it took to create an email
account, then an online payment processing account, then pay her –
and then disappear. Even Lucy didn't know who Ames really was.
Whenever possible, she preferred not to know her clients. She never
wanted their research connected to her since it was often published
under someone else's name. And, they never wanted to leave loose
ends. Her clients never wanted to risk the chance that a researcher
might publish results under their own name, scooping them in the
refereed journals.

“We know your paying clients, Lucy,” Eadie
said impatiently. “You can forget the confidentiality alibi. Now
which one gave you this information?”

“I was providing information,” Lucy
explained, examining her nails. She knew that, aside from Levenson,
Eadie was bluffing. Even she didn't know their identity. “I was the
researcher. Clients give me topics and I research them.”

“We are interrogating all of your clients,”
Eadie grinned. “If you want them to keep any sort of
confidentiality then you had better come clean now.”

Lucy stared at the table in front of her.

“They tell me you are declining legal
representation,” Eadie said. “So you’re going with the public
defender?”

“No,” Lucy said.

“You’re going to defend yourself?” Eadie
scoffed.

“No,” Lucy said. “I didn’t do anything – so I
have nothing to defend.”

She could see Eadie’s left eye twitch while
he debated what to do. Lucy watched the twitch until Eadie became
uncomfortably aware of his inability to control the spasm. The
longer Lucy stared, the worse the spasms became.

“Lock her up,” Eadie snarled, turning his
back to her and rubbing his eye. Two policemen grabbed Lucy's arms
and lead her back to her cell.

Eadie was infuriated. Lucy was so calm.
Whatever she was up to, it had to be something grander than
breaking and entering into the Russ mansion. He couldn't fathom
what she was after.

He had no idea how Lucy had discovered the
connection between Senator Russ and potential terrorists. He
seethed at the thought of this young woman unearthing the
information especially since the project was deeply confidential.
Even Eadie barely knew anything about it, but he had heard rumors
and was dying to get involved. If Lucy could clue him in on some
sort of terrorism plot – either side, actually – he just knew it
could change his life. He might finally be something more than a
small-town cop who all the available women in town ignored and all
the men ridiculed.

So far, Eadie could not identify anyone Lucy
knew. She was like a ghost. He couldn’t really even identify Lucy
with any degree of certainty.

The FBI had scoured her iPhone contacts and
found very little information. There were a few photos that looked
like vacation shots, but there were no people in them. In fact,
there was nothing of significance on her phone.

It was perplexing. How could someone so
isolated have broken into the senator’s house, and why? According
to her credit card charges, she rarely ate out and shopped very
frugally for food. In fact, she seldom spent money on anything. She
would often not use her debit or credit cards for ten or more days.
She didn’t appear to have money from any source and no other bank
account. Yet, she never paid rent or utilities, aside from her
iPhone and internet access, along with some online accounts. The
accounts appeared to be primarily gaming memberships and a few
research databases. She didn’t file an income tax return.

Lucy had created a miniscule paper trail. She
had no magazine subscriptions or offline memberships. She had a
post office box at a walk-in mail service in Mississippi. But she
received almost no mail there, not even bills or
advertisements.

While Lucy was being locked in her cell,
Eadie headed home to his little cottage. He couldn’t get Lucy or
Sen. Russ out of his head. He had the tv on but he wasn’t paying
attention to what was on and fell asleep in his recliner, still
pondering the case.

Meanwhile, Lucy was the only person locked up
in the local jail. Crime was a novelty here. A female criminal was
truly rare, a fact that insured her a quiet night behind bars. Her
only jailor was hesitant to even check on her. He was afraid she
might not be undressed, or on the commode. The little jail didn’t
have a matron, so it was up to him to make sure, every couple of
hours, that Lucy was still in her cell and still alive.

“Don’t worry,” the jailor said. “Mattress has
hardly ever been used and my wife washes the sheets and blankets
herself. I’d sleep in that bed without a worry—except that I’d have
to be behind bars, like you are, missy.”

Lucy shot him a harsh look.

“Want a soda?” he asked.

“No,” she said. “Thank you.”

It felt odd to Lucy to be without her laptop.
She was never without it. Ever. She wondered how safe her laptop
was, even though everything on it was deeply encrypted.

Earlier, on the day she had been tipped off,
Lucy had fled with her laptop aboard a ferry to Nova Scotia.
Arriving there, she had taken a cab to the airport where she ducked
into a public restroom.

Lucy locked herself inside a bathroom stall
and activated one of the unused cell phones in her bag to make a
phone call. While she was waiting, Lucy quickly uploaded a backup
of her hard drive. Then she performed a low-level format. She
pulled a flash drive out of her messenger bag and loaded some
essential files. She then reloaded the operating system and
downloaded a disk image onto the laptop. But it wasn’t an image of
her own computer. It was the image of another computer, masking any
of Lucy’s actual data.

A young woman in a pink janitor’s uniform
entered the ladies room with a scrub bucket and mop. She mopped a
small portion of the floor as she peered under the stall doors.
Then she locked herself into the stall next to Lucy and they
silently exchanged clothes by passing them under the stall
partition. Lucy took over the floor-scrubbing duties, decked out in
her custodial uniform.

The other young woman left the ladies room
wearing Lucy’s clothes and ordered coffee from an airport shop. She
deleted everything off the hard-drive, then restored a third disk
image to it. She glanced at the clock and ordered another cup of
coffee. She conducted another low-level format on the hard-drive,
and then restored a fourth disk image. If anyone tried to view what
was originally on this hard drive, it would take a very long time
to sort out the various data.

Lucy continued cleaning the bathroom,
scrubbing the floor outside the restrooms and setting up bright
yellow "wet floor" warning cones. She finished the shift and took a
cab back to the tiny little apartment where the owner of the
uniform Lucy was wearing lived. She unlocked the door and let
herself in. The furniture was worn and the living room was
decorated with ragged-looking wall decorations and knick-knacks
that appeared to have been purchased used. In fact, they were. They
were selected to create an illusion.

Lucy found a pair of jeans and a t-shirt in
the closet and changed clothes while she waited for the police to
arrive. She was munching on some Saltine’s when there was a knock
at the door.

“Yes?” she asked, peering through the keyhole
at two police officers.

“Open up,” one of the men said. “Police!”

“Yes, sir,” she said, calmly unlocking the
door.

“You’re wanted for breaking and entering!”
one of them shouted.

They looked a little perplexed as Lucy turned
her back to them and crossed her wrists, waiting for them to
handcuff her. They did so, escorted her to the waiting squad car
and into the police station.

Meanwhile the young woman Lucy traded
identities with had boarded a plane to London, with Lucy's laptop,
where she handed it to someone else who physically destroyed it.
They burned it. There was no shred of it left.

Now Lucy laid on her bunk in the St. John’s
police station and stared up at the ceiling, rethinking the whole
event. She felt so cut off.

But, she wasn't willing to talk to Eadie. She
liked her life. Besides, he had no idea how big the system was. So
far, Eadie assumed that Lucy was the only person, acting alone,
sleeping in the senator’s.

It was true that she had spent time in Sen.
Russ’s house, without his permission. It had merely been a
convenience – a very well-furnished convenience.

That first morning in the Russ mansion,
bright sunlight blinded Lucy as she opened her eyes, then stretched
before she glanced sleepily out the window at the early morning
light, through the open drapes. It promised to be a clear,
beautiful day. Her eyes slowly scanned the room, pausing to stare
at a somber painting of a river. Signed by A. S. Kimball, Lucy had
done some online research on the work and discovered it was
"Ipswich River" by Arthur S. Kimball and had last sold for nearly
$9,000.

And now it hung in a guest room in the
senator’s vacation home.

The painting hung above a mahogany dresser.
It, like all the furniture in the house, was oversized and
obviously top quality. The dresser, bedside tables, and vanity were
so finely polished that they reflected the room like wooden
mirrors. There were no fingerprints on the polished wood because
the room was seldom used. When it was, the staff polished them
away.

Lucy had peeked inside every drawer, in this
guestroom, to find only heavily scented paper liners. Each drawer
slid smoothly and silently.

This morning, she reveled in the sensation of
the bed linen caressing her skin like a satin cocoon, making her
reluctant to leave its embrace. She wondered how many nights anyone
had slept between these sheets. Lucy would only be here for two
more days before relocating and she had never slept in a bed this
nice, in a room this nice, in a house this nice. She felt sad that
there was rarely ever anyone here to enjoy this lovely room.

As Lucy reluctantly slipped out of bed,
pulling the deep wine colored 1200 thread count Egyptian cotton
sheets back into place, she thought of the cheap sheets on her
childhood bed and the way they scratched her skin like crepe paper.
She ran her hand over these lovely sheets, caressing them like a
pet, before putting the duvet on top and straightening it. The
duvet was a deep burgundy and gold print, matching the deep, soft
golden Berber carpet.

She glanced at her iPhone and then back at
the bed before she walked to the guest bath where she laid the
phone on the bathroom counter. She stared at herself in the
gilt-edged wall of mirror above the counter. Her shoulder-length
hair was a tangle of curls, since she had stopped straightening it.
She stepped back and looked at herself in the mirror. She was thin
but not dangerously so.

She peed, then washed her hands and dried
them on an incredibly thick hand towel bearing the monogram “BSR.”
She crushed the towel in her hands, like a kitten kneading a
favorite toy. It was so soft that she found it difficult to put the
towel aside.

Lucy sorted through the toiletries in a
Longaberger basket, none of which she had ever used or could ever
have afforded. She selected a shampoo, conditioner and body wash
she had seen advertised in upscale magazines.

She draped a blindingly white bath towel over
a heated towel rack before stepping into the oversized shower.
Strategically placed shower tiles drenched her entire body in warm
water. She washed her hair with a tiny amount of shampoo, then she
conditioned. She shaved her legs and then stepped out to dry
herself slowly. She took a moment to return each bottle to its
original spot in the basket. She double-checked the arrangement
against a photo she taken earlier on her iPhone.

After drying her hair, Lucy used the
professional quality hair dryer to dry the shower area, then closed
the shower stall door. She brushed her teeth and then returned her
items to her travel bag. She put her razor inside a sealable
sandwich bag and popped it in, as well. She scrutinized her iPhone
while looking around the room before giving herself one last
glance.

She put her travel bag in her backpack, and
took out underwear and a top and jeans. She dressed and then
bounded downstairs, laptop in hand, while glancing out the
windows.

All the drapes were open, offering up a view
of a vast forest. The view was equally beautiful from each room,
including the kitchen which was a large, bright room with high
ceilings. The harshness of the stainless-steel refrigerator and
stove were toned down by charming hand-painted tiles and yellow
countertop appliances. It was 6:47 a.m. as Lucy made herself a
peanut butter sandwich while coffee brewed. She carefully scooped
up the bread crumbs, dropping them down the garbage disposal. She
moved her laptop to a coffee table in front of a white wicker sofa
in a corner of the kitchen.

When the coffee was ready, she poured one cup
into the cap to her thermos, and the rest into the thermos before
meticulously cleaning the coffee pot and returning it to its place.
She sprayed an air-remover to eliminate the smell of the
coffee.

She looked slowly around the room while
scrutinizing images on her iPhone. Satisfied everything was in
place, she arranged the coffee on the coffee table and sat down
cross-legged on the loveseat.

She opened her laptop and logged in. Text
flashed across the top of the screen, “Welcome Back, Otocyon.” She
quickly listened to the latest news from the CNN newsfeed as she
logged into her virtual office. Lucy was only a part-time
playbourer. She had started as a goldfarmer, gaming for cash, but
gradually she had established a reputation as a top-notch
ghost-researcher. Even the most frequently published clients only
knew her as Otocyon.

She seldom spent time in the presence of
other people. It was a lifestyle she had developed in high-school.
She was bright and spent much of her time online. She developed
friends online and eventually met some of them. She continued
living that way through college and graduate school. She discovered
she could make more money online than at any entry level job and
she didn’t have enough experience to be considered for anything
else.

She started working online to gain research
experience. But, the money still wasn’t there. She just couldn't
afford decent housing, along with a car payment. It's simple enough
to take public transportation if you live directly on a bus route.
But, so many apartments on a bus route are run down and located on
noisy streets.

Lucy had worked as a secretary for a large
company, Available Insurance, for about a year. It took hours to
complete the keyboarding tests and fill out paperwork. She had to
take a drug test. She thought that was odd –taking a drug test to
be allowed to type and answer phones. In the end, she was hired for
little more than minimum wage.

The first entire day was orientation. She was
fingerprinted, had her photograph taken, and given a parking permit
to hand from her rearview mirror. She put her photo ID on a lanyard
and hung it from her neck, like all the other employees. She signed
non-compete agreements and confidential agreements. She toured the
multi-story building with a group of eight new employees.

The second day, she arrived on time and sat
down at her desk in a sea of cubicles. While she was opening one
empty drawer after another, checking for any contents, Lucy smelled
a cloud of heavy cologne.

"Hello, I'm Darlene," announced a chubby
blonde in a tight sweater and even tighter skirt. "You can call me
Dar!"

Lucy looked up, surprised.

"I'm your area supervisor," Dar explained,
shaking Lucy's hand. "Come with me, hon, and we'll get you some
supplies." Lucy covered her nose as she followed Dar to the supply
room.

"Each new employee is entitled to certain
office supplies," Dar explained, unlocking the supply room, careful
not to chip her ridiculously long fingernails. "You get... let's
see...."

Dar looked at a list printed on company
letterhead. "You get a stapler," she said, "and staples! Won't do
you much good without staples!"

"This is a new stapler," Lucy said. "Every
new employee gets a new stapler?"

"Why, yes, hon," Dar said. "We're all about
happy employees here!"

"What happened to the stapler my predecessor
used?" Lucy asked, looking at her reflection in the shiny, burgundy
stapler.

"Your what?" Dar said, looking embarrassed.
"Your what used?"

"Predecessor," Lucy said. "The person who had
my job before me."

"I just hand out new supplies, hon," Dar said
helplessly. "We have new supplies." Dar stared at Lucy for a moment
before continuing gathering items from the shelves.

"Dar," Lucy said. "I don't really like to be
called 'hon.'"

"Well, why on earth not?" Dar asked, looking
so completely bewildered, batting her false eyelashes. Lucy would
discover that Dar always looked like she was in full theatre
makeup.

"I find it condescending," Lucy said. "To be
called 'hon.'"

"I love to be called 'hon,'" Dar said. "I
think it's sweet. I was trying to be sweet to you."

"My name is Lucy," she said. "You can call me
Lucy."

"Well, I...." Dar stuttered. She considered
it her special skill to make new employees feel welcome. It was a
talent that had helped her move up the ladder from a temp to an
area supervisor, with nothing more than a high school education.
Dar was proud of working for Available Insurance and never missed
an opportunity to mention it. She gave friends and family Christmas
presents from the company store, bearing the company logo. She
never realized the recipients threw them away or donated them to
local thrift shops. Neither did she really care. The only thing
that mattered to Dar was that, at least once a year, her friends
and relatives received a very personal, gift-wrapped reminder that
she worked at Available Insurance – and they didn’t.

"Hon," Dar said, "oh, I'm sorry." Dar
actually blushed beneath the heavy patina of makeup. "I didn't mean
to say something wrong."

"That's why I told you," Lucy said. "You
obviously had no idea that I prefer to be called Lucy. And you
didn’t say something wrong. I just prefer to be called by my own
name."

Dar’s eyes were welling up with tears. Lucy
hoped Dar wouldn't cry. She didn't want to see what a mess that
would make of Dar's makeup.

"We have everything...," Dar said in sort of
a sing-song, locking the supply room behind them. "Let's haul all
this to your desk."

As Lucy emptied the office supplies onto her
desk, Dar couldn't resist putting each item where she wanted it to
go. She flipped on the light under the cubicle bookshelf and turned
on Lucy's monitor.

"Sit, sit," Dar told Lucy. "Does your chair
need to be adjusted? Maybe a little?"

Dar fiddled with levers on the chair, as Lucy
hopped up and down, until they were both satisfied.

"So, hon... ," Dar stopped short, her eyes
growing big. "I'm sorry – Lucy – are you new in town?"

"No," Lucy lied. "I went to college
here."

"Oh, my," Dar said. "You went to college?
Well, we need to get you enrolled in the management training
program! Of course, you have to be here six months, but that's
where you need to be. Not down here with us!" Dar rolled her eyes
and waved her hands at the ocean of cubicles.

"Are you from here?" Lucy asked, to be
polite.

"Born and raised!" Dar said, rolling her eyes
again. "I went to high school here...." Her voice trailed off and
she paused for a moment. She didn’t want to admit that she had
never gone to college. In fact, she never had any interest in
college and didn’t really have the grades or the intellect for it.
She just wanted a paycheck and to brag that she worked for
Available Insurance.



"Think of me as a liaison," Dar said. "The
managers give me assignments and I bring them to you. Well, not
just you. Everybody!"

"I see," Lucy said. "Do you have an
assignment for me yet?"

"You certainly are eager!" Dar said. "They're
going to love you in management."

Lucy smiled, even though she wondered if it
was compliment. Lucy suspected she was making Dar feel
inferior.

"You just get comfortable and I'll be back in
a few," Dar said, disappearing.

Lucy logged on to her computer and created an
email signature, changed her screensaver and wallpaper and set her
browser home page. She had resized her email and minimized her
browser just as Dar returned, empty-handed.

"I don't have anything yet," Dar said. "Oh,
my god, what have you done to your email!"

"I just customized it," Lucy defended
herself.

"Oh, we don't do that here," Dar said. "We
can't make any changes to the system."

"Well, actually, we can," Lucy said, pointing
to her monitor. "It just makes my email... prettier."

"We don't allow pretty here," Dar said. Then
she whispered to Lucy, "Change it back! Please, before we get in
trouble!"

"IT can see what I've done," Lucy argued, but
Dar ignored her.

"Please," Dar said. "This job is important to
me. My area follows the rules."

Lucy reset everything to the default settings
and stared at the wallpaper on her computer screen. It was an
advertisement for the company. Lucy couldn't help but think it was
odd that the company was advertising to its own employees.

Her thoughts were interrupted by Dar's
cologne.

"Here is a printout," Dar said, handing a
letter to Lucy. "This was written by one of the managers you
haven't met yet – there are a lot of them. But you'll get to meet
them eventually. Anyway, proofread this letter, and make any
corrections needed on the printed copy. Check the spelling. Check
the grammar. Then I take copy to the managers who give them back,"
Dar wiggled her head back and forth and giggled. "After the manager
approves your corrections, they give me the copy back and I give it
to you. I'll show you where to find the computer file and you open
it and type in the corrections and print the final copy on
letterhead. Understood?"

"Why doesn't the manager just run a spelling
and grammar check on the file?" Lucy asked.

"Excuse me?" Dar asked. “A what?”

"The word processor does all the checking,
including grammar usage," Lucy argued.

"That's very technical," Dar chided her.

"I suspect anyone qualified to be a manager
knows how to hit the F7 key," Lucy laughed.

"You know, I never learned to use those keys
with the little F's on them. Don't get me wrong," Dar said,
reaching for Lucy's elbow. "it's really fine that you do know how
to do all that technical stuff. It's beyond me!"

Dar laughed and rolled her eyes again.

"But, this," Dar said, tapping the letter in
front of Lucy, "is how we do things here. We don't expect managers
to do our job for us."

Dar walked away, cheerily chatting with one
employee after another. Lucy proofread the letter and put it in an
interoffice envelope that would be picked up later that afternoon.
She never saw the letter again and she waited two days for another
letter to proofread, along with a few meeting agendas to
duplicate.

"Hi," said a woman about Lucy's age, peering
around the corner at Lucy from the next cubicle. "I'm Shawna
Riverton. I'm just a temp. Are you?"

"Not intentionally," Lucy laughed.

Shawna was about 25 years old. She was pretty
and smiled a lot. She had a head full of auburn curls and freckles
on every inch of visible skin. Shawna strained her neck to see
across the top of the cubicles. When Shawna moved a certain way,
Lucy could see a small tiger tattoo on her chest.

"Can you breathe yet?" she asked Lucy.

"What?" Lucy whispered back.

"Dar!" Shawna said, waving her hand under her
nose, referring to Dar’s heavy perfume.

They both laughed and Shawna introduced Lucy
to some of the other workers nearby. One woman was knitting while
she answered incoming phone calls. Another woman was reading a
romance novel.

Lucy avoided boredom by exploring every nook
and cranny of the company intranet. No one cared, as long as she
answered the phone and figured out how to use the copying machine.
Dar was just happy that Lucy looked busy, even if she didn't have
anything assigned to her.

During breaks and lunch, Lucy discovered that
her coworkers not only didn’t care about what information was at
their fingertips, they had no idea how to find it. She tried
explaining how much easier their job would be if they used the
intranet but no one cared. She wasn’t sure they even understood
what she was talking about.

She also began to realize the value of the
information to which they all had access. In fact, she spent a lot
of time thinking about it. Probably more time than those who were
concerned about company security. They focused on monitoring the
storm of emails sent and received by employees and security attacks
from the outside. Lucy was discovered she had access to gigs of
company, and customer, data, as a trusted employee. Names,
addresses, insurance coverage. She could tell everything about a
customer from what was stored in the database – how many cars they
had, how many kids, how big their house was, how much expensive
jewelry they had, who had a vacation home, or a time-share. As she
killed time browsing through the company database, she felt like
she could walk right in to a customer’s life. She daydreamed about
what their lives might be like.

Lucy never really fit in, but no one really
noticed aside from the way she dressed. She couldn’t bring herself
to dress conservatively. She always wore wildly mismatched clothes.
Her little cubicle was so far from the view of anyone who was
concerned about the company's image that no one commented.

She thought Dress Down Friday would be a
relief until she discovered it meant buying an overpriced polo
shirt from the company store, emblazoned with the company name, and
wearing it with khakis. For most support staff, like Lucy, a single
Dress Down Friday shirt cost three hours of their salary. But, she
made the effort an bought the shirt and a pair of khakis.

The first Dress Down Friday she worked there
she froze at the sight of hundreds of her coworkers all wearing the
same uniform bearing the company logo, “Available.” She went home
at noon and changed into a skirt.

“Where’s your Available shirt?” Shawna
asked.

Lucy changed the subject.

“What are you doing after work?” she asked
Shawna. “Want to go get a drink somewhere? Celebrate another week
at Available?”

“Sure,” Shawna said. “That sounds fun. I’ll
meet you here at your cubicle and we can walk out together.”

Lucy began to wonder if that afternoon would
ever end. Eventually, Shawna appeared and they made their way
through the crowd to the parking lot.

“Where do you want to go?” Lucy asked.

“Let’s go to Beethoven’s,” she suggested.
“It’s a quaint little piano bar in the basement of this pool
hall.”

“I know the place,’ Lucy said. “I’ll see you
there in a few minutes.”

They slowly made their way out of the parking
lot, along with several hundred of their coworkers, and down to the
bar. Lucy found a parking spot and met up with Shawna who waiting
outside.

“Come on around to the side entrance,” Shawna
said. “We can do without the Neanderthals upstairs.”

They made their way to a table in the dark
basement and ordered a pitcher of beer.

“To us!” Shawna toasted.

“To us!”

“So,” Shawna said, taking a deep drink of her
beer. “What happened to your Dress Down Friday shirt?”

“I went home at noon and changed,” Lucy
confessed.

“I noticed,” Shawna said.

“I almost turned around and left as soon as I
got here,” Lucy said. “I got out of my car and realized I was
surrounded by dozens and dozens and dozens of people all wearing
shirts that read “Available” on them! Available? Available – for
what?”

“I had the same experience my first Dress
Down Friday,” Shawna said. “I never dress down any more.”

They both laughed.

“In fact,” Shawna said, “I burned my
Available shirt!”

“That sounds reasonable,” Lucy said. “Damn.
Like I would ever wear that thing!”

“I know,” Shawna said. “And you’ll never see
that thirty bucks again!”

“Yeah, that hurt!” Lucy said. “I can’t
believe I was suckered into paying $30 for that shirt.”

“So, what brought you to Available?” Shawna
asked.

“I needed a job and no one seems to be
hiring,” Lucy said.

“That’s for sure,” Shawna said.

Shawna and Lucy listened to the music and
chatted about nothing in particular for awhile before Lucy said she
needed to get home. Shawna was nice but Lucy wasn’t used to
spending much time with friends, and even less time with strangers.
Soon enough the weekend would be over and she’d be seeing Shawna
for eight hours every day.

Lucy had always been a loner. She wasn’t up
for spending every free minute with Shawna and didn’t want her to
get the idea that she might.

Lucy had discovered, on her first day, that
there were free tampons and expensive hand lotions in the Available
ladies rooms. She made a habit of visiting different restrooms just
to investigate the supply.

“Oh, that,” one of her coworkers said. “We
all just bring in our favorites and share. You’re welcome to use
whatever hand lotion or cologne you find. We all share. The company
provides the tampons. Just help yourself!”

Lucy did just that. She began carrying a very
large purse to work. She took two tampons every time she went to a
restroom and put them in her purse, unless she needed them. She
didn’t buy tampons for a very long time. That helped with the
finances a little bit. She also carried travel bottles that she
resupplied from the lotion in the fourth-floor restroom. It was her
favorite.

Lucy continued to spend her nights playing
online games. She was good. No, she was very good. After she won
her first local tournament, she quit her day job. Since then she
continued goldfarming and doing research for other people.

She was working directly for her Flyer, Euel,
on the Gs database. Lucy sometimes grinned at the thought that a
Flyer resembled a pimp. His talent was finding lucrative
opportunities for others. Not that Euel didn’t create plenty of
profit for himself, but his was a rather passive position.

Euel only paid Lucy in points but, since she
could trade points for housing, she didn’t care. She didn’t care as
much about cash as she did about what points would buy, except for
her car payments and insurance.

Euel had met Lucy, who went by Otocyon, in a
chatroom when she was about fifteen, not even old enough to drive
but good enough to get herself invited to a gamer's guild. Euel was
impressed that Otocyon was disciplined enough to spend time in
chatrooms. Most gamers at her level were obsessed with playing and
fell short in the communications department.

Euel didn't play much. He paid others to
play.

Euel had taken his time getting to know
Otocyon. He was aware that she already knew that he was a
goldfarmer and not a gamer. Euel assumed that Otocyon had kept a
backup copy of every character of every exchange they had had from
the beginning, right down to every emoticon and LOL. He didn’t
mind. He had a copy, too. He had a detailed profile of Otocyon that
he kept in an encrypted file that he shared with no one.

Euel and Lucy both knew another player
Tronae, who had dabbled in gaming. Tronae wasn’t very good and
never would be. She worked as a customer service representative for
a company that subcontracted to a major communications provider.
The job barely paid minimum wage, plus a bonus for any service she
could sell a customer. Her job was to sell at least one additional
service to every caller, even those who called to say they needed
to reduce their bill because they had lost their job or encountered
some other downturn. It didn't matter that she was called a
customer service representative. Her job was to sell as many
additional services as she could to every caller. It takes a harsh
heart to sell something to someone who is hurting financially. It's
a lot easier if the CSR is hurting financially, as well.

And, Tronae, was scraping by.

Like most of her coworkers, she ate cookies
out of the vending machine, or smoked instead of eating, to cut her
appetite and reduce her food bill. Lunch was a luxury she just
couldn’t afford. Most days there was literally no food in her house
and no money to buy any. She and her friends took turns hitting up
various food pantries to make ends meet.

She certainly had no qualms about downloading
data from her employer, even though it meant she could lose her job
and even be arrested. That was enough intrigue for Tronae who had
done her best to flirt with Euel and keep his attention. She had
asked to meet him in person several times but Euel declined. He
seldom wasted time on poor gamers. The courage to download data
files onto a thumb drive, while on camera, was not enough to get
Euel’s attention. He could find any number of people desperate
enough to do the job.

Not only was Tronae not a good gamer, she
didn't even understand the value of what she had access to. Otocyon
realized that from the beginning when Tronae typed across the
screen:

Tronae: new prod. more Gs for me!

Otocyon: Selling whut?

Tronae: whole house security systems.

Otocyon: how’s that work?

Tronae: we get commission for ea 1 we
sell.

Otocyon: I mean for homeowners?

Tronae: they set up the sec sys with us. we
have pwd. they video their own house for insurance. then we
maintain the sec system. codes. activation.

Otocyon: you have the pass codes for these
houses?

Tronae: so’s we can turn ’em off if there is
a false alarm.

Otocyon: And you have video of what the house
looks like inside?

Tronae: Yeah, so’s insurance knows the
replacement value if the place burns down.

Otocyon: like a virtual tour of houses you’ve
never been in.

Tronae: u should see how these folks
live.

Otocyon: u downloading this now?

Tronae: just gave it to Euel. he prolly don’t
know it yet. cant ever get him to talk to me.

Otocyon: see ya girlfriend

Euel, under an alias – mostly to elude Tronae
– searched out Otocyon. He knew her many guises. They started their
usual routine of carrying on a conversation across multiple
chatrooms. It meant each of them appearing to speak as half a dozen
different users in as many different chatrooms. Otocyon needed time
to think before she filled Euel in.

They briefly went to a private encrypted
chatroom where Otocyon tipped Euel off that a major home security
company was combining their services with telephone and cable tv
vendors.

“Go vox?” Euel had asked that day. Otocyon’s
phone number arrived in an encrypted email. They both used a voice
changer application on their iPhones to disguise their voices. Euel
sounded feminine while Otocyon sported a smooth masculine
voice.

“Wassup?” Euel greeted Otocyon.

“Gamin’,” Otocyon lied. She knew Euel didn’t
have much respect for higher education. He tried to hide the fact
that he didn’t really comprehend what kind of research she did for
her other clients. As long as she earned money for him gaming, he
didn’t even care.

“So what’s up with this security system?”
Euel asked, jumping right in.

“Tronae’s excited about selling it,” Otocyon
sneered. “Here’s the thing. Bundlers can save a shitload of money
when they go out of town by putting their service on vacation. The
idea is to put phone, internet and tv on vacation but leave the
security system in place. Cuts the total bill down to like
$30.”

“But the security system is in place,” Euel’s
soft voice protested. “What good does that do?”

“The CSR could either turn it off or, get
this,” Otocyon said excitedly. “There are videos of the house
stored online. We could replay any video during vacation and the
owner would never know, as long it was recorded during the same
time of year.”

“Okay, I follow,” Euel said. “How do we get
into the house?”

“The security system password is stored in
the database and the CSRs have access to it,” Otocyon said.

“That isn’t possible,” Euel whispered,
breathing a little heavier. “Even if they do, surely they’re
encrypted.”

“Nope,” Otocyon smiled. “The CSRs have to be
able to see the password immediately in case there is an issue and
the system needs to be disabled, like if it is a false alarm, so to
speak.”

“The CSR’s see the password?” Euel said.
“This is too easy.”

“So there are these houses sitting empty for
a couple of weeks at a time,” Otocyon teased. She knew she had
Euel’s mind spinning. “Better yet some are actual vacation homes.
They only get used a few times a year. The security service is
expensive and only upscale homeowners usually buy it. I’m talking
like multi-million dollar homes. Homes with guest rooms.“

“Yeah....” Euel said.

“The CSR’s have the security system
passwords. Either the CSRs or a ‘visitor’ can disable the security
system and reactivate it at will,” Lucy explained.

“This is great timing,” Euel said. “I just
got out of a knockdown dragout with a bunch of gamers.”

Euel had just spent several hours holding his
own against top gamers wanting better compensation and better
benefits. They had come at him with the same ruthlessness and
deviousness they used when gaming.

They wanted better working conditions. They
wanted better compensation. They were bored.

Euel found it difficult to be very empathic.
The gamers knew the circumstances from the beginning. They also
knew there were no promises, just the chance to play.

“What was their beef?” Otocyon asked
innocently. She had been lurking in the same chatroom, under a
different persona, throughout the entire conversation. She wasn’t
sure if Euel knew that or not.

“Profits and benefits, just like Enron,” Euel
yawned.

“So, why not offer free housing as a perq?”
Otocyon asked.

Euel was quiet for a long time.

“Maybe for girls,” Euel laughed. “Gamers are
barely housebroken. They get into the game and they forget about
everything else.”

“So create a… League of Women Gamers,”
Otocyon suggested. “We’re cleaner and almost none of us want to
game in a dorm with guys who are shy about showering.”

“Are there that many good female gamers?”
Euel asked. The question sounded humorous coming from a female
voice.

“No one knows,” Otocyon said. “I would never
have gotten as far as I did if everyone didn’t assume I was a guy.
Girls waste a shitload of time fending off the nonsense from the
pigs. Then they don’t play us as hard - or they shatter us rather
than letting us actually play the game. Guys don’t like to know we
have respectable skills.”

Euel asked again, “So how many female gamers
are there?”

“Like I said, no one knows. A lot of players
could be like me, not letting anyone know we’re not guys,” Otocyon
said.

“Okay, so let’s say I buy into the security
system idea,” Euel mused. Otocyon smiled, knowing he was hooked.
“We’d have to make sure our gamers don’t get caught.”

Otocyon was way ahead of him. She had thought
this out as though it was a game.

“We only use houses with attached garages,”
Otocyon said. “It’s easy to trip a garage door. No one sees us go
in or come out.”

“Well, except for the car!” Euel laughed.

“Okay, we have to be willing to take the
chance,” Otocyon conceded. “And we only offer this free housing
option to gamers who own cars. They have to take their trash with
them, when they leave. Setting it on the curb will attract too much
attention.”

“Go on,” Euel urged.

“Choose big houses that have a guest room,”
Otocyon suggested. “We only sleep in the guest room. No one ever
goes into their own guest room. They wouldn’t remember if we left
things in the right spot or not.”

“I’m still not sure,” Euel hesitated, but he
was intrigued that Otocyon had thought out the process so well.
That’s part of why he liked her and trust her. She lived like she
gamed: always thinking.

“Here’s how it works,” Otocyon explained. “We
use our cell phones to photograph every room the moment we arrive,
so we can put everything back. In exchange for living there for
free for a couple of weeks or whatever, we are responsible for
putting every single thing back exactly where the owner left it.
Otherwise, they’ll notice something is up.”

“Aw, we gotta only consider girls then,” Euel
said. “No guy is going to go to all that trouble.”

“Yeah, even if they photographed everything
they still wouldn’t put it all back the way it was,” Otocyon
said.

“What about meals?” Euel asked. “You don’t
want to leave cooking odors behind.”

“You think gamers cook?” Otocyon laughed.
“Okay, some of us do. We’d carry odor remover sprays with us.”

“Room deodorizer?” Euel asked.

“Not the kind that make a room smell like
apples or something,” Otocyon explained. “Odor remover sprays. They
don’t cost much more than the perfumey kind. You can get them at
Walmart.”

“Why not just eat peanut butter?” Euel asked.
“Everyone has peanut butter and they don’t pay attention to how
quickly the jar goes empty.”

“Good point,” Otocyon said. “And pickles.
Cereal. Most of these houses we’re talking about would have a
pretty good-sized food pantry. It’s not like we’re going to be
fixing seven course meals. Gamers don’t live like that.”

“Not even girl gamers?” Euel asked.

“Not really,” Otocyon said.

“So you take a little of what you need, as
long as you’re not greedy or obvious,” Euel said.

“Exactly,” Otocyon insisted. “And pretty much
in an emergency.”

“Gamers have to provide their own laptop with
a wireless card, at their expense,” Euel reviewed.

“Like we don’t already?” Otocyon asked. “The
internet services will be shut off at the house, so, yeah, we need
our own. Internet’ll be put on vacation, just like the
occupants.”

“That means we need to make sure we have a
wireless signal in the area,” Euel said.

“Duh,” Otocyon said. “Create a database where
you store all this data. The security system has inside photos of
the homes and Google maps of a lot of the curb views. We need to
fill in the gaps so we know what is available.”

After a long pause, Euel said, “It’s like
Goldilocks. And we could make big bucks off this. It wouldn’t cost
me anything to provide the housing gamers want.”

“Sign me up,” Otocyon joked.

“You’ll be my test subject,” Euel said.
“Where would you like to be an uninvited guest?”

“The lease is up on my apartment,” Otocyon
said. “I’ll go anyplace. Pick a place.”

“I’ll be in touch,” Euel had said, hanging up
without a goodbye.

Lucy gave Available her two weeks' notice the
next day. Resigning required almost as much paperwork as getting
hired. She signed a resignation form, went through a separation
interview. She sat at her desk, waiting for an assignment, and
stared at the brand new stapler she had never used. She looked at
the sticky note pad with all its notes intact. The tape in her
shiny new tape dispenser still had the little tab on the end,
having never been used.

Later that day, Dar stopped between Shawna's
cubicle and Lucy's and announced, "Girls, I have news!"

Lucy and Shawn rolled their chairs a bit
further into the aisle.

"First, Lucy, it was been a pleasure having
you with us and we are just so sorry you chose not to remain a part
of the Available family," Dar said. "We wish you best! Just the
best!"

Lucy felt like Dar was maybe not-so-secretly
glad to be rid of her.

"But, your news is also good news for our
Shawna," Dar sang. "Shawna, you have been hired as a permanent
replacement for Lucy! So, as of 10:00 am this morning, you are no
longer a temp! You're one of us!"

Shawna smiled and thanked Dar and, per Dar's
instructions, went to Human Resources to fill out paperwork.

“Now, hon,” Dar said, unable to resist the
chance to use her favorite phrase one last time or two on someone
she knew didn’t like it, “if you don’t mind, hon, you can go ahead
and call this your last day. In fact, you might want to just go
ahead and go now.”

"I kind of hoped to finish out my last two
weeks," Lucy said. "The money would help."

"Oh, I'm sure they will be more than eager
for you to start your new job, wherever that is," Dar said, not
caring where Lucy was going.

Dar could not resist one last chance to say,
"Oh, and, hon?”

Lucy glared at Dar.

“Be sure to turn in your badge and parking
permit to Human Resources,” Dar said, wiggling away on her
ridiculously high heels.

"I'll be sure to do that," Lucy said, popping
the sticky notes and ink pens in her purse. Lucy rode the elevator
up to Human Resources and found Shawna in the waiting area.

"Hey, girl," Shawna said. "I'm sorry to see
you go but I'm grateful for the job!"

"I'm not sorry to go," Lucy said. "This job
was killing my brain."

"Yeah, you and I both know these managers
know how to spell check their own letters," Shawna scoffed. "I
figure as long as they want us to do it, we have job security."

"What did you do before this?" Lucy
asked.

"I am embarrassed," Shawna said, looking
away. "It's embarrassing!"

"You don't have to tell me," Lucy assured
her, assuming the worst.

"I have a fucking master's degree," Shawna
said, with tears in her eyes.

Lucy sighed.

"Seriously," Shawna said. "And I was grateful
to get this shitty job. In fact, I'm not sure what I would have
done if it hadn't come along."

"What's your degree in?" Lucy asked.

"Math," Shawna laughed. "I have an undergrad
degree in philosophy."

Lucy and Shawna sat in silence.

"If you could do any kind of job, what would
it be right now?" Lucy asked.

"Anything but this," Shawna said. "Until I
started temping here I was living in my car, until the bank took
it. Now I live with three other girls in a crappy little cramped
apartment."

"We shouldn't have to live like this," Lucy
said.

"I never thought I would," Shawna said
sadly.

"Do you have an email address?" Lucy asked.
"Jot it down. I happen to have sticky notes!" She and Shawna
laughed. Shawna realized the sticky notes were the ones Dar had
doled out to Lucy.

Lucy went home that day and sorted through
her few belongings, packing most of them into boxes. In one corner
of her bedroom, she collected a few clothes and some toiletries,
stopping from time to time to determine how much would fit into her
large hiker’s backpack.

The last item was a small stone box with some
cheap jewelry inside, a couple of photos, and some ticket stubs.
Everyone has a box of some sort, the kind of box they just can’t
part with. This was Lucy’s.

She hauled all the boxed items to her car and
dropped them off at a thrift shop donation site. She really didn’t
have anything of great enough value to pawn or sell.

She made a quick stop at a drug store where
she bought a box of hair color. Returning to her apartment, she
bleached her hair and eyebrows platinum blond and then cut her hair
very, very short.

Lucy had even donated her bed linens to the
thrift store, so she slept on a bare mattress that night. Early the
next morning, she unplugged the refrigerator and propped the
refrigerator door open to keep it from mildewing. She stuffed
everything she was keeping into her backpack, left the apartment
key on the counter, and closed the door behind her without even the
slightest glance back.

She drove to a coffee shop and got a coffee
to go, before leaving town. It was going to be a long drive to her
destination but she was in no hurry.

Lucy's first venture into nomadic housing
would be a home in Iowa City that belonged to a University of Iowa
faculty member who was on sabbatical for the summer. It was a
tremendous find, thanks to Euel and the G's database.

When she got to town, she stopped at a
grocery store and picked up some food items and two pay-as-you-go
cell phones and two phone cards for the lowest dollar amounts
available. She drove around town for a bit, picked up some Chinese
food a little after 2 p.m. before heading to the address where she
would be staying.

Lucy arrived hoping that the code Euel had
given her for the garage door would work. It did but her heart
skipped a beat when she saw a car in the garage. She pulled her car
in alongside it and closed the door behind her, not wanting
passersby to see her. She immediately called Euel who assured her
that Dr. Sampson's husband and children were all gone for the
summer, as well.

“Yo,” Euel answered.

“There’s a car in the garage,” Lucy
snapped.

“So?” Euel asked.

“You’re sure the whole family is gone?” Lucy
asked.

“Don’t you think they have two cars?” Euel
asked. They probably drove one to the airport and left one in the
garage.

“I hope you’re right,” she said, stepping out
of the car. “I’m gonna try the door – you better stay on this
line!”

“You’re frettin’ for nothin’, girl,” he
said.

“I’m walking through the kitchen,” she said,
narrating her footsteps, “and into the living room. It looks
empty.”

“I told you,” Euel said.

“It’ll do,” Lucy said.

“Oh, girl, don’ play me like dat,” Euel
said.

“It is better than any hotel,” Lucy giggled.
“These people know how to live!”

“Word,” Euel said, hanging up.

Lucy stood in the living room, messenger bag
over one shoulder and backpack on her back, for a long time trying
to decide what to do. It had all seemed so simple until she found
herself standing there in someone else's home. She knew she had
plenty of research to do at the university library but she needed
to sort out things for the G's database, too.

Years of gaming had honed her instinct for
survival. Lucy peeked in one bedroom after another until she found
what appeared to be a guestroom. There were few personal items, no
toys, and no obvious clothing. There was a small stack of towels on
a bench at the foot of the bed. Lucy dropped her laptop and
backpack on the bench and peeked in the attached guest bath. A pair
of blindingly white plush robes hung on pegs. Half a dozen unopened
bottles of hair products were arranged in a canvas-lined wicker
basket. Another basket held assorted lotions, while yet another was
filled with shaving products.

Lucy photographed the bathroom and the
bedroom, along with the view of the back of the house. No neighbors
were immediately.

This room would do.

This guestroom would be home for nearly two
weeks.

Lucy flopped down onto the bed, feeling the
deep down of the duvet hugging her as she sunk into the deep down.
She was tired from the drive and allowed herself to relax for a few
minutes.

She gasped when she suddenly woke, without
recognizing where she was.

It was nearly dusk. Lucy dashed downstairs to
the garage, retrieving two cloth bags full of groceries, mostly
frozen meals, which she put in the freezer.

She took inventory of the pantry. It was
lined with the most expensive staples. She picked up a bag of flour
and smiled as the thought about how much someone overpaid for it.
She picked up a can of soup with a price tag of $3.95 still stuck
to the label. There were several bags of dried soup mixes, each
bearing price tags ranging from $3.50 to $7.50.

“For beans?” she laughed. “There are like
$2.00 worth of beans and seasonings in this bag!”

She tossed the plastic bags back on the shelf
and helped herself to the peanut butter. It was top-notch organic
peanut butter with no other ingredients and required some serious
stirring.

Lucy stood over the kitchen sink while she
made a sandwich with fresh whole-grain bread from her own
groceries, and ate it there. She returned the peanut butter to the
pantry and the bread to her canvas bag.

She toured the house in the failing light.
She’d do the rest of the photographing in the morning. For now, she
was primarily concerned with who might be able to see her.

Satisfied she was out of sight, she took a
shower using shampoo, conditioner and body wash already in the
shower. Then she wrapped herself in one of the white robes and
curled up on top of the duvet.

Lucy dozed off, waking a little after 5:00
a.m. Rising early was going to become a way of life. She couldn’t
risk having lights on at night. That would draw attention to her
presence. The bathroom didn’t have any windows so she could work in
there late into the night, if she could pick up an internet signal.
Otherwise, she could download movies and watch them in the
bathroom.

That was the day Lucy began writing the G's
manual. There would certainly have to be rules. Lucy already
realized that not everyone could live this way.

But, it suited her and she knew it would suit
others as well. It was a new way of life. But what was starting out
as a simple experiment would eventually bring her much closer to
Dr. Levenson – and to Sen. Russ of Michigan who was planning to
derail Levenson’s research. But, that was yet to come.

Senator Russ had been gloating. He hated
environmentalists with a deep raging passion for a single reason:
they took money out of his pocket, threatening his accustomed way
of life. He didn't like to change and he certainly didn't like to
work very hard, and never had. He didn't do much to get here, other
than marrying well.

But today he had done something on his own,
something he could lay claim to. In 30 minutes, all but one member
of the board would arrive in his conference room down the hall. The
coffee was already being brewed and a breakfast buffet readied.
There would be real china and thick white linen napkins. There
would be four huge bouquets of flowers.

He enjoyed the view from his penthouse office
overlooking Lake Michigan, even on an early spring day like this.
He felt powerful, towering above the taxi s and delivery trucks and
the limousines transporting important people like himself who had
the funds to pay for such services.

The Senator had learned a few years ago that
a certain Dr. Levenson had created a system for easily converting
just about any gasoline motor to an environmentally friendly system
that required no gasoline. It was novel and new and worst of all –
it worked.

The Senator also discovered that Levenson, a
college professor, needed financial backing. Russ rallied his
colleagues to invest in Enviroline. He made a fuss over the
professor and his contraption. Just in case, he had hired hackers
to chat with Levenson’s students online to collect as much
information as possible about Levenson’s research and its potential
– mainly its potential to negatively impact Sen. Russ’s petroleum
income.

RusCo had bought the Enviroline patent a few
months ago. Sen. Russ had given Levenson and Enviroline
considerable thought before drawing together all the board members,
except Levenson, to explain his coupe.

"Don't mean to rush anyone, but you never
know but what these intellectual liberals still use a sun dial to
tell time," Russ laughed. "Me? I like my Rolex, so let's get
started."

Sen. Russ leaned back in his chair and took a
deep breath.

"As you know, this here … Levenson … has a
pretty nifty little invention," Russ said. "Thing is, it ain't
petroleum-related. It's anti-petroleum. Now, this here Levenson, he
ain't no businessman and thank God, he ain't. Dumber than a box of
rocks. He signed the papers transferring the patent for Enviroline
from himself to this company. He no longer owns his own patent.
Didn’t have a clue what he was signing."

The gathered men, dressed in expensive suits,
laughed as they downed their muffins and orange juice.

"Now, this here Levenson is going to be here
any time now for the company board meeting," Russ explained. "What
he don't know is just because we own Enviroline doesn’t mean we’re
going to produce it. He sold us the patent. And, seein' as how he
is no longer the majority stockholder, we need to vote to close
down the company – and that’s the end of Enviroline. That's all we
have to do. I don't even give a shit why. Transportation costs.
Manufacturing costs. I don't care why. Because we own the patent
and we own enough votes to shut down the company. Without the
patent, he can't go into production without us. All I need is for
someone to make the motion. Don’t care who."

The room was silent.

"Anyone have any questions?" Russ asked.

No one responded. There was a knock on the
conference room door.

“Geez, almighty…,” Sen. Russ said. “Who the
hell knocks on a …come in! Come in! Everyone, I’d like you to meet
Dr. Levenson - what’s your first name again?”

Sam Levenson stood disheveled, as always, in
the conference room door, clutching his ever-present brief case,
looking baffled and pushing his glasses up the bridge of his
nose.
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